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      “Hey, honey, why don’t you have a seat? I’m going to cut to the chase.”

      “What’s new?” I ask my father with a chuckle. I pull out the chair across from him and take a seat.

      But he doesn’t return my light-hearted smile. Instead, he lets out a wet cough, and the phlegm-laced sound rattles deep in his chest. “This is going to be a difficult conversation.”

      I look at my dad with concern. The last time he called me into his office, he told me about his terminal illness. His prognosis is already grim with no chance of recovery, so I can’t imagine what could be worse.

      “What is it?” I ask, anxious to hear it already.

      “I met with the board of directors regarding your role within the company after I’m gone.” He pauses to exhale a slow and crackly breath. “I don’t know how else to say this other than to just tell you, the board will not sign off on your inheritance of the company.”

      I put my phone down and stare at him, my mouth hanging open in shock. “I had no idea the board needed to sign off on my inheriting the company. I’m your only child, how is there even a question?”

      Of course, I’ve never taken an active role in our family business. The logging industry didn’t exactly appeal to me, but I always imagined I would fall into it when the time came.

      “Honey, this is all happening so fast, I think there are a ton of questions coming up that none of us were prepared to answer.”

      I guess my first mistake was thinking that I had time. I swallow a lump in my throat. Dad leans forward in his chair and takes my hand from across the desk.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be taken care of,” he continues, but I don’t like where this is going. “All of my personal assets will be yours, and you'll receive a monthly allowance well beyond what you can possibly spend.”

      “This isn’t about money,” I stare at him unflinchingly. My grandfather built Timber Logging from nothing, my father turned it into the largest sawmill in the nation, and I want to be trusted with that legacy.

      “If you’d like, they are willing to make you a silent partner.”

      The board is unbelievable. My grandfather originally brought them on when the company's finances grew so large that he could no longer manage them by hand on his yellow bank ledger. But over the years, they’ve gained more ownership of the company, and it’s been nothing but trouble.

      “I don’t want to be a silent partner. Who’s taking your seat on the board?”

      “One of the sales directors from up north.”

      “Wait, so no one who actually lives in this town or works on a crew will have any input on the decision-making of the operation? How can you go along with this plan?”

      “They will appoint a crew member at some point. But for now, we need to move quickly.”

      A moment of silence becomes several, and I lean all the way back in my chair. Then snap bolt upright when an infuriating thought crosses my mind. “Is it because I’m a woman?” I blurt out.

      “Of course not,” Dad shrugs off my fury.

      But I bet if I were a son instead of a daughter, this conversation wouldn’t be happening. That’s the kind of bias you get in a small town where the only available employment is logging.

      “The board members have other concerns,” Dad exhales.

      “Like?” I brace myself for what’s coming. I can feel my face flush.

      “The list was fairly lengthy, but it boils down to two things. They don’t believe you have any working knowledge of the operation, and they don’t think you’re stable. Flitting off to other countries in a constant stream of vacations, the moving, the high-profile break-ups, it’s a hard sell. There are a lot of people’s livelihoods at stake.”

      “Dammit,” I slam my fist on the desk. They have me on the whole knowledge-of-operation-thing, but it will take time to learn the business. There’s no fixing that today. “Unstable? I didn’t think exploring a life outside of this town made you unstable. Plus, it’s been three years since I moved back here. I don’t have plans of moving ever again.”

      I ramble on, acting every bit the unstable person the board seems to think I am. Then I catch myself. Embarrassed, I take a deep breath and collect my thoughts.

      “In truth, Lil, I think this is a good thing for you in the long run. You can spend your time baking, continue to volunteer, and enjoy your strolls through downtown with Nia.” My dad’s words settle like a heavy weight on my chest.

      “Oh,” I say flatly. I brush my hair back away from my eyes in a devastated, quiet realization. “This isn’t about the board. You actually agree with them.”

      He clears his throat and lets out another rough cough into his handkerchief. His skin has a gray cast to it, and the sight makes me wary of the sharpness of my tone.

      “You’re capable of anything, I know that. But you’re not settled. You rent when you could afford to buy anything you want, you’ve never accepted any of the positions I’ve offered you within the company, and frankly, you’re not married.”

      There we have it, finally an admission of truth. I nod and sweat beads on my back.

      Dad continues, “I hate to be old-fashioned, but yes, there’s a part of me that wonders whether or not they’re right. This job can be a nightmare. It will take over your life if you let it. Even if you learn all of the facets, you can’t do it alone. After your mom passed, I floundered for years. I’m not trying to insult you, I’m trying to protect you.”

      I stare at him, pursing my lips and breathing through my nose. His heart is in the right place, but that doesn’t take away the sting. I make a final plea.

      “The board has no emotional investment in our town. Having them take over the company will never be in the best interest of the people who live here. I spent time wandering, but I always came back. This is my home.”

      Dad’s expression softens, and he tilts his head toward me. “There isn’t an easy solution here, Lil. I figured I had thirty years to think this through.”

      “It might not be easy, but it is simple, give me the opportunity,” I say with conviction, but Dad’s face doesn’t soften.

      Casting my sadness aside, I unscrew my glass water bottle and take a long drink. My mind races searching for a way to make this happen, I am my father’s daughter after all. We are nothing if not resourceful.

      Then, in a moment of clarity, I can see it all play out. I make a last-ditch effort to change everything. I square my body to my father’s and take a deep breath.

      “Well, Dad, we didn’t want to say anything yet, but I’m engaged,” I tell him a bald-faced lie.

      “Is that so?” He has an air of suspicion in his tone. “And who is the lucky gentleman?”

      Playing for time, I take another slow sip from my water bottle and give him a smile. I need to choose wisely. It should be someone stable and with knowledge of the business, someone Dad already trusts.

      Nodding at him, I mentally scroll through the list of employees I know. A lot of them went to high school with me, so there must be at least one good candidate around my age.

      “Adler Oakes,” I blurt out the name with confidence. Adler and I have passed each other coming in and out of Dad’s office for years. His dad was killed in an industrial accident at our operation when I was in high school, and since then, my father has taken him under his wing. He’s one of Dad’s favorite employees and his long-time mentee. It’s perfect.

      Dad squints his eyes, “Adler.” He examines my face, but I stay collected, my chin held high.

      “Yes, in fact, we plan to get married as soon as possible. With the chaos of the summer season, your illness, and Lumberjack Camp coming up, it hardly seemed like the time for an announcement. But you’ve forced it out of me.”

      I silently applaud myself for not only thinking of the name of a thirty-three-year-old, single, lumberjack but also for referencing the annual Lumberjack Camp. If that doesn’t prove how involved I am with the company, I don’t know what will.

      “You and Adler plan to get married as soon as possible.” Dad’s flat tone gives nothing away.

      “I’m sorry we’ve kept it from you, but we kept it from everyone, really. I can see now that it was a mistake for you to be in the dark like that. But now that you know, hopefully, you can talk the board into rethinking their decision. They have a point about me not knowing the operation, but Adler knows every department almost as well as you do.”

      Dad sits silent, but I don’t let it rattle me. I straighten my posture and tuck my long, dark hair confidently behind my ears, allowing him to evaluate me.

      “You understand the magnitude of this decision, don’t you? The economy of the entire town is dependent upon the success of Timber Logging. Generations of families have been able to build their lives here on the back of our company.”

      When he talks about our town, my emotions threaten to spill out. The three generations of people he mentioned are not strangers to me. They are friends and family. I love this town, and I am just as invested in its prosperity as he is, even if I show it in a different way.

      “I’ve seen the news, I know our town is at a crossroads. We need to bring in more commerce, and Timber Logging has to continue to thrive. I can do this, I promise you, I don’t take this lightly.”

      “I believe you, honey.” Dad’s voice is resolute, and I relax a bit.

      “Good, so you’ll talk to the board⁠—”

      Dad cuts me off. “And this news about Adler, it’s surprising but wonderful. He’s been like a son to me for years. It brings me a sense of peace to know the two of you are together.”

      My face grows hot. There aren’t any true strangers in this town, but in reality, Adler comes pretty close. His youngest brother, Asher, and I were in the same grade in school, but Adler, I hardly know. He’s always seemed serious and on the quiet side.

      “I thought you’d be happy,” I smile, mildly disgusted with myself.

      I don’t like lying to my dad, but it’s obvious my lack of marriage has been weighing on him. If this one lie brings him peace and secures my spot in the company, then it’s a small price to pay.

      “When is the big day?” Dad asks. His eyes radiate joy, and the skin around them crinkles together.

      “Oh, Adler wants to talk to you about it first, you know, man-to-man. I’ll have him stop in, but it will have to be tomorrow. We have plans today.”

      You know, like me proposing a fake marriage to someone I hardly know, no big deal.

      “Alright, tomorrow then. We can discuss getting you two down the aisle as soon as possible. There’s no reason to wait on this one. Once the board sees that you and Adler are a team, it’ll be a no-brainer. I’ll draw up the papers and notify the board. As long as you’re sure this is the life you want.”

      “It is Dad. I know you’ve offered me jobs at the company before, and I know I’ve passed them up, but my heart is in this town, and Timber Logging is the town.”

      My dad reaches a frail hand across his desk, and when he puts it on mine, it’s cool to the touch. “I’m so happy for you and Adler, two of my favorite people in the world, this was meant to be.”

      I give him a weak smile and stand to leave, my heart racing. What am I going to do if Adler can’t or won’t go along with this?

      When I leave Dad’s office, I take the long way through the employee area at the operations complex. I sift through the posted schedules, and it only takes me a second to locate Adler’s crew. He’s working now, in fact, he is overseeing a truck crew not too far from here.

      My stomach tightens, and I know what I have to do.
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      I pull into the forested area and park, my cute but impractical Lexus convertible hidden behind the trees. I’m not ready for the guys to see me yet, but I can see them. It’s somewhat of a dream.

      Tall, burly lumberjacks dot the forest as far as the eye can see. The cadence of their easy laughter and sharp commands drifts through the thinning forest.

      I see a shirtless man leaning on a fallen log, and I swear he’s posing just for me. The sun glistens off his rock-hard pecs as he displays his broad chest. Another lifts a massive chain, securing it around a log with bulging biceps.

      Who says I’m not invested in the company?

      I could sit here and supervise all day. I feel my purse gently vibrate, and a soft tone chimes from within. Fishing out my phone, I see a text from my dad, and I snap back to reality.

      Dad: Hey, honey, I just want to tell you that I’m proud of you and very happy that Adler will be joining the family

      Me: Thanks, Dad, love you

      And just like that, my stomach clenches, and I resume my mission.

      My heart rate picks up as I scroll through the faces of the lumberjacks looking for Adler. All four Oakes brothers work here, and they look similar. They are all smoking hot, huge, and chiseled. But Adler has a smoldering quality about him that makes him easy to pick out of the crowd.

      I watch him work. I don’t know if it’s that he has the body of a Greek god or the fact that I’m about to propose to him, but I can’t seem to calm myself down. I take a deep breath in through my nose and pull down the visor to give myself a pep talk. Talking to myself while staring in a mirror is a little strategy I learned from a famous social media personality a few years back. It works like a charm.

      “Hey Lily, you are fabulous,” I say aloud to myself. “Sure, you’re about to do something a little crazy, but it’s for a good cause. So he’s got a washboard stomach, cool, you’ve got an ass that just won’t quit. Whoop!”

      I shimmy my shoulders and move my head back and forth, staring intently at myself in the tiny mirror. “It’s just an average Tuesday, you got a booty, you’re a cutie,” I say in a ridiculous, sing-song voice. Then I add a little dance to shake out the nerves.

      I blow out a final exhale, feeling more confident and relaxed.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      My body jumps with shock when I see the source of the sound on my window. I slam my visor closed. Adler peers at me, his head slightly tilted, and his eyes rapidly blinking.

      “Lily? Are you ok?” Adler’s eyebrows are furrowed with one slightly raised.

      Dammit.
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