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      “Taste this.”

      “What the…?” Slater choked as he sat up and started swinging. “What the hell, Connor?”

      Unfazed, Connor stood back and blinked at him. “You said you enjoyed a good bourbon butter cake, so I made one and wanted your input.”

      “It’s two in the morning!” Furiously kicking off his blankets, he stood. “How the hell did you even get in here?”

      “I knocked lightly, but you didn’t respond.”

      “So you thought it was okay to just break in?”

      “Please, you never lock your door, and I was excited about how this came out and didn’t want to wait until the morning for you to try it. Plus…” He shrugged while holding the cake plate. “I figured you wouldn’t mind.”

      His friend’s eyes went wide. “Wouldn’t mind? Connor, I was asleep, and you know what? I love to sleep. You know what I don’t love? Having someone shove a forkful of food in my mouth while I’m sleeping! What is wrong with you?”

      He still wasn’t seeing what the big deal was. “We’ll come back to that in a minute…but what did you think of the cake?”

      Raking a hand through his already mussed-up hair, Slater let out an angry sigh. “That’s it. You’re out of control. We’ve all noticed it lately, but this is the last straw.”

      “The last…?”

      “And where is Annabeth, huh? Did you just leave her alone in the cabin while you were baking up at the lodge?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I would never leave my daughter alone. I baked in the cabin. I figured I invested in the upgraded appliances; I might as well use them. Tomorrow, I’m thinking of making…”

      “I don’t care what you’re making, Connor!” Slater yelled before letting out a long breath. “Look, you’re a phenomenal chef; everyone knows that. But lately, you’ve been obsessed with menus and trying new things. And before you say anything, I know we’ve all benefited from it, but…you need to calm down.”

      “We are opening our doors in less than eight weeks, and we don’t have the menu finalized,” he reasoned tightly. “I think this cake could be a great addition, don’t you?”

      Slater’s expression went from annoyed to furious in the blink of an eye. “Get out.”

      “What? Why? I just need…”

      “You need to leave. And then you need to go next door to your cabin and go to sleep. And lastly—and I can’t emphasize this enough—you need to never come in here in the middle of the night, ever again.”

      “What if it’s an emergency?”

      As soon as the words were out, he knew he’d pushed too far.

      “Alright, alright. I’m leaving. We’ll talk about this in the morning.”

      “It IS the morning!” Slater shouted, shoving Connor toward the door.

      Connor stepped out onto the front porch and turned to say one more thing, but Slater slammed the door in his face.

      And locked it.

      He supposed it was mildly inconsiderate to feed his friend cake in the middle of the night.

      While he was asleep.

      “But in my defense, Slater’s a light sleeper and he should’ve heard me come in. And I did knock,” he murmured before walking down the steps and out onto the path that led back to his own cabin.

      Which is where he should have stayed. His eight-year-old daughter was sound asleep and only a few feet away, but he had locked the cabin before he stepped out and knew it was secure enough for everything to be okay for a few minutes.

      Still, it was the wrong thing to do, and now he felt awful about the whole damn thing.

      You’re out of control. We’ve all noticed it lately, but this is the last straw.

      What exactly did that mean? How was he out of control? And who noticed it?

      “I hate when people are vague.”

      Quietly, he stepped up to the door of his cabin and let himself in. Everything was peaceful and quiet, but he still went to the door to Annabeth’s room to check on her. She was his entire world, and everything he was doing here at the resort was to ensure that she would have a good life. He wanted her to have stability and to be surrounded by people who loved her and were good influences on her.

      In a nutshell, not his family.

      Sure, they were wealthy and they meant well, but their values were not the ones he wanted his daughter to grow up around.

      So here he was back in Harbortown renovating and re-opening a resort that was a central part of his childhood.

      And doing it with the best people he knew.

      He and Slater, Walker, Axel, Milo, Jayce, and Kelsey all met here at the resort as kids and stayed friends all these years. Now they were breathing new life into the place that meant so much to all of them.

      Annabeth stirred a bit in her sleep, but once she was quiet again, Connor stepped away from the door. Their cabin was the largest of all the ones he and his friends were using, but it was still small compared to how he and Annabeth were used to living.

      The Winslowes were an old-money family from Boston. Connor had grown up on a magnificent estate where everything was expensive and nothing was off limits. He went to the best schools, traveled the world, and whatever he wanted, he could have.

      Well, almost.

      Sighing, he went to their small kitchen and did his best to quietly clean up. He’d done most of it while the cake was baking, but there were still a few things that needed to be wiped down and put away. He loved cooking but hated the cleanup.

      “I can’t wait to have a staff up at the lodge.” Next week he was going to start interviewing prospective chefs and kitchen staff. It was something he was both looking forward to and dreading. For starters, he had no idea the kind of people their ad was going to attract. He was used to owning restaurants in Boston, Dover, and Cambridge. Big city, high-end restaurants got you top-of-their-class chefs. But a resort in a small town in upstate New York? He honestly had no idea.

      Yawning, he wiped down the counter before shutting out the light and padding to his bedroom.

      His tiny bedroom.

      He’d been house hunting for what felt like months and nothing felt right. He’d almost closed on a house, but it failed inspection and put him back at square one. So, he had just purchased a piece of property and hired an architect and contractor to build him exactly what he wanted. Annabeth had given her input as well, and all she wanted was a bedroom where she could have sleepovers with her friends, a playroom for all her toys, a room where she could dance, and a backyard with a pool.

      It didn’t seem like much, but those few requests were just a small portion of why they needed to build. Of course, that also meant they were going to be living in the cabin for at least six months. He hadn’t mentioned it to his daughter, but that wasn’t going to work for him. As much as he hated the idea of renting something short-term, it seemed like the most logical solution.

      Actually, Walker’s fiancée Harlow—who was an amazing real estate agent—had suggested the rental scenario from the start, but he had been too stubborn to do it. And now look where he was.

      Another yawn. Stripping down to his boxers, he slid beneath the blankets and felt all the tension leave his body. He was tired, exhausted even. And yet…he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something he was forgetting to do. Or maybe a sense of impending doom. Either way, he’d been feeling on edge lately, and maybe that’s what Slater was referring to.

      “Yeah, I’m going to have to apologize to him tomorrow,” he said, rolling onto his side. “And try to remember boundaries.” His eyes drifted shut, and before he knew it, he was asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm went off way too early, but that wasn’t anything new.

      In the distance, he could hear Annabeth running across the cabin right before she slammed the bathroom door shut.

      “Note to self, tell the architect to put her bedroom on the opposite side of the house.” Knowing there was no time to linger, Connor stretched and climbed out of the bed, shutting the door as he grabbed his robe.

      Their morning routine was fairly consistent. Alarms went off, Annabeth got first dibs on the bathroom while Connor got up and made her breakfast. While she ate and got dressed, he’d grab a shower. Once he was dressed and ready, he’d drive her to school. As much as he loved to sleep in, he enjoyed their time together on the way to school. He loved hearing about what she thought was going to happen during the day and then hearing how it actually went on the way home.

      Simplicity at its best.

      Connor stepped out of his bedroom just as Annabeth ran by on her way back to her room.

      “Morning, Daddy!”

      “Morning, Princess!”

      And so it went. Today’s breakfast was a veggie frittata and toast, and when he stepped out of the bathroom after his shower, he saw she had eaten all of it.

      “You ready?” he called out and smiled when she joined him with her backpack all packed and good to go.

      The drive to school was completely uneventful, but Annabeth was looking forward to art class today and promised to bring home something they could hang on the refrigerator.

      On his way back to the resort, he rehearsed his apology to Slater in his mind and hoped this wouldn’t turn into a big thing. He’d say he was sorry for coming into the cabin so late and waking him up and he’d promise it would never happen again. Then he’d offer to make him his favorite breakfast—blueberry pancakes—and hopefully they’d just move on.

      “Fingers crossed.”

      But when he walked into the lodge, it was eerily quiet. He came in the back way, like he always did, and there was usually some sort of work going on. Walking through the massive kitchen, he stepped out to the lobby and paused in his tracks.

      Standing in front of him like a wall were Slater, Axel, Maisie, Walker, Harlow, and Milo.

      And there was a massive sign above their heads that read, “INTERVENTION.”

      Shit.

      “When did you get here?” he asked Milo.

      “I took the red-eye,” he replied before yawning loudly. “And I’m getting really tired of hearing everyone bitch about you, so pay attention to what they have to say.”

      “What they…?”

      Walker stepped forward first. “You need to sit down, Connor. Please.”

      Crap. They were really going to do this?

      “Guys, I have a lot to do today. I had already planned on apologizing to Slater for waking him up…”

      “And nearly choking me to death,” Slater corrected.

      “You didn’t almost choke to death. You coughed. Big difference.”

      “Connor,” Walker said louder. “Please.”

      With a huff of annoyance, he sat where he was told to and then waited.

      “Okay, so we felt we needed to do this because you are clearly on edge. The closer we get to the resort opening, the more…unhinged you’ve become,” Walker stated.

      “Unhinged? How am I unhinged?”

      “You mean besides breaking into people’s cabins and force-feeding them cake while they’re still asleep?” Slater murmured.

      “Alright already! I’m sorry. I thought you’d be happy that I made the cake you love. Clearly, I was wrong.”

      “You weren’t wrong, Con. You just didn’t need to wake me up at two a.m. to give it to me.”

      He shrugged as Axel stepped forward.

      “It’s not just…you know…whatever it was you did to traumatize Slater last night. You’ve been a little aggressive in your taste testing, and we all just feel like maybe we need to talk about it.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Connor forced himself to count to ten before saying anything. “Okay, how exactly am I aggressive in taste testing?”

      “Well, sort of like what you did to Slater last night,” Harlow chimed in. “You’ve pretty much ambushed all of us more than once and shoved food in our mouths without our consent.”

      Rolling his eyes, he wasn’t sure what to say to that.

      “Everything you make is delicious,” she amended. “But you’ve interrupted phone calls, private conversations, and…just yesterday, you scared one of the cleaning girls so much that she quit.”

      “She quit? Seriously? All because I offered her a bowl of butternut squash soup?”

      “It wasn’t the soup, Connor. It was the fact that you followed her into one of the hotel rooms and nearly cornered her while begging her to try it.” Shaking her head, Harlow sighed. “You can’t keep terrorizing people like that.”

      The bark of laughter was out before he could stop it. “Terrorizing? Come on, Harlow. That’s a bit dramatic, don’t you think?”

      “No, I don’t. I think if Maisie and I hadn’t talked to her, she would have filed charges against you.”

      “For what, exactly? I didn’t touch her or threaten her; I was just offering her lunch!”

      “Okay, you’re getting defensive,” Milo commented, “and you’re not seeing the big picture here. You’re obsessing over a menu that, for starters, doesn’t fit what we’re doing here at the resort. You’re thinking along the lines of your restaurants, and it’s not as upscale here. So maybe once you realize that, some of the pressure will go away.”

      “Con, we all know you are brilliant with food,” Walker said. “But maybe save some of the extreme recipes for when you open your place in town.”

      “I never said I was definitely going to do that,” he grumbled.

      “Oh, please,” Axel said with a snort. “We all know you’re going to do it. You have to. You need to. Making average dishes day after day, night after night would make you crazy. The menu here is going to be incredible, but we all know it’s not going to challenge you.”

      “And we can’t let you make the menu too intense because this is a rustic family resort,” Walker added. “You know it would make your brain go numb if you had to make pot roast and chicken pot pie on repeat.”

      “Maybe.”

      Maisie grabbed a chair and sat down beside him. “Connor, you literally saved my life. You saw that I was in trouble, and even though I didn’t want to accept your help, you helped me anyway. That’s what we’re all trying to do here. We’re trying to ease all the pressure you’re putting on yourself. And we’re going to sit here this morning and finalize the menu and be done with it.”

      “But…” He looked around frantically. “What if I find something I want to put on the menu? What if there’s a recipe that I forgot? Or…or…”

      “Then they become specials,” Slater told him, walking over and resting his hand on Connor’s shoulder. “Dude, you need to relax. Let’s get this menu done so that next week when you do interviews, you’ll have something for potential chefs to work on.”

      His head lolled back even as he groaned. “It’s not that simple. I’ve always done this alone, and all my restaurants…”

      “We’re a team here, Connor,” Walker reminded him. “And you clearly need a little help. You’ve had so much on your plate with house hunting and moving Annabeth here and helping in just about every area of the business. Now it’s our turn to help you, okay?”

      He hated the idea, but…now that he was listening to his friends, he realized they were right. He was making himself crazy and stressing out and…terrorizing everyone.

      Dammit.

      Straightening, he looked at them all and silently nodded. Walker pulled him to his feet as everyone cheered. It was hard to be mad when he knew how lucky he was to have so many people care about him and only want what’s best for him. That kind of thing was rare, and he was ready to tell them how much he appreciated them when…

      “We all want pancakes for breakfast,” Slater told him with a grin. “And maybe some of that bourbon butter cake now that I’m awake.”

      “It’s down in my cabin. Why don’t you grab it while I whip up breakfast?”

      “Deal!”

      Everyone scattered to help set the table, make coffee, and get the butter cake. And as Connor began making the batter for the pancakes, he couldn’t help but smile. He may not have everything he ever wanted, but what he had was pretty damn great.
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        * * *

      

      “My life is awful, everything is bad, and I’ve already cried twice today.”

      “Um…it’s only nine in the morning, Lex. What’s going on?”

      Lexi Scott sat down at her tiny kitchen table with a sigh as she explained to her best friend Kelsey what was happening in her life.

      “Just remember you asked,” she said with a small laugh. “So, Adam and his new wife moved to Spain.”

      “Spain?”

      “Yup. Spain. That’s where she’s from.” Just thinking about the nineteen-year-old homewrecker made her roll her eyes. “And before they left, he assured me I would never see another dime in child support.”

      “That’s a bold statement. You can totally still go after him for it.”

      “With what money, Kelsey? I’m broke! I’ve got a four-year-old little boy who doesn’t understand why he never sees his father, and I have no idea how I’m supposed to handle all of it.”

      “I thought you loved your job at the preschool. I know it wasn’t what you went to school for. But it worked perfectly so you could have Jonah with you.”

      “The building had some violations, and we had to close,” she said miserably. “Now everyone’s scrambling to find childcare for their kids, and I’m scrambling for that and for a new job. I honestly don’t know what to do. Everything just feels…heavy. I’m alone and overwhelmed, and…” She sighed even as she fought the fresh wave of tears stinging her eyes.

      “Where’s your family? Can’t your parents help with Jonah?”

      “Sadly, no. They recently bought a retirement home down in Florida in one of those fifty-five and over communities, so we can’t even go with them.”

      “Oh, wow. Sorry.”

      “You and me both. And Adam’s family is just as awful as he is, and they’ve never shown any interest in Jonah, so I wouldn’t even consider asking them for help.”

      “Okay…” Kelsey paused. “So if your family moved away and you don’t have Adam to contend with, what’s keeping you in Springfield?”

      “Nothing, but…it’s all I can afford right now. In a perfect world, I’d find a job that helped with housing and childcare, but I don’t think that exists.” She sighed. “But enough about me and my miserable life, how are you? How’s Jayce? The wedding’s coming up, right?”

      “You know it is, and I really wish you were going to be there. You’re my best friend. I need you there, Lex. Please reconsider. I’ll cover all of your expenses.”

      “We’ve been over this. I can’t let you do that.” And it killed her to even say it. More than anything, she wanted to be there to see the two of them finally get married. It made her heart so happy that her bestie was getting her happily ever after with the first boy she ever loved.

      Unlike me…

      “But I want to,” Kelsey argued lightly. “There’s no one else I want for a maid of honor. Now you’re essentially forcing me to pick someone else, and it just doesn’t feel right. Plus, you’d get to see the amazing transformation of the resort! I’m telling you, it’s so much better than I ever even imagined! Walker and the guys have done an incredible job.”

      “I’m sure they have. You’ll have to send me some pictures.”

      The Lakeview Harbor Resort was her family’s favorite vacation destination, and she grew up making some of the best memories there.

      Until Connor Winslowe pretty much crushed all her dreams.

      They had been childhood sweethearts even though they didn’t live anywhere near each other. They only had those summer vacations, but those were everything to her. She always thought that someday the two of them would get married and have babies and be the happiest people in the world. Then, the summer right before they turned seventeen, Connor had broken up with her. She’d been devastated, confused, and just plain angry, but he moved on and had a fabulous life without her.

      The bastard.

      That was another reason she didn’t want to go to the wedding. She’d have to see him since he was now one of the owners and the one responsible for doing all the food for the reception.

      I’d rather starve.

      “You know…I have an idea that I think would be an answer to all your prayers,” Kelsey said, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Really?”

      “Yup! I think you need to come to the wedding and apply for a job at the resort! How great would that be?”

      She nearly choked on her own saliva. “Are you out of your ever-loving mind? Why would I want to do something like that? Are you forgetting that I have a history with one of the owners and that I would then have to see him all the time if I worked there? I mean…what are you even thinking, Kelsey? That’s just cruel.”

      “Okay, I knew you’d use that as an excuse, but Connor’s not going to be working at the resort for long. Last I heard, he was planning on opening a restaurant in town, and he’s building a house too, so I doubt your paths would cross at all. And think about it. If you worked there, Jonah could be in all the children’s programs that they offer. Real estate up in Harbortown is cheap, and you’d be able to find affordable housing or even ask about the possibility of staff housing. Maybe one of the cabins? Heck, we have one that’s reserved for me and Jayce, and it’s a two-bedroom one, but we’d gladly let you and Jonah stay in it until you get on your feet.”

      Lexi shook her head. “I don’t think so. I just don’t see myself going to work for…well…any of them.”

      “It’s just Connor that you have an issue with. Walker, Slater, Axel, and Milo are all great guys. Hell, if you reached out, I’m sure Milo would help you get a job too. He owns a major tech corporation and you know he’d hire you in a second.”

      “To do what? I’ll admit I was good with tech stuff and all that when I was in college, but I never got to put it to use.”

      “I’m just throwing out ideas because I want to help you.”

      “I know, and I really appreciate it. I’m just…like I said, I’m overwhelmed, and every suggestion right now is going to only add to it.”

      “I’m not giving up on this idea,” Kelsey said after a moment. “We’re all your friends, and we all want to help you. I know if I called Walker right now, or his fiancée Harlow, they’d have a job for you to start right away.”

      God, it would be so easy to say yes, but the thought of Connor Winslowe seeing her at her absolute worst was almost more than she could bear.

      “Will you think about it? Please?”

      “I will. I promise.”

      But I’m not going to change my mind. I can’t.

      “Okay. Good.” Kelsey paused again. “And where did we land on the wedding? Slater would fly you there himself. He’s an excellent pilot, and it wouldn’t cost you a dime…”

      “Kelsey…come on. Let it go.”

      “I can’t. This is too important. I hate that I live so far away because right now I just want you to come over so I can hug you.”

      And that’s when the tears fell again in earnest. “I really could use a hug…”

      “Oh, sweetie…I hate this,” Kelsey said, and Lexi could tell she was crying now too. “Please let me help you. I know I can’t fix everything, but I know I can help with a lot of it. Please.”

      She was already shaking her head, even though she couldn’t make herself speak.

      Kelsey let out a long breath. “Alright, we can cry or we can find a solution.”

      Sniffling, she silently nodded, knowing her friend wasn’t going to let this go.

      “If I can find you a job—either with Milo or at the resort—I promise you we will get you moved and settled. You won’t have to do it alone, okay? And wouldn’t you rather be around friends right now? People who care about you and only want what’s best for you and Jonah?”

      Swallowing hard, Lexi forced herself to reply. “I know that you’re close with everyone again, and I think that’s wonderful. But I haven’t spoken to any of those guys since…since…you know. It’s been almost fifteen years. I doubt they’d want to jump in and help me. Hell, I doubt most of them even remember me.”

      “Oh, stop. You know they all do. We were inseparable for countless summers. Just say the word and I’ll make all the calls. You won’t have to do a thing.”

      Except sacrifice my pride…

      But then she had an idea that might solve this awkward conversation. Shifting in her seat, she decided she had nothing left to lose.

      “If I say yes to letting you call Walker,” she began, “I have some…conditions that are not negotiable.”

      “Okay! Lay them on me. Whatever they are, I’m sure they’ll agree to.”

      She almost smiled.

      First, she gave a salary amount that had to be met.

      “I guess it would depend on the position they offered you,” Kelsey replied.

      “It’s what I need for myself and my son to survive,” Lexi countered. “And housing. Right now, I don’t have the means to give a month’s rent and a month’s security to make a move. Adam hasn’t paid child support in months, and I’m essentially living paycheck to paycheck. So if they’re serious about helping me, I’m going to need a place to live immediately.”

      “Mm-hmm…okay. What else?”

      Seriously?

      “Childcare. Depending on the position and when I’d start, I’ll need help with childcare until I get on my feet. Maybe even a food budget for a week or two since…you know…I’m broke.”

      “Um…sure. I can definitely ask about that.”

      “And my moving expenses would need to be covered,” she added. “I know you said you’d help with my move, but I assumed you meant you and Jayce.”

      “I did, but I don’t think it will be an issue.”

      Crap. She hadn’t expected Kelsey to be so optimistic. She needed one more thing that would put her over the top for not getting Walker and his team to offer her a job.

      And that’s when it hit her.

      “I’m sure this will be a deal-breaker, but…I don’t want to work with Connor. At all. So whatever position he has, I refuse to have any part of it.”

      Kelsey’s nervous laugh was her first response. “I’m sure they won’t put you in the restaurant, but that doesn’t mean you won’t see him. No one can guarantee that. He’s one of the owners, so…”

      “I won’t report to him for anything,” Lexi stated firmly. “He made it clear years ago that I wasn’t good enough, so I don’t want to be put in a position where he’s my boss or anything. I won’t do it.”

      Silence.

      And that silence had her praying that Kelsey was going to let this go.

      “Mommy! Can we go to the park?” Jonah asked as he came running up to her. He rested his little head on her lap, and Lexi gently stroked his cheek.

      “I need to go, Kelse. I think we’re going to spend some time at the park so this little guy can burn off some energy.”

      “Well, give him a big kiss from me. I miss him!”

      “He misses you too. Maybe after the wedding, you and Jayce can come for a visit.”

      “Or…maybe we’ll be seeing you sooner rather than later.”

      “Kelsey…”

      “Okay, okay. Go and have fun at the park, and I’m going to make calls. I’ll keep you posted if I hear anything.”

      “Um…great! Thanks!” As soon as she put her phone down, she lifted Jonah onto her lap. “Hey, buddy. So you want to go to the park, huh?”

      “Yup!”

      Giving him a big hug and kissing the top of his head, Lexi got them both on their feet. “Okay, let’s go find your sneakers, and then I need to get changed.” So, Jonah ran to his room while she went to hers to change out of her pajamas.

      “I got my sneakers!” he called out.

      “Did you brush your teeth after breakfast?” she asked as she began heading his way.

      “No…”

      “Come on. I need to brush mine too.”

      By the time they were ready and heading for the door, over twenty minutes had passed. Lexi grabbed a couple of bottles of water, her keys, and phone, and was about to open the door when her phone chimed with an incoming text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Walker Bradshaw: Hey, Lexi! I just got off the phone with Kelsey, and we have the perfect job for you here at the resort! Call me as soon as you get the chance!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Walker Bradshaw: And welcome back to the Lakeview Harbor Resort!

      

      

      

      

      

      For a moment, all she could do was blink.

      Jonah tugged on her shirt. “Can we go now? Please?”

      “In a minute, sweetheart. I need to do just one thing.” The logical thing to do was call Walker right now and figure out how he could have possibly agreed to all her terms. But then she considered maybe calling Kelsey and making sure she really gave him all the terms.

      Unfortunately, if he really agreed, she was kind of stuck accepting the job.

      Her heart raced, and her stomach lurched a bit at the thought of seeing Connor. In her mind, she always imagined that if she ever saw him again, she’d be so confident and living her best life that he’d regret ever letting her go.

      But this version of herself? Uh…yeah. He would probably take one look at her and say a prayer of thanks that he had dodged a bullet.

      On the flip side, she asked for more money than she actually needed, and having the help with Jonah would be a major blessing. She was so tired of doing everything alone. And she always loved Harbortown and the resort. So maybe this wasn’t the worst thing in the world? And if Connor planned to open a restaurant in town like Kelsey mentioned, then she’d hardly see him at all.

      Hopefully.

      When her phone rang, she already knew it was Kelsey calling to gloat.

      “Hello,” she murmured.

      “Mission accomplished! So when should Jayce and I come to help you move?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been a week since the intervention, and Connor strongly believed everything was back on track. He had agreed to the help with the menu, and even though it took hours, he was pleased with the final results. Plus, he had a bunch of recipes that he could use for special occasions. All in all, everything was now in place and ready for him to start interviewing for his kitchen and restaurant staff.

      And if other things went as planned, he was going to sign a lease on a rental house later today. Harlow had found him a house that just came on the market, and it was closer to town and would make getting his daughter to school in the morning a lot easier. Plus, the way Harlow had gushed about the place, it was almost like she wouldn’t take no for an answer. He knew she was good at her job, but she seemed to know all the right things to say to make him want to sign a lease.

      If he were prone to paranoia, he’d swear she was trying to get him to move.

      Was it possible he really had pushed everyone too far and they all wanted him to move off the resort property?

      “Okay. No need to panic. If anyone really wanted me to go, they would have said it already. Everything’s fine.”

      And he honestly believed it because the last week had been really great. So many things were coming together that it felt like all that was missing were the guests. Every night they all ate together, and there was an air of excitement.

      At least, that’s how he felt.

      He'd just gotten back from dropping Annabeth off at school and noticed a bunch of activity at Jayce and Kelsey’s cabin. He knew they weren’t due to be back for another month. All the wedding plans had been handled via Zoom calls. So what was going on down there?

      Jogging down the path, he found Walker and Axel huddled together on the porch looking at something on a tablet.

      “Hey!” he said with a smile. “What’s going on? It’s a little early to be setting this up for the soon-to-be newlyweds, isn’t it?”

      They both turned to look at him, and if he wasn’t mistaken, they looked mildly uncomfortable.

      Again, if he were prone to paranoia…

      Axel and Walker exchanged looks before climbing from the porch and somehow guiding them so they were walking away from the cabin.

      “Seriously, what’s going on?” he asked.

      “I noticed a small leak in the roof, and I have my crew working on it,” Axel said. “No biggie.”

      “Oh.” Glancing over his shoulder, he noticed no one was working on the roof. And when he faced forward, there were several crewmen heading their way with moving boxes.

      “So,” Walker said loudly to get his attention. “What’s on the menu this morning? I’m starving! Any chance you’re in the mood to whip up some Eggs Benedict? You know the ones with the crab meat instead of the Canadian bacon?”

      “Eggs benedict? Crab meat? That’s all very time-consuming and…”

      “Yeah, but we were all talking about how you make them better than anyone,” Axel chimed in. “You know, you are the king of the gourmet breakfasts.”

      He knew when he was being praised and when he was being conned, and this definitely felt like a con.

      Stopping in his tracks, he crossed his arms and glared. “Something’s going on here, and I’m not moving from this spot or making breakfast until you tell me what it is.”

      He caught another brief glance between Walker and Axel and was about to comment on it when Walker spoke.

      “Okay,” he began solemnly. “If there were something that was crucial to the business, would you go along with it even if you weren’t one hundred percent in agreement with it?”

      Frowning, he replied, “I guess it would depend on the situation.”

      “Um…”

      Axel held up his hand to interrupt. “This resort has a lot of moving parts, and it requires a lot of staffing. Chances are we’re all not going to maybe…agree with or even like every single person we hire. But if they’re qualified, then that should be what’s most important, right?”

      “I guess, but…”

      “Obviously, if it were someone who you would work directly with, it would be left to your discretion whether you could work with them,” Walker added. “But in other areas of the resort, you would trust our decision, wouldn’t you?”

      “Again, I guess, but…”

      Another look, and he swore his head was about to explode.

      “Can we stop dancing around the subject?” he demanded. “Obviously you hired someone that you think I’m going to have a problem with—although I can’t imagine who—so just tell me so we can move on.”

      They were both so quiet for so long that Connor could actually feel his blood pressure rising.

      After letting out a huff of frustration, Walker blurted out, “We hired Lexi!”

      For a moment, he couldn’t comprehend it.

      “Lexi? As in…my Lexi?”

      Two pairs of wide eyes stared at him, and that’s when he realized what he had said.

      “I mean…Lexi Scott? You hired Lexi Scott? How…? Why?”

      “Come on. Let’s walk,” Axel said.

      “Kelsey called me a week ago and asked if there were any positions available that we would consider Lexi for,” Walker explained. “Apparently, she’s going through a rough patch and needs a little help. It was a no-brainer. Our entire foundation here is based on the friendships we all made as kids, and Lexi was part of that group.”

      His head was spinning. Lexi was going to be working here? How was he supposed to handle seeing her every day after the way he had treated her? This was going to be beyond awkward.

      “Anyway, she’s going to be working directly with Slater as the head of recreation and activities. Her resume wasn’t the strongest, but after we talked to her, we knew she’d be a good fit. She’s familiar with the resort, and she’s motivated.” Walker shrugged. “Kelsey and Jayce are letting her live in their cabin until she gets on her feet. They’re not planning on using it. Obviously, they were going to during their wedding week, but Harlow suggested making one of the other cabins a honeymoon cabin so…we’re good there.”

      “Say something,” Axel prodded. “We thought you’d have a lot to say about all of this. That’s why we didn’t tell you.”

      “So, she’s going to be working and living here at the resort,” Connor murmured. “And she knows I work and live here too?”

      “Well, she knows you’re one of the owners and will be working here some, but Harlow said you finally agreed to rent a place in town,” Walker said. “So hopefully it won’t be too weird and you’ll hardly cross paths.”

      And that’s when it hit him.

      Harlow’s relentless pursuit of finding a house for him started a week ago.

      “Is that why Harlow was so determined to find me a place?” he asked, feeling more than a little offended.

      “Um…”

      Connor paused in his tracks again. “Need I remind everyone that I’m a partner in this damn business? Why not find Lexi a place in town, huh? Why am I the one who has to leave?”

      “Because you were already planning on moving,” Axel reasoned. “This just pushed the date up a little.”

      “Unbelievable,” he muttered before storming off ahead of them. Everyone essentially put Lexi’s needs over his. It was insulting and wrong and…

      Walker jogged to catch up with him before moving directly in front of him. “All things considered, you have every right to be upset.”

      “Damn right I do.”

      “But Lexi really needs the help, Connor. Like…desperately. It just made sense to nudge you into deciding about a house. And you know it’s going to be better for you and Annabeth.”

      “It should have been my decision.”

      “I know, and…”

      “And you should have told me about the phone call from Kelsey. I deserved to be part of the decision-making.”

      “Would you have agreed to hire Lexi?” Axel asked carefully. “I mean, considering the history between the two of you…”

      Raking a hand through his hair, he had to wonder what he would have said if it had been presented to him differently.

      “Look, we’re sorry we didn’t come to you sooner,” Walker said quietly. “But considering your behavior lately, none of us could predict how you would handle this.” He paused. “But the thing is, I couldn’t say no. I realize you and I are friends and we’ve been close since we were five, but…in my gut, I knew this was something I had to do.”

      Well, shit.

      Glancing at Axel, Connor saw him nod.

      Shoulders sagging, he let out a long breath. “I just don’t know how we’re going to work together. I guess there’s a possibility that she has no hard feelings toward me and I’m just getting myself worked up over nothing.”

      Axel gently cleared his throat, and that’s when he knew there had to be more to the story.

      When the two of them exchanged looks again, Connor decided he’d had enough.

      “Out with it!”

      “One of her…requests,” Walker explained, “is that she does not want to work with you in any capacity. That’s why we’re placing her on Slater’s team. There should be no reason for the two of you to have any interaction besides occasionally walking by each other.”

      Damn. So she was definitely still holding a grudge. Awesome.

      “When is she getting here?” he asked wearily.

      “In three days. Jayce and Kelsey are helping her and her son pack up and get here.”

      “She has a son?”

      They both nodded.

      “Jonah,” Axel said. “He’s four.”

      It was crazy how much that felt like a punch in the gut, even though he had no right to feel that way. They went their separate ways years ago, and it was his fault. He knew she wasn’t pining away for him, but just knowing someone else was lucky enough to love her and have a kid with her…

      “And the husband?” he forced himself to ask.

      “Out of the picture,” Walker murmured. “Which is why she needs some help. The guy’s a total deadbeat and has been for a while. She was working at a daycare center that got closed down, and it’s difficult to find a job and childcare.”

      Now he felt even worse because it was his fault she was in this situation. If he had stood up to his parents all those years ago, he would have married her and never let her suffer a day in her life. No, if they had been allowed to have the relationship they wanted, Connor would have treated Lexi like a damn princess and given her everything she could ever want. Her and their kids. But no, his parents had not only screwed up his life, but hers too.

      “Con?” Axel asked. “You okay? Your expression turned a little fierce.”

      “What? Oh, uh…yeah. Sorry. My mind just…this is a lot to take in.”

      They continued walking up the path to the lodge.

      “Lexi knows you’re going to be around, but it would be cool if you didn’t…you know…go out of your way to seek her out,” Walker told him.

      Muttering a curse, he shook his head. “I really wish it weren’t happening like this.”

      “Like I said, you’ve been a bit on edge lately and it made all of us a bit leery to spring this on you. The good news is that you are swamped this week with interviews, so there is almost no chance of you doing more than maybe catching a glimpse of Lexi,” Walker went on. “She may eat with us, but…maybe not.”

      Yeah, he couldn’t imagine her wanting to come up to the lodge for one of their family-style dinners when he was the one cooking for everyone.

      “This so isn’t a situation I ever thought I’d be in,” he said quietly as they made their way up the back stairs of the lodge. “Like…I’ve thought about running into Lexi like a million times over the years, but it was never in a work situation and certainly not one where she specifically requested not to see me.”

      Axel chuckled but immediately stopped when Connor turned and glared at him. “I can’t help it, dude. It’s kind of funny. Even after all these years, she’s determined not to talk to you. Remember the summer after the two of you broke up? That was just awkward.”

      “Yeah, well…I knew we could never just be friends. There was too much emotional baggage. Just seeing her that summer hurt,” he admitted. “And honestly, I think it’s going to be the same when she gets here. Just knowing she’s struggling fills me with guilt.”

      “Connor, come on,” Walker said as they walked through the doorway and through to the kitchen. “It’s ancient history. We were kids back then. You’re not responsible for what happened in her life since.”

      “Aren’t I? If I stood up for us and we kept dating, we all know I wanted to marry her. And if we got married, she certainly wouldn’t be having to live in a friend’s tiny cabin and working a job with the last person she wants to see.” Shaking his head, he walked right over to the massive walk-in refrigerator and began pulling out ingredients for Eggs Benedict with crab meat.

      When he stepped out and put everything down on the stainless-steel workstation, both Axel and Walker looked at him like he were crazy.

      “What? You said you wanted the Eggs Benedict, so that’s what I’m making. Go and grab Slater, Harlow, and Maisie if they’re around. We might as well come up with a strategy so I don’t traumatize Lexi more than she already is.”

      “Wow, that’s…thanks, Connor,” Walker said solemnly. “And not just for the breakfast, but for being so understanding.”

      “Like I said, I feel responsible for the position she’s in. The least I can do is stay out of her way and make things a little easier for her. And I promise to do whatever you all think is best.”

      His friends each pulled out their phones and started texting everyone while Connor got started on breakfast. He had a full schedule this week, but now he was going to have to figure out a way to keep himself from breaking the promise he just made.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Welcome to the Lakeview Harbor Resort!” Kelsey announced as they drove through the resort gates. “Wait until you see all the work that’s been done. It’s so much better than it ever was, and yet it feels exactly the same. It’s incredible.”

      Lexi let out a soft sigh as she nodded because she wasn’t sure what to say. It was still a bit surreal that she was actually here and preparing to move onto the resort property. It didn’t matter what excuse or argument she gave for why this wouldn’t work, Kelsey, Jayce, and Walker had found a solution.

      As much as she didn’t want to admit it, this was an amazing opportunity for her and Jonah. It was a chance for a fresh start.

      And if it weren’t for the fact that Connor Winslowe was part of the team, it would almost be perfect.

      She’d spent the last two weeks mentally preparing herself to see him, but she knew no matter how she thought she would react, there wasn’t a guarantee that that was how it would happen.

      As long as I don’t act like I still have a schoolgirl crush on him, everything should be fine.

      But in all her planning, she did a little online sleuthing and found recent pictures of him and…well…it was going to take every ounce of strength not to have an adult woman crush on him. Connor had always been handsome, but the grown-up version of him was damn near drool worthy.

      It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t he have aged poorly? Why wasn’t he bald? Or put on weight? Why did he still have to look so good?

      Kelsey parked the SUV and turned to smile at her. Jayce had followed in the moving van—not that they were bringing much—while she, Kelsey, and Jonah drove in her SUV.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      “No,” she replied with a nervous laugh. But when she looked around, she knew they couldn’t stay in the car forever.

      Reaching over, Kelsey gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “This is going to be a good thing. I promise.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Come on. Let’s get out and stretch. I know I’m ready to,” Kelsey stated as she climbed from the vehicle.

      Lexi looked in the backseat and saw that Jonah was sound asleep. She hated to wake him, but if she couldn’t hide out in the car, neither could he. But as she opened the passenger door and breathed in the fresh air, it felt like…like some of the tension she’d been carrying around for years was finally starting to ebb.

      Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad.

      You know, except for the whole Connor thing.

      Slowly, she made her way around the car and stared at the row of cabins in front of her. “Are these the ones you’re all using?” she asked.

      “Sort of. Walker, Axel, Connor, Milo, and Slater each have a cabin here, and there are three that are reserved for Walker’s family. That covers this cluster right here. When you follow that path around the bend, that’s where ours is.”

      “Oh.”

      “I originally thought about asking for the cabin my family always rented when I was growing up, but Jayce and I talked about it and we wanted one to make new memories in. Plus, this is kind of the owners’ section. No guests stay in these. At least, that’s what I was told.”

      “I really hate that you’re not going to get your cabin for your honeymoon. Maybe I’ll find a cheap apartment in town and…”

      “Would you stop?” Kelsey said with a small laugh. “We’re fine with it. Maisie—she’s the decorator and Axel’s girlfriend—made a honeymoon suite and we’re going to use that. So really, we’re not missing out on anything. And we know you’re not going to live in that cabin forever.”

      “At least you hope I’m not…”

      “Lexi, come on. You know you’re going to be back on your feet in a few months. This job is going to be good for you, and before you know it, you’ll feel like your old self. This is all temporary.”

      “Maybe.”

      They both turned as Jayce pulled in behind them, and within a matter of minutes, a group of people were heading toward them.

      Here we go…

      It had been years since she’d seen these people—these faces—and yet it suddenly felt like yesterday. Walker, Slater, and Axel all welcomed and embraced her. It was overwhelming and familiar and wonderful, and tears stung her eyes because there was a time when this group was her entire life. It didn’t matter that they only spent their summers together; they were her best friends.

      “Lexi, this is my fiancée, Harlow,” Walker said. “She’s the best real estate agent in the area, so whenever you’re ready to explore the town or look for a place of your own, she’s got you covered.”

      Harlow stepped forward and hugged her. “Welcome to the family.” And when she pulled back, smiling, she added, “But there is absolutely no rush. You take your time and get settled. The town’s not going anywhere, and there are a lot of great little places to rent when the time’s right.”

      “Thank you.”

      Axel had his arm around a dark-haired woman who was smiling at her too. “Hi! I’m Maisie Quinn. I did all the decorating around the resort.”

      “And she’s also my girlfriend,” Axel interjected.

      Laughing softly, Maisie nodded. “Yes, I am Axel’s girlfriend, and we live here on the property too. I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”

      “Thank you,” she replied shyly.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jayce stop and look in the window of her SUV before walking over and joining them. “Wow, Jonah’s out cold, huh?”

      Nodding, Lexi explained. “When he was born, we were living in a tiny apartment, and I knew he would never sleep unless he got used to there being noise. So we just lived like normal and he turned into a great sleeper. But the car?” She smiled. “That is the secret sauce to getting him to nap. But I should go and get him. He was very excited to see the playground.”

      Kelsey nodded. “We were telling him all about it on the drive.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Lexi said before making her way around their group and heading toward her car.

      “Why don’t we all start unloading the truck?” Jayce asked, and it seemed like everyone agreed.

      In the distance, she spotted someone coming out of the lodge and immediately knew it was Connor. The shaky breath was out before she could stop it, but she just kept walking. Behind her, Jayce and Kelsey were instructing everyone on how they could help and letting them know what was packed and where.

      But Lexi kept her eyes on her vehicle and silently prayed that Connor was maybe leaving for the day.

      He lives here, dummy. Where is he gonna go?

      At the car, she opened the door and gently nudged her son. “Jonah?” she whispered. “Hey, buddy. We’re here. It’s time to wake up.”

      He was a deep sleeper, but quick to wake up. It was almost like someone flipped a switch and he went from asleep to awake in the blink of an eye.

      “We’re here?” he asked as he tried to get out of his car seat. “Where’s the playground?”

      Reaching in so she could help him, they worked together to get the harness off. “You can’t see it from here, but as soon as we unpack, I promise we’ll check it out, okay?”

      “Okay!” Jumping from the car, Jonah hit the ground running and went right to where Jayce and everyone were unloading the truck.

      Taking a moment for herself, she packed up the toys and books he’d been playing with on the long drive and put them in his backpack. Hopefully they’d also keep him busy while they handled moving all of their stuff into the cabin. It was great that she didn’t need any furniture right now. All the pieces she had back in Springfield were old and secondhand. Maybe once she could afford a place of their own, she’d also be able to afford new furniture.

      Kelsey had informed her that the cabin came fully furnished, but that she had requested bunk beds for the second bedroom for Jonah. As much as she was grateful to her and Jayce for helping her like this, she couldn’t help but feel bad about all the concessions. Of course, once she and Jonah moved out, they could do whatever they wanted with the cabin, but she would do everything possible to keep it as pristine as she could while they were there.

      When the last book was in the backpack, Lexi took a step back and shut the door.

      And found herself standing face to face with Connor.

      Dammit.

      Her throat went dry, and her heart raced so hard that she swore she was going to pass out.

      “Hey, Lexi,” he said, his voice low and gruff. “I just wanted to say hello and to promise you I’ll stay out of your way.”

      “Oh, um…thank you.”

      Dozens of questions raced through her head, but she couldn’t bring herself to voice any of them. Nervously, she combed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She had hoped to have a little more time before she was forced to see him.

      His smile was tentative, so she knew he was just as nervous as she was, and oddly, that was a bit of a relief.

      “I hear you’re going to be working with Slater,” he said as he slid his hands into his trouser pockets.

      Swallowing hard, she forced herself to respond. “That’s the plan. But I think I’m going to be more on the office side of things. You know, making schedules and coordinating all the activities, not just the ones he’s handling. Walker said I’ll kind of be like a cruise director on land.”

      He nodded. “Well, I uh…” Pausing, he looked toward the moving truck and then back at her. “I’m handling all the food right now and then the restaurant when we open. While it’s just our staff here, we’ve all been eating together up at the lodge. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t join us just because of…well…you know…me.”

      She almost laughed but refrained.

      “Jonah and I have a bit of a routine, so…”

      “Lexi,” he quickly countered. “You’re going to be living here, and so is your son. It would be great if he felt comfortable around us and not isolated. My daughter, Annabeth, is eight. I heard your son is…four? Is that right?”

      “He’ll be five in two months,” she confirmed. “I just don’t know what time everyone eats, and since Jonah is so young, we tend to eat early. So if we don’t join you, it’s nothing personal, it’s just…life.”

      Luckily, he didn’t argue. He simply nodded again. “I get that.”

      Then they were both silent.

      “Lexi?” Jayce called out. “We’re ready with the first haul!”

      “Okay!” she replied before turning back to Connor. “I need to go. I haven’t even seen the cabin yet, so…”

      “I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “I guess so,” she said quietly, turning away before he could say anything else.

      Hopefully no one would be able to tell how nervous and uncomfortable she was. They’d had their first run-in, and now it was over. If things went the way Walker and Kelsey and Jayce assured her it would, there wouldn’t be too many other chance meetings.

      “You okay?” Kelsey asked as soon as she was back by the truck.

      “Yup.”

      “Are you lying to me?”

      “Yup.”

      Wrapping her arm around her as they walked, Kelsey said, “Oh, sweetie. It’s going to be okay. I promise. At least you got it out of the way immediately. Now you can relax.”
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