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Chapter One


Cassidy Devlin never put much stock in the notion of love at first
sight. Truthfully, she never gave much thought to love at all—until
it happened. She was headed to a business meeting in Philadelphia
when her car began to smoke. She got off the interstate and onto a
country road where she pulled over and looked around. Nothing in
any direction but cows grazing in a nearby field. She removed her
cell phone from her purse but had no signal. Where there were cows,
there had to be a farm. She slipped out of her heels and into the
sneakers she kept in the trunk for the day when she’d have time to
go walking. Today was that day.

As she rounded a bend in the road, a faded
green tow truck came toward her spewing a plume of exhaust. She
waved, and the driver stopped. The door opened and a lanky young
man with shaggy brown hair beneath a Phillies baseball cap and
wearing aviator shades got out.

“What’s the problem?”

“I don’t know. It made a funny sound and
started smoking, so I got off the interstate.”

“Mind if I take a look?”

“Please.”

He reached into the car, released the hood
latch, then came to the front and popped the hood.

“Radiator hose, looks like. Probably
overheated. I can give you a tow to a garage in town. I’m Zeke, by
the way.”

“Cassidy.”

She stepped aside while he positioned the
truck, lowered a ramp, and attached a winch to pull the car onto
the flat bed. He opened the passenger door of the truck, tossed
trash into the back and brushed the seat before stepping back to
help her up. “Careful.”

“Thank you.”

The truck smelled of something she couldn’t
quite identify—exhaust mixed with old fast-food containers and
maybe fishing gear? She turned her face to the open window,
forgetting about her hair. They crested a hill, and he slowed. The
sun nearly blinded her, but as her vision adjusted, Cassidy gazed
at the most perfect little village situated along a wide creek—and
fell in love.

“What’s the name of this town?” she
asked.

“Gilbert’s Glade,” he replied.

“It’s lovely. Reminds me of someplace I’ve
seen before.”

“Yeah? Where’s that?”

“Ireland.”

“Never been.” At the bottom of the hill, he
pulled up in front of a garage with two open bays, one occupied.
“This is Tillie’s. Don’t let the name fool you. She’s the best
mechanic ever. Learned everything in the Army. She’ll take care of
your car.”

Cass looked at the fading paint above the bay
doors: Tillman Auto Repairs. Tillman. Why did that name ring a
bell?

A woman walked out from one of the bays
wearing grease-stained coveralls and wiping her hands on a rag. She
squinted in the sun. “Can I help you?”

“My car stalled out. It was smoking, so I got
off the interstate. This gentleman…” She looked at the man. “I’m
sorry, I forgot your name.”

“Zeke.”

“Zeke was kind enough to tow it here.”

“It’s gonna be about an hour before I can
look at it,” Tillie said. “You might want to go on over to the
Valley Café and get some lunch.” Tillie pointed across the street.
“Come on back in an hour or so, Miss…?”

“I’m sorry. Devlin. Cassidy Devlin. Thank you
so much.”

Zeke expertly lowered the ramp and backed the
Mini Cooper into the open bay.

“What do I owe you?” Cass asked, pulling her
wallet from her purse.

“Nothing. I was coming this way anyway. Good
luck.” He nodded to Tillie. “See you later.”

“You will. And what did I tell you about
getting that exhaust system fixed? You’re polluting the air.”

“I will. Already ordered the part.” He waved
as he got into his truck.

“That was very nice of him,” Cass said,
returning her wallet to her purse.

“He’s a nice guy. He’s also my son. Guess I
raised him right.”

“You did. I’ll be back in a bit. I think I’ll
go and explore the town.”

Grateful she’d left the sneakers in her car,
Cass set off across the street. The café was crowded with lunch
patrons, so she opted for a walking tour of the town first.

Shops lined the street on both sides. Next to
the café sat a flower shop. She walked the two blocks of businesses
on one side and turned at the public library to cross the street
and walk back. A playground and park with a gazebo sat beside the
library and next to the stream. The town offered a hardware store,
three clothing stores, a bookstore, a small family restaurant, a
jewelry store, and a computer repair shop. What surprised her was
the old ‘five and dime’ store in the middle of town. She went
inside and walked the length of the store, coming out the second
door. It was like a trip back in time. Two vacant storefronts were
listed as available, one with an apartment on the second level.

As she walked, people passed by and smiled,
greeting her. The experience was so different from the city. Cass
felt herself begin to relax. Maybe even unwind. She needed to be
careful. That stress she carried might be the only thing holding
her together. She stopped across from the Valley Café and gazed
around, trying to identify the feeling that hummed in her
chest.

Then she shook her head, realizing she needed
to call and let her boss know what happened and that she was not
going to make it to her meeting. Scott was not going to be happy.
Luckily, she had a signal.

“Can’t you get an uber?” he asked.

She looked around the town. “I doubt it. I’m
in the middle of nowhere, and I think it’s 1950. You should see
this place.”

“Cass, we cannot afford to screw up this
deal. The investors are breathing down my neck. They need that
clinic in order to build a bigger medical system. So, convince
those two podunk doctors to sign on the dotted line. Hell, it’ll be
better for them all the way around. They won’t have to worry about
a thing.”

Except they won’t own their own clinic any
longer, and they’ll answer to a medical system that is
profit-oriented and not patient care oriented. “Scott, I’m not
confident on this one. The one guy seems to be leaning our way. The
other is not for sale.”

“Play the ace I gave you.”

“What? You want me to threaten them with a
malpractice suit that doesn’t exist?”

“Just show them how being part of a bigger
system protects them in such scenarios.”

Cass was a hardass when it came to business
negotiations. That’s how she’d made it as far as she had with
Belden Reisman. But she did not like to play dirty or engage in
lies or innuendo to sway someone to sell out their business. Most
likely a business they’d built on a dream. She admired people who
turned dreams into a livelihood. She admired people who had
dreams.

“I have to go if I’m going to try to find a
rental car or something.”

“You know how important this deal is for both
of us. I don’t care how you get there, just get there. Hire
someone.”

She did know how important the deal was for
her. There was talk from the board that she could be promoted to
president with Belden Reisman. At least that was the carrot Scott
had been dangling in front of her for the last few months. She’d
been ready to call off their affair. And each time, he’d reel her
back in with promises of a promotion and a big raise. She’d go with
it and later deal with the feeling she was selling herself out.

As for a driver, the only someone she knew of
was Zeke and his malodorous tow truck. She walked back to Tillie’s
and explained her dilemma. “I was hoping I could hire Zeke to drive
me, unless you have a vehicle I can rent.”

“Nothing to rent. I’ll give him a call, see
if he’s free. What time’s your meeting?” Tillie asked.

“Three o’clock.”

Tillie glanced up at the wall clock. “Gonna
be tight, but I’m guessing he can get you there. I’ll have him take
my Jeep. His truck won’t go over forty miles an hour, and it smells
like a pig sty. Not to mention the air pollution.”

That explained the long, slow drive into town
and the plume of smoke when he started the truck. At least she
wasn’t the only one who noticed the smell.

“He’ll be here in ten minutes. He took my car
to gas it up. Did you have lunch?” Tillie asked.

“No. I toured the town.”

“Best go grab a sandwich to take along.”

“Good idea. I’ll be right back.”

She got a grilled cheese sandwich and two
bottles of water at the café and hurried back across the street as
a newer silver Jeep pulled into the lot.

Zeke maneuvered through city traffic and
delivered her to the lawyer’s office where the meeting was to take
place with ten minutes to spare. Just enough time to use the
restroom before her meeting.

“I’ll be waiting right here,” Zeke said.

The meeting had been contentious with one of
the partners in the practice flatly refusing to even consider a
deal. He’d finally stood and jabbed a finger in his partner’s face.
“Do whatever the hell you want, Steve. You always do. Make me an
offer on my half of the practice, and it’s all yours. I’m done.” He
glared at Cass and said, “You need to work on your negotiation
skills.”

She flinched when the door slammed.

The other partner, Steve, shook his head. “He
can be stubborn. Send me the papers to be signed. I’ll take care of
everything on this end.”

“Are you sure?”

“You heard the man. He offered to sell out to
me. I’m sure our attorney here can work out the details with your
client’s attorneys.” He stood. “I think we’re done here. Thank you,
Miss Devlin.”

Cass tasted bile as she rode down the
elevator. She did not feel good about how this deal had gone. She
liked it much better when everyone involved was on board and
happy.

She found Zeke asleep in the Jeep with his
cap pulled down over his eyes.

He sat up when she opened the door. “How’d it
go?”

She climbed inside and fastened her seatbelt.
“It went well enough, I think.”

He put the vehicle into gear. “You don’t seem
very happy about that.”

She didn’t feel happy. She felt slimy. She’d
done as Scott Belden directed. Belden Reisman’s client won and
would be satisfied. She would no doubt get the promotion that had
been hinted at. But she could not get the one doctor off her
mind—the anger and disappointment on his face when his partner
pushed for the sell out. The look of betrayal.

“Can I buy you dinner or something?” Cass
asked.

“We don’t dare. Mom will have dinner waiting
when we get back to Gilbert’s Glade.”

“Oh, but I’m not staying if my car’s
ready.”

“Car’s ready. I checked. She said to plan on
dinner, and you might want to stay over and drive in the
morning.”

Cass had planned to stay over in the city and
had an overnight bag in her car. But dinner and overnight with
strangers? Then she reasoned that when she’d stayed at a B&B,
she ate and spent the night with strangers.

Tillie was in the kitchen plating up a meal
as they walked through the door. “I hope your meeting went well.
It’s too late for you to set out tonight. You’ll be all tied up in
city traffic. I have a spare room, and I just roasted a chicken for
dinner. Stay and have a good meal.”

“Oh, I don’t want to intrude…”

Zeke dropped his keys on a table by the front
door and removed his ball cap. “Mom’s the best cook in four
counties.” He walked down the hall.

“Please join us. I figured you would be late,
so I got a room ready. This house is big and seems so empty since
Zeke moved out. It’s just me here.”

Cass’s stomach rumbled at the aroma coming
from the kitchen. “If it’s not any trouble. I’m exhausted. It
probably wouldn’t be wise to drive. I’ll need to get my overnight
bag from the car. I was prepared to stay over in the city.”

Tillie smiled. “Already in the room. I
anticipated you might stay.”

“Thank you. That was very thoughtful.”

“Room’s upstairs, second on the right.
Bathroom’s across the hall if you want to freshen up.”

Cass could not remember the last time she had
a sit-down dinner at a family dining room table with enjoyable
conversation and tasty food. She lived in restaurants or on
take-out. She enjoyed the easy banter between mother and son over
dinner. It made her a teensy bit homesick for the days when her
mother was alive and planned family dinners.

The quiet of her surroundings made it almost
impossible to fall asleep. When she drove out of town the next
morning after paying for her car repairs, she stopped at the crest
of the hill and looked back into the valley. She fought the pull to
stay for at least one more day. Scott was waiting for a full report
on the meeting. He’d congratulate her, stating how his method had
worked. Then he’d treat her to dinner, and they’d end up back at
her place, and the next day he’d give her a new assignment. And
she’d prove herself once again. At thirty-six, Cassidy Devlin was
becoming a force within the company. She rarely had a deal go bad
and, when it had, it was not usually her fault. She was respected
in the business community by everyone with the exception perhaps of
Scott. She sometimes felt ashamed of the ways she let his
disrespect slide. But he was the closest she’d come to having a
meaningful relationship. She just wasn’t sure what it meant.

If she were to offer advice to any young
woman with dreams of success in the world of big business, she
would say one thing: Never get intimately involved with your
boss.

 


~ * ~

Eight Weeks Later

~ * ~

 


Cass stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows in
her new fourteenth-floor office and looked out over the city. Scott
had not been all that supportive of her promotion to president with
Belden Reisman Brokerage. His lack of support didn’t particularly
surprise her. She’d broken off their—what could she call
it—relationship? Not really. They had dinner and slept together.
She was pretty sure a relationship involved a little more emotional
intimacy. When she realized how hard she worked to gain Scott
Belden’s approval, giving over so much of herself, she determined
that was behavior unbecoming a president of a major corporation. He
shrugged her off and laughed, saying she’d come back when she got
horny enough. That was all he saw to their relationship. Sex. She
could live without his abusive attitude. She was pretty sure she
could live without his sexual prowess as well. In time.

She turned at a knock on the door. Her
assistant, Ellis, stood in the open doorway. “How sweet is this
view? You must be so happy.”

“It’s a great view, that’s for sure. Happy?
Well….”

He came to stand at her side. “Don’t worry,
Cass. You practically have the world at your feet right now. Way
down there.” He pointed. “That clinic deal clinched it for
you.”

She felt dizzy looking down at the street
fourteen floors below. And she felt ashamed of how she’d handled
that clinic deal. Though the turnabout on the part of the hold-out
doctor had surprised her. Perhaps turnabout wasn’t the right word.
He’d pretty much just gotten out of the way.

“Are you having a celebratory dinner
tonight?” Ellis asked.

“Nothing planned.”

“Then you’re joining me and Teddy for dinner.
Our treat.”

“You don’t have to…”

“I know I don’t. Look, girlfriend, your
success is my success. Meet us at Montrose at seven. I already made
a reservation. You want to bring someone?”

She thought for a moment. Other than Scott,
she didn’t have a someone. “No. I’ll see you then.”

He turned to the door.

“Ellis?”

“Yes?”

She felt tears dampen her eyes and blinked
them back. “Thank you. I don’t think I say that enough. Thank you
for being so kind and efficient and always having my back.”

“It’s my job. It’s also what friends do.”

Friends. She’d always seen Ellis as
her assistant. Now that she realized he thought of her also as a
friend, the tears she’d held back trailed down her cheeks. She’d
finally made it almost to the top of the ladder. So why didn’t she
feel happy about it?

Ellis started toward her. “Cass?”

She waved him off, snatching up a tissue from
the box on her desk. “I’m okay. Just emotional. I’ll see
later.”

She was putting files in order when Scott
came in and closed the door.

He looked around. “Nice digs. I decorated
this office myself when it was mine.”

“I have a decorator coming in next week,” she
said.

He snorted. “Is that how we’re going to do
this? Are you going to erase me from your life and pretend we’re
just co-workers? You need to remember I’m still the CEO.”

“How could I forget?”

He walked to the window behind her desk. “How
about dinner tonight to celebrate?”

“I guess you ignored the memo. We’re through.
At least I’m through.”

“You got what you wanted, and now you’re done
with me?”

“Are you serious? This isn’t about you. I’m
finished.”

“Just like that?”

She swiveled her chair and looked up at him.
“Just like that.”

“You don’t get to decide that. We’re through
when I say we’re through. I made you, and I can unmake you.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“I’m explaining the facts.”

“You forget I have facts of my own, and I’m
sure the board would not be happy to hear about some of the tactics
you’ve used or had me use to seal the deals.”

Scott leaned down, clasping his hands around
the arms of her chair and staring into her face. “You want to make
trouble? Honey, you haven’t seen trouble. Do you remember who
you’re talking to? I own this company.”

Cass tamped down the fear that set her heart
racing. Scott had never been physically abusive, but the quiet rage
in his words now cautioned her. “Step back.”

He held firmly to the chair before pushing
off, sending her sliding into the desk. “I’m not finished with
you.”

“Perhaps not, but I’m starting a new
chapter.” She stood, placing the chair between them. “Now, if you
don’t mind, I have work to do.”

He strode from her office. She noticed Ellis
watching them. He nodded and went on his way. Though he’d never
said a word, Cass was fairly certain Ellis knew of her affair with
Scott. He made no bones about not liking the man. But he never once
criticized Cass. After a particularly difficult meeting with Scott,
Ellis seemed to know what she needed and brought her a cup of tea
along with a few laughs.

She wondered if she would have lasted the
past twelve years with the company if it weren’t for Ellis. She’d
hired him as her assistant after she was named a director, and he’d
risen in the ranks with her.

Wondering what would happen to Ellis if she
left the company stopped her in her tracks. Where had that come
from? She imagined she and Ellis would both grow old and one day
retire from Belden Reisman Brokerage, Inc. And why was she thinking
about leaving the company?

Her apartment was only two blocks from the
restaurant. She called for a company car and driver to take her
home to change before dinner. The walk back to the restaurant would
give her a chance to unwind. The late May evening was unseasonably
warm and offered a light breeze. She dodged foot traffic as she
made her way to Montrose. Ellis and his husband, Teddy, were
already seated. Ellis crossed the restaurant and welcomed her,
leading her back to their table where a bottle of champagne
chilled.

Teddy stood and kissed her cheek.
“Congratulations, Cass. Your promotion has been long-earned and is
well-deserved.”

“Thanks, Teddy. I don’t think I could have
done it without Ellis.”

“Oh, girl, neither of us would be here
without Ellis. We both know that.”

Ellis flashed a smile. “And don’t you forget
it.”

He signaled the server who asked, “Ready for
the champagne?”

“We are, thank you.”

The server popped the cork, caught the
spillage with the towel, and poured champagne into three
flutes.

Teddy lifted his flute. “Congratulations to
you both.”

“Hear, hear,” Ellis said, tapping his flute
to Cass’s.

She forced a smile, but tears inexplicably
filled her eyes.

“Cass? Honey?” Teddy asked.

“I’m sorry. I’m fine. It’s been an emotional
day.” She dabbed at her eyes, realizing too late she’d left mascara
on the linen napkin.

Ellis studied her. “You’re not as happy as I
thought you would be. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I should be thrilled about
this promotion, but….”

“Is it Scott?” he asked.

“You know?”

“Honey, it’s hard not to know.”

“Oh, my god. Does everyone know?”

“I doubt it. They’re all absorbed in their
own lives. And if they do know, they don’t care. It’s not like
either of you is married.”

Embarrassment warmed her face. “I’m so
ashamed.”

“Don’t be. When you’re married to your job,
your world gets smaller,” Ellis said. “The only people you
associate with are at the office. It’s only natural.”

“I’ve called it off,” she said

Ellis’s eyes widened. “You dumped Scott
Belden?”

She nodded.

“So that’s why he was pissed when he left
your office earlier.”

She pulled a tissue from her purse and blew
her nose. “He’s not taking it very well.”

“Narcissists never do,” Teddy said. “I met
him twice at company functions when I went with Ellis. By the way,
he didn’t even remember Ellis.”

Ellis said, “I should be grateful I’m a peon
to him and not worthy of notice. Took me two minutes to peg him as
a narcissistic jackass.”

“I can’t argue that,” she said. She held up
the champagne flute. “May I have a refill?”

“You can have as much as you want,” Ellis
said, refilling her glass.

Two hours later, with Ellis on her right and
Teddy holding her up on the left, she wobbled back to her
apartment. While Teddy took her keys to open her door, she leaned
into Ellis. “Thank you so much,” she slurred. “You’re such good
friends. And I didn’t even know it.” She sniffled. “I love you
guys. Can I call you guys?”

Ellis chuckled. “We’re still guys. That’s
fine.” He helped her through the apartment and into her bedroom.
“Are you going to be okay?”

“I’m f-f-fine.” She turned and flopped
backwards onto her bed.

“Get her tucked in,” Teddy called. “I’m
making tea.”

“Can you get changed into your pjs or
whatever you sleep in?” Ellis asked.

“I can manage. My nightgown’s hanging on the
back of the bathroom door.”

He fetched the nightgown. “Get changed. I’ll
be back.”

“You guys don’t have to stay.”

“Change your clothes. We’re not leaving you
like this.”

“Yes, sir.” She gave him a mock salute and
laughed.

He returned her salute, then left the
bedroom.

She could hear Ellis and Teddy laughing as
they prepared tea. She wanted that kind of easy relationship. Hell,
she wanted any kind of real relationship. But she’d just been
appointed President of Beldan Reisman. That was like renewing your
wedding vows and promising another ten or more years to the
company. And she wasn’t all that sure it was a happy marriage. She
stood abruptly and bolted for the bathroom.

Ellis knocked on the bathroom door. “Cass,
are you okay?”

She splashed cold water on her face. “I’ll be
right out.”

Both Teddy and Ellis sat on her bed with a
tray between them.

“Come on, Cass. Get under the covers and have
a nice cup of tea. Then we’ll leave you alone.”

Ellis stood and lifted the corner of the
sheet and blanket for her to slip in.

“Thank you.” She settled back on the pillows
propped up against the headboard.

“Chamomile. One sweetener.” Ellis handed her
a steaming mug. “Careful. It’s hot.”

“You know me so well, Ellis. You’re the only
person who really knows me and still cares. What would I do without
you?” She clasped his hand. “I love you.”

Ellis squeezed her hand. “I love you, too.”
He went into her bathroom and returned with a glass of water and
two aspirin. “Here you go. Preventive medicine. You’re going to
have one hell of a headache in the morning. Good thing you don’t
have to work.”

“I always have to work. Work is my life.” She
sighed. “That’s pitiful, isn’t it? You know, my work has often been
about crushing someone else’s dream. Isn’t that awful? Meanwhile, I
can’t think of one dream I’ve had for myself.” She swallowed the
aspirin, then took another sip of tea. “I shouldn’t drink this.
I’ll be up all night.”

“It’s decaf,” Teddy said.

“Tea makes me pee.” Then she giggled. “Tea
makes me pee,” she sang.

“Okay,” Ellis said. “Let me tuck you in, then
we’re going to go. Your cell phone is right here. If you need me,
just call.”

She grasped his hand in both of hers. “Want
to sleep over?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Ellis
said.

Teddy chuckled in the background.

“I don’t want to be alone. Don’t worry. I
won’t take advantage of you.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t.” He pulled the
blankets up to her chin. “You’ll be asleep before we get to the
elevator.” He bent and kissed her forehead. “Get some sleep. I’ll
leave the bathroom light on.”

As he walked to the door, she called out, “I
love you.” Then she said, “Please don’t report that to HR.”

“I love you, too, boss. Get some sleep.”

She lay in near darkness and listened as the
two men closed the door behind them. She sat up and sipped at the
tea. Her stomach had begun to settle.

She lay back on the pillows and gave her life
a drunken assessment. But it may have been the most honest she’d
ever been with herself. “You got what you wanted, and now you don’t
want it. What the hell have you done to your life?”

Cass woke with a pounding headache and a sour
stomach. She squinted at the clock. It was almost nine a.m. She
started to get up. A vise tightened on her scalp and her stomach
roiled. She lay back down. Her phone dinged to indicate an incoming
text. She picked up the phone and blinked a few times before the
message cleared. It was Ellis asking her to call once she was
up.

She pressed the call button and lifted the
phone to her ear.

“Cass? Are you okay?”

“No. I think I died and went to hell.”

He chuckled. “Did you drink the bottle of
water I left on the bedside table? You need to hydrate. Get a few
more aspirin, too.”

“I can’t get up. Everything is spinning.”

“You want me to come?”

“No. I’ll be okay. Did I do or say anything
really stupid last night?”

“Not really.”

“Oh, shit. What did I do?”

“You wanted me and Teddy to stay for a
sleepover.”

“Aw. That would be fun.”

“How about if you get yourself up and
showered? Teddy and I will bring lunch around one.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“No, we don’t. But I think we need to talk
about why you got the promotion you’ve wanted and now you’re not
happy.”

“I’m fine. Really.”

“You’re not—really. See you soon.”

She sat up slowly sweeping her tangled hair
back and rubbing her face. Placing one foot on the floor, then the
other, she managed to get to her feet, swaying only slightly. By
the time she’d taken more aspirin and showered, her head was
beginning to clear. She was hungry when Ellis and Teddy arrived
with sandwiches.

“You look…” Ellis studied her a moment. “Not
the worse for wear.”

She snorted as she closed the door behind
him. “I look like hell. But I think I’ll live.” She turned and
hugged him. “Thanks to you. You, too, Teddy,” she called out.

“You’re welcome.”

Teddy had lunch spread out on the kitchen
island.

Cass sat on one of the café stools. “You guys
are the best, you know that?”

“Thank you,” Teddy said. “We like to think
so.”

“I’m serious. Other than my massage
therapist, you two are my only friends. And I think she’s my friend
because I pay her.”

Ellis said, “You’re probably right. We’re
your only friends.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel
better?”

“No, but I never lie to a friend. So, tell us
why you’re not happy about your promotion?”

“I don’t know. I sat in that new office with
its fabulous view, and I felt…empty. That last deal I closed to get
there took something out of me.” She set down her sandwich. “I
guess I thought getting closer to the top would be a rush.”

“Not all you expected it to be?” Ellis asked.
“Probably because you still have a conscience.”

She toyed with the bottle of water in front
of her. “I’ve worked hard all my life with one goal. I always swore
I’d never get involved with a co-worker, and what did I do? I slept
with the CEO. How can I even trust I earned this promotion?”

“You think Scott got you promoted because you
slept with him?” Ellis asked. “He’s not that generous. You’re one
of the best employees at Belden Reisman.”

“And yet, I don’t feel good about how I got
there. I let Scott sway my professional integrity to get what I
wanted—what the company wanted—by any means.” She met Ellis’s gaze.
“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“What would you do if I were to leave Belden
Reisman?”

She expected surprise or horror. What she got
was a shrug. “Get another job, I suppose. But I’d miss you like
crazy.”

Teddy stood and excused himself. “I need to
make a phone call. You two carry on.”

Ellis didn’t blink. “Cass, if you’re unhappy,
now’s the time to make a change before you get too comfortable in
that new cushy leather chair and it sucks away your soul.”

“Are you unhappy at Belden?”

“I’d be unhappy if I worked there for someone
else. As long as you’re there, I’m there. You leave and…” He
snapped his fingers. “History.”

“It would be that easy for you?”

“I won’t sell my soul to any company.”

She gasped. “Is that what I’ve done? Sold my
soul?”

“I didn’t say that. But if that’s what it
feels like to you, then I think you should consider it.”

“That’s exactly what it feels like. I don’t
have a life. I’ve given everything to Belden Reisman. And I gave my
ethics and morals to Scott for what? An orgasm?”

Ellis held up a hand. “Too much
information.”

“Sorry. If I were to resign on Monday, what
would you do? I’d be out immediately.”

“I’d clean out my desk, say goodbye to a
handful of people, tell Scott Belden what a massive asshole he is,
and go home. Teddy has a great job. We’d be fine until I found
something else. If you’re asking my permission, I’d say—do it!”

Teddy returned to the kitchen. “Do what?”

Ellis reached out and took one of Teddy’s
hands. “Cass is going to resign and pursue her life’s dream. I’ll
be out of work, so you’ll have to take care of me until I get
another job.”

Teddy lifted Ellis’s hand and kissed the back
of it. “Okay.”

Cass sniffled, tears blurring her vision.
“That’s so sweet. I don’t even have a dream, much less what you two
have.”

Teddy put an arm around her. “Then go and
find it.”


Chapter Two


Colton Tillman smacked his palms together to shake off the dust.
The interior construction of his medical office was coming along
nicely. And he was able to do most of the work himself. It would
take longer, but he needed to do something that showed progress.
The physical work helped him deal with the dark feelings that
shadowed him. He should be ready for the electrician in a few days
and then the plumber to install the new restrooms in the back of
the space. Those jobs had to be contracted out to certified
workers.

He’d doubted his decision to return to
Gilbert’s Glade, buy the bookstore, and expand to include his new
medical office. One of those things was definitely not like the
other. He stepped outside and drew in a deep breath of air that
didn’t smell like sawdust or traffic exhaust. A glance around
confirmed his decision. He needed to come home after the
Steve/Brittney/clinic debacle.

His former business partner, Dr. Steve
Richardson, had screwed him by forcing the sale of their practice
to a large medical conglomerate. Then Steve celebrated the sale by
screwing Brittney, Colton’s fiancée. He had good reason for those
dark feelings and the anger that stuck with him like gum on his
shoe.

The phone rang in the bookstore and his
manager, Daisy, answered, “Creek Books. How may I help you? Yes,
that’s a wonderful book. I think we have two copies in stock.
Please hold.”

Colton smiled. Daisy was in her element. He
knew nothing about running a bookstore. He’d only wanted the office
space next door, but the owner considered the two buildings as one
after knocking out part of a wall to connect the two. Then he
decided to retire before he expanded the store.

Colton had to admit that there was something
comforting and civilized about the bookstore. He’d been fortunate
that Daisy, the former owner’s niece, came with the rest of the
inventory.

In the two months since he’d come home,
Colton had lowered his blood pressure and dropped fifteen pounds.
He’d gotten into the habit of running every morning before he
opened the shop thanks to the running path along Gilbert’s Glade.
And with this job, when he turned the door sign to closed, he could
leave the work behind. He’d even gone fishing with friends a
handful of times. Life was good and getting better. He should be
able to open his medical practice in another two months.

When Colton left Philadelphia behind, he
tried to leave both Steve and Brittney behind. He still cycled
through hurt, anger, rage, and disappointment, finally arriving at
a place of peace. It was good he’d seen her for who she was before
they married. The betrayal on the part of Dr. Steve Richardson, his
business partner of ten years, hurt more than the broken
engagement. All Steve could see were dollar signs. What Colton saw
was the death of his dream. He was not too proud to admit that,
once he’d sold off his interest in the medical practice, he’d
returned to Gilbert’s Glade to lick his wounds and let his mother
pamper him a little. Then he saw the empty storefront and decided
to start over. The only doctor in Gilbert’s Glade, Dr. George
Oliver, was nearing retirement age. The nearest access to specialty
pediatric care was ninety minutes away. He would open his own
practice right here.
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