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          TEDDY

        

      

    

    
      I'd made it a habit to drink my coffee on the small balcony of my new apartment. Ever since my house flooded, I'd had no choice but to move into my brother Jameson's place above the garage on my family's Christmas tree farm. The one bedroom was small compared to the five-bedroom house I'd built a few years ago when I realized the odds were against me finding someone who could love me for me.

      I was grouchy on the best of days. Most women didn't stick around longer than it took me to get them off. To be fair, I probably said something that made me sound like an asshole. I couldn't help myself.

      Ever since my mother died, my life was different. I took care of my siblings, helped my grieving dad, and pursued my dream of being a cop. I protected others. That was my job.

      I heard the rumble of a vehicle traveling way too fast down the lane. Nothing else was down here except for Daphne's cottage, which had been left empty since she moved in with Cole.

      I set my coffee down and hopped into my cruiser. I probably should have taken the truck, but whoever this was needed the extra authority my badge carried.

      The small, red car pulled up to the cottage. The trunk was propped open, and the back seat was filled with boxes. If I were on duty, I'd give her a citation for blocking her rearview and speeding. But I wasn't on duty, and this was technically private property.

      I got out of my cruiser, reaching for the gun in the holster I wasn't wearing. I felt naked as I approached the driver's side door. Whoever this was trespassed on private property.

      Right when I decided to go back to my cruiser and call it in, the door opened, and a woman stepped out.

      “Charlotte? What are you doing here?” My voice was incredulous, the irritation climbing my spine.

      Her eyes wide, she said, “Moving in. What does it look like I'm doing?”

      “Moving in?” I glanced from her car to the cottage. “You're moving into the cottage?”

      “Uh-huh.” Her voice was amused as she moved around to the trunk and tugged on a piece of luggage. It was way too big for her and didn't budge.

      Without a thought for what I was doing, I moved to assist her. Once the hard case was on the gravel between us, I stepped back. I was supposed to be encouraging her to leave, not helping her unpack.

      Drawing myself up to my full height, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Who said you could move in?”

      “Al—” Her lips twitched.

      I couldn't see how any of this was funny. “My dad said you could move into Daphne's cottage?”

      “He said Daphne's been living with Cole for a while, and this place is sitting here empty. It was in the contract for my employment.”

      I remembered telling my dad not to include that in the contract. I used to help out more with the farm, but Dad had slowly been taking back control, and I didn't like it. It was his decision, but it meant I'd be running into Charlotte on the farm.

      “I live in the apartment above the garage.”

      “That's right. I heard that your house flooded. How is everything?” Her expression morphed into concern for me.

      “Fine.”

      “Let me know if you need any help.”

      What could she do to renovate my house? I had a feeling she was just one of those people who offered, even if she didn't have a specific skill set. It was just who she was.

      She continued to pull luggage out of her trunk, setting it side by side on the driveway.

      I was locked in place, my mind spinning with all the things I should be doing. Telling her to leave. Putting the luggage back into the car.

      When it was empty, she smiled at me. “Looks like we're going to be neighbors.”

      “Yeah, that's not going to work for me.” The words came out slowly measured.

      Her brow furrowed. “How so?”

      My gut tightened. I couldn't have this woman living so close to me. Her sunny demeanor drove me crazy. I couldn't understand how anyone could be so happy all the time. I was happy with my life—content, even—but I didn’t have to tell the world.

      I didn't need anyone stirring up trouble, and I had a feeling this woman had the power to do that. But what could I say? I don't want to live next to you. I wasn't even that much of an asshole.

      The sound of a pickup truck rambling down the lane reached us.

      “That must be Al.”

      We were the only ones living on the property at this point.

      Dad's truck ambled to a stop behind us, and he opened his door and stepped out. “Oh, good. You're here to help her move in.”

      Charlotte moved to Dad and hugged him. “Thank you so much for letting me live here. It's absolutely delightful.”

      Seriously. Who said words like delightful?

      “We're happy to have you.”

      I ground my teeth together. There was no we about it.

      Dad nodded in the direction of the main house and barn. “I'll head back. I just wanted to make sure you were settling in okay.”

      Charlotte beamed at him. “We're working on it.”

      “Thanks for unloading her stuff for her. I appreciate it.”

      Now, I was stuck. My dad had clearly stopped by to help Charlotte unload her things. I couldn't let him do that. “No problem.”

      Charlotte rolled two suitcases to the porch. Once she was out of earshot, I said to Dad, “I'm not happy about her living here.”

      “I figured that. But you're moving out as soon as your house is fixed.”

      That was going to be longer than I wanted.

      “And she needs a place to stay. She's been living at the inn.”

      She had been working the counter at the Mathews Inn for a while. I didn't see what the problem was with letting her live in a hotel.

      “They need to rent out that room.”

      Why couldn't she find a place of her own? Why did she have to live here? And why now, when I was here too? It was like fate was fucking with me, and I didn't like it one bit.

      Dad clapped my back. “I'll make some lunch. When you're done with this—” he nodded toward the front door of the cottage where Charlotte had already slipped inside”—stop by.”

      “Will do.”

      Dad moved toward the truck before he paused and looked over his shoulder at me. “Oh, and Teddy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Try to be nice to her. I don't know what it is about you and her, but she's a nice girl.”

      She wasn't a girl. She was all woman. I hadn't wanted to notice, but there was no getting around her curves. And I’d been trying to ignore them for almost a year.

      “She's had a little trouble.”

      My heart picked up, my police instincts going into overdrive. “What kind of trouble?”

      Dad's forehead creased. “I'm not going to tell you things she told me in confidence. She'll be safe here.”

      She wasn't safe? My heart twisted.

      “Make sure she gets settled in.”

      “I can do that.” Now, I wanted to know why she needed to hide out on Calloway property. It was a nugget of information about her that I couldn't let go.

      With a renewed sense of purpose, I grabbed two more suitcases and carried them to the porch.

      Charlotte had left the door open because she was a trusting person. Why wasn’t she safe? It was going to drive me crazy until I could find out.

      Charlotte turned and ran right into my chest. “Oomph.”

      I grabbed her shoulders to steady her. We were close enough; I could smell the flowery scent of her shampoo.

      Her gaze flitted to mine. “I thought you’d left.”

      I raised a brow. “I’m not going to let my dad move your stuff.”

      Her forehead creased. “Of course. I wouldn’t want him to either.”

      “That’s why he was here.”

      “I can handle it myself,” Charlotte said as she stepped back.

      I let my hands fall to my side. “I’ll get you situated.”

      “I thought you didn’t want me living here?”

      My throat tightened. “I don’t want a neighbor, but like you said, it’s in the contract. My dad wants you here for some reason.”

      Charlotte stepped outside onto the porch. “It will be easier to manage the farm if I’m staying here.”

      “Manage?” My heart rate kicked up. I was the one who managed the farm year-round.

      “Yeah, my position is to manage the marketing for the season. Your father thought it would be easier for me to make changes if I was working alongside the employees and managing the day-to-day.”

      “He never mentioned that.” Lately, whenever we wanted to talk about Charlotte, I’d shut him down. That was clearly a mistake.

      Charlotte pursed her lips as we headed toward her car. “You haven’t been involved whenever we’ve discussed it.”

      That was an understatement. “I’ve been busy.”

      The trunk was still propped open, but it was empty. I closed it more out of habit. I liked things to be orderly.

      She opened the rear passenger-side door that was piled high with boxes and clothes strewn over them. Charlotte carefully hung the pile of dresses over my outstretched arms. If my fellow officers could see me now, they’d give me shit.

      I was obviously a chump when it came to Charlotte Monroe.

      I’d been avoiding her for months, hoping she’d go away. But now she was a part of the farm, helping my father.

      I should walk away and let her do her thing, but I couldn’t let go of the control I’d had since Mom died. Could Dad handle Charlotte? What if she was here to take advantage of him?

      The familiar panic clawed its way up my throat.

      Charlotte piled on more clothes, then said, “Can you take those to the bedroom?”

      I nodded, not bothering to speak because my throat was closing in on itself. I had to protect my father from this woman who could be here for nefarious reasons. The logical part of my brain said she could have done that in the past year, and she hadn’t.

      But she was living here now. She was the manager. She would be in control of more things.

      I couldn’t stop the paranoia from hijacking any sense of reason.

      I set the clothes on the bed just as Charlotte followed behind me with her own armload of clothes. She dropped them on top of my pile.

      She took a few hangers and hung them on the rack in the closet. The cottage was small but perfect for one person if they didn’t have a lot of stuff. But I was getting the impression Charlotte had a lot of clothes.

      She methodically moved items from the bed to the closet, hanging each piece. I couldn’t seem to make my feet move.

      Finally, Charlotte turned toward me, a crease on her forehead. “I don’t think I need any help here.”

      “Right.” I turned on my heel and got out of there as fast as I could. I emptied the small car, placing her things in the front room.

      There was nothing left for me to do, and surely my father wouldn’t expect me to stay to help her unpack. Charlotte could handle it.

      Just when I was intending to leave, Charlotte jogged down the steps, coming to an abrupt stop at the bottom. “Oh. I thought you’d be gone by now.”

      “I promised my dad I’d get you settled in.” Unloading her car should have fulfilled the promise to my father. I should leave.

      Her face brightened. “Would you mind helping me unpack the kitchen?”

      I was stuck now. “Sure.”

      I grabbed the boxes labeled Kitchen and set them on the counter. It was hard to imagine someone living here other than Daphne and my niece Izzy. But Daphne was married to Cole now; they had a son together and had moved into a farmhouse shortly after they got serious.

      I opened the flaps to the first box where random kitchen items were strewn about. It was like everything had been thrown into them with no thought as to how someone would empty them.

      It made the process of organizing the kitchen tedious. Then there was Charlotte who kept changing her mind.

      “I think I’d want the silverware here.” She pointed to a drawer near the fridge. “Or maybe here.”

      I opened the only drawer that made sense to put silverware inside. Sure enough, Daphne had left a silverware organizer inside. “They should be closest to the dishwasher.”

      Charlotte beamed at me. “That makes sense. Thanks.”

      It was hard to be grumpy around her. That must be the reason why I avoided her. The longer I was around her, the more I felt myself softening. I couldn’t afford to let my guard down. You never truly knew someone, and Charlotte was obviously hiding something.

      My stomach rumbled. “Dad wanted to have lunch with me. Will you be okay here?”

      “Oh, yeah. I was just going to make the bed next.”

      I couldn’t be in the bedroom with her again, focusing on the bed. I would be having all kinds of thoughts of spreading her out and devouring her.

      I slowly moved around the corner, hoping she didn’t notice how badly I wanted to get out of this tiny space. Charlotte was already infusing the room with her unique light, and the longer I stayed, the more I’d fall into her orbit.

      I’d almost made it to the front door when her hand landed on my bare forearm. My muscles tensed under the warmth of her palm.

      “Thank you for helping. I really appreciate it.” She peered up at me with those bright blue eyes, the ones that threatened to drown me.

      Charlotte was always quick with words of appreciation. She reminded me a little of my mother. Not that I allowed myself to think of my mother often. “No problem.”

      “I know you don’t want me here.”

      I winced because I’d made that fact obvious.

      “I want to help. I know I can make a difference on the farm.” Her expression was so earnest; my heart actually squeezed. I don’t think that had ever happened. I usually felt cold and numb around women. Irritated even. Never had my heart contracted for one.

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. My jaw tightened to the point of pain. “We’ll see.”

      Her eyes flashed with frustration. “Al wants me here.”

      “I know he does.” I didn’t know why, unless he was enraptured with this woman’s exuberance. She was impossibly happy. I didn’t understand how she walked around in that state all day long. “But I don’t have to like it.”

      Charlotte sighed and stepped back, her hand falling away from my arm. I immediately missed the contact.

      “Thanks for helping me carry everything in and unpack the kitchen. It was nice of you.”

      I didn’t do nice. I did my job; I fulfilled my responsibilities. That was it. I think I grunted in response before I opened the door and walked out.

      I walked past her small red car that was so her. I was starving, and I had questions for my dad.

      I turned back at the last second, finding her on the porch. She waved, and I shook my head before getting into my cruiser and getting out of there.

      As much as I hoped I wouldn’t be running into Charlotte on the farm, I knew it would be impossible with her living down the road from me.

      Dad had said she wasn’t safe. Did he want me to protect her? I usually reserved that for family members. I didn’t let others in easily, if at all, because family came first.

      Anyone who came on the property would need to pass my place first, but I wasn’t here all the time.

      The unknown was driving me crazy. What was she hiding from?
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          TEDDY

        

      

    

    
      I drove a little too fast up the lane, kicking stones up as I headed to the main house. I slowed so it didn’t nick the paint on my cruiser. I should have been driving my truck around the farm, but I didn’t want to stop at home first to switch out vehicles. I had questions for my father.

      I parked next to Dad’s old truck and crossed the distance to the front door in seconds. I knocked briefly before walking inside. “Dad. I’m here.”

      “In the kitchen.”

      I followed the sound of his voice.

      Dad raised a brow. “You’re not getting dressed today?”

      I looked down at my sweats and bit off a curse. I never went out unless I was put together. Charlotte got to me and not in a good way. “I was drinking my coffee on the porch when Susie Sunshine pulled down the lane. I had to see what she was up to.”

      Dad raised a brow at me as he moved around the kitchen, gathering ingredients for a sandwich. “What she was up to? I told her she could move in.”

      A muscle spasmed in my jaw. “Why now?”

      “I told you; she has some personal things going on.” I opened my mouth to ask what, and he held up a hand to silence me. “I’m not at liberty to talk about it.”

      “If she’s in danger, I need to know about it.” There was something about Charlotte Monroe being in danger that bothered me. It was hard to imagine that anyone would want to give her a hard time. Except me of course. Her positivity drove me crazy. I didn’t trust it.

      Dad gave me a pointed look. “She doesn’t want you to know about it.”

      “She said that?” That irked me more than her sunny disposition.

      He nodded as he placed slices of salami on his roll. “She wants to handle it on her own.”

      I braced my hands on the counter. “Is she putting you in danger?”

      Dad’s gaze lifted to meet mine. “If I thought that was an issue, I’d tell you. She just wanted a place to hide out for a while. She’s off the grid here.”

      Why does she need to hide? Was it a family member or an ex? My mind raced with the possibilities.

      “She’s a sweet girl. I wanted to help her.”

      “What if she’s in over her head?” I frowned. Maybe she was one of those people who stirred up drama everywhere they went.

      Dad slid the plate with meat piled high toward me.

      I was starving because I hadn’t eaten breakfast when Charlotte ambled down the lane. I took a huge bite of the sandwich. “What exactly is she going to be doing here?”

      Dad grabbed bottles of root beer out of the fridge, twisted off the tops, then handed me one.

      “If you’d listened to any of our conversations about this, you’d already know.”

      I took a swig of the sweet soda. I usually preferred water or beer, but I drank the occasional soda when I was at home. “I was hoping she’d leave and not come back.”

      Dad grunted. “She’s planning events for the holiday season to draw more customers. The Monroes have been upping their game, and it’s time for us to do the same if we want to compete.”

      “I don’t want to be so commercial. Can’t we just sell trees?” I asked stubbornly.

      Dad let out a breath. “I want to increase revenue on the farm. This place is my retirement plan, and I want to pass on something to my kids.”

      “You already have a good thing going.” I didn’t see why holiday events at the farm would make much of a difference. “People want trees. They don’t need Santa photos.”

      “Charlotte thinks they do.”

      “She was supposed to prove herself to us last year, but I don’t remember her doing anything significant.”

      “That’s because you blocked her at every turn. She wants to learn how the farm operates.”

      “How’s she going to do that?” I couldn’t see her cutting down a tree or securing one to a vehicle.

      Dad gave me a look, and I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like what he had to say. “That’s where you come in.”

      “Come again?” I asked, the sub sitting like a rock in my gut. I didn’t like the sound of any of this.

      “You’re going to teach her what we do on the farm.”

      My jaw tightened. “I don’t like it.”

      “I didn’t expect you would,” Dad said drolly. “But you’re busy with your job. You can’t be here all the time. Now, you have the issue with your house.”

      I was wondering how I’d handle the house and the farm, but I knew I’d figure it out. I always did.

      “Charlotte is passionate about helping us, and I want to let her do her thing. I have a feeling it’s going to turn out to be a good decision.”

      “You can’t possibly know that.” I liked to think of all the ways things could go wrong. And Charlotte Monroe being on our property was a disaster waiting to happen. “How can we trust a Monroe?”

      “You know she doesn’t have anything to do with Monroe Farm. She never worked there or advised them on marketing.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I trust Charlotte. I know it will take a while for you to believe in her. That’s why you should show her around and get to know her.”

      “I don’t want to,” I said stubbornly.

      “I’m not asking for your permission. You can help me by taking Charlotte around the farm and showing her the ropes. Or you can step back from your role here.”

      My throat tightened. I’d always been involved in the farm. Ever since Mom died, I took on a larger role, helping Dad out so he could breathe. I couldn’t imagine just letting it go now. “Fine.”

      Dad nodded. “I appreciate that. I’d like to take a step back from the day-to-day operations, and I hope this is the first step in that direction.”

      How could I say no to that? My first priority was always my father. I wanted to make sure he was taken care of, and if he wanted to step back from the farm, then I’d do whatever he needed me to do.

      He waggled a finger at me. “Just don’t run her off.”

      “Why would I do that?” I stuffed the rest of the sandwich in my mouth so I wouldn’t need to answer any more questions.

      Dad gave me a look. “I’m surprised you didn’t this morning.”

      I chewed and swallowed, not wanting to choke. Then I took a long pull of the soda. The sweetness was more than I usually allowed myself to enjoy. It reminded me a little too much of what it was like to be in Charlotte’s presence. She was a sugar rush, and I wasn’t looking forward to the inevitable crash that would come afterward. “I was thinking about it.”

      “I’m happy that you refrained. She needs a place to stay, and the cottage is just sitting there empty.”

      “What if Daphne needs it, or even Fiona?”

      “Daphne is living with Cole now in that new house. The cottage is too small for them. And Fiona and Aiden built the house on their property. They’re not interested in the cottage. But providing Charlotte with a place to live means that we can pay her less overall. I need that right now.”

      I understood the farm’s cash flow problem. I’d been intimately involved in the running of it over the years. We did enough to get by, but none of us was particularly skilled in marketing. I didn’t want to convince people of things. It wasn’t my strong suit. At work, I willed people to cooperate, and that combined with my size and authority did the trick.

      The art of persuasion didn’t come easily to me. Thankfully, I usually didn’t need it to get a woman in bed.

      I rinsed the plate and put in in the dishwasher, then tossed the bottles in recycling. “When should I get started?”

      “If you’re free today, can you offer to take her around and explain how we tag the trees and introduce her to the different varieties?”

      “You think she needs to know that to market?”

      “She wants to revamp the website, and she needs to understand how everything works.”

      I didn’t want my father to worry, and I should keep a close eye on her. “Fine.”

      At some point, I’d move back into my house, and Dad would be alone with her. I needed to ensure his safety. I’d ignore any ripple of interest that ran through my body at the prospect of spending more time with Charlotte.

      I’d ignore the way her clothes molded to her curves or the glint of challenge in her eye when she talked to me. She was merely a nuisance that would hopefully be moving on to other things sooner rather than later.

      I didn’t need Charlotte Monroe in my life.
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          CHARLOTTE

        

      

    

    
      I bit my lip, admiring the round globes of his ass in those gray sweatpants as he sauntered to his cruiser, opened the door, and shot me a disgruntled look over his shoulder. I waved, unable to stop the smile that spread over my face.

      Teddy merely shook his head and got into his cruiser, putting on aviator sunglasses that only enhanced his inherent sex appeal.

      I’d only ever seen him in uniform or a flannel and jeans. But this morning, I must have surprised him because he wore gray sweats that left nothing to my overactive imagination and a black department issued T that stretched taut over his well-defined muscles.

      If he wasn’t such a grump, and my ex wasn’t such an asshole, I’d be thinking about all the ways I could get Officer Calloway to loosen up. I wasn’t in any position to partake in his deliciousness, but I could at least enjoy the view.

      When the tail end of Teddy’s cruiser disappeared from view, I let out the breath I’d been holding. I half expected Teddy to throw his weight around as a police officer, insisting I was trespassing.

      I’d panicked, knowing my old room at the inn had already been booked, and I had nowhere else to live. Unless I wanted to shack up with Cole and Daphne. They were a family of four now. There was no room for me.

      I needed to handle this new phase of my life on my own, even if it scared me.

      I would have offered to whip something up for lunch, but I hadn’t been grocery shopping yet, and I wasn’t sure if I could get pizza delivered to the cottage.

      Teddy Calloway was uptight on a good day, and I knew he wouldn’t like that I was living on the farm. He’d fought his father on the issue as soon as he learned of it.

      I’d had to tell Al about the situation with my ex so that he’d let me move in. When Rick hit me the first time, I quit the job where I worked with him, moved out of our shared apartment, and went to live with my brother, Cole.

      I was able to get a job working the front counter at Matthews Inn which came with a room. Rick showed up one night, demanding I come home, and manhandled me when I refused. Thankfully, Aiden had been watching the video feed of the altercation in his office, and he’d removed him from the premises.

      Rick wasn’t allowed at the inn, but I didn’t feel safe there anymore. It was only a matter of time before he returned.

      That’s when I went to Al and asked if I could move as soon as possible. He’d readily agreed when I explained my situation. I didn’t want Teddy to find out my reasons for living here because he’d accuse me of putting his father in danger and insist I leave. Teddy protected his family.

      I didn’t think Rick was a threat to Al. He was my issue. But Teddy wouldn’t see it that way.

      I just hoped Rick wouldn’t find me on the Calloway property. Staying here was my only option. If I rented in town, Rick would find me easily.

      I was safe here.

      I went inside, closing the door to the cottage. It was mine even if it was only temporary. I felt at peace.

      If Rick showed up, hopefully he’d see Teddy’s cruiser and be deterred.

      The only problem was that Teddy would move home when the renovations were completed.

      I looked around at the quaint cottage. I wasn’t living in a hotel with dozens of other people. It was quiet, and I had my own kitchen.

      As much as I loved being around people, I needed some time to myself, to grieve and regroup.

      I’d foolishly hoped Rick had forgotten about me. That he’d moved on to someone else, as awful as that was. But this was so much worse because he hadn’t gotten over me. He was still in the delusion that we belonged together, that he’d only hit me once, and that he wouldn’t do it again. That I still could love him, even though he’d struck me.

      I’d watched my mom stay with my alcoholic dad. He didn’t physically abuse us, but he abandoned us emotionally. He wasn’t there for us. I thought there was good in everyone, but I wouldn’t stay in a relationship with someone who’d hit me once and manhandled me a second time.

      That situation wasn’t going to improve over time. But thinking about him gave me an uneasy feeling in my stomach.

      I unpacked my sheets and wrapped them around the mattress in the bedroom. Then I unpacked my books, framed photos of my friends and family, and trinkets. Once I had all of my stuff around me, I felt a little better.

      Moving here was a good idea. As long as Rick didn’t find me.

      I cleaned the bathroom and kitchen next, feeling good to be cleaning my own space and not a room at the inn.

      I wiped the sweat from my brow, wondering if I was working so hard because I liked things to be clean or to work off the sexual frustration of having Teddy Calloway in my personal space. I could still smell his masculine scent in the kitchen.

      I felt his disapproval like tightening in my chest. Yet it didn’t upset me. If anything, it amped me up. There was a reason why people watched the way we interacted. Sparks seemed to fly between us, but it wasn’t attraction. It was irritation.

      My phone buzzed.

      I smiled when I saw it was Fiona. “I miss you already.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to move back to the inn?” Fiona cried into the receiver.

      I laughed. “My room is booked.”

      “But I miss you.”

      “Same, girl. It won’t be the same with me living here.” I couldn’t just go downstairs and talk to my friend.

      “If you don’t like it, or Teddy’s a jerk to you, we’ll find you a room.”

      “He was fine.”

      “You’ve already seen him?”

      “He followed me down the lane to see what I was doing. I guess your dad didn’t tell him I was moving in today.”

      Fiona laughed. “That’s hysterical. I can imagine how that went.”

      “I expected him to give me a citation for trespassing, but then your dad showed up to help me move in, and Teddy offered to help. He didn’t want your dad hurting himself.” I wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but that one move had endeared him to me. I hadn’t seen any sign that he was a human being with emotions. He was robotic about his routines and stubborn about not needing me here.

      “What will you do while you’re staying there?” Fiona asked, bringing my attention back to the conversation.

      “I want to familiarize myself with the farm and its operations. That means working and doing what the other employees are doing. It’s a great way to get to know the customers.”

      “Will grumpy Teddy be around a lot?”

      “He’s supposed to be working with me. But it’s not like he wants to” I had a feeling he’d do anything to please his father even if he’d been fighting him on me for the last year.

      “I’m sorry you have to deal with Teddy. But my family is going to love what you do for us. You were amazing at the inn. The customers adored you. You’re welcome back any time if the marketing thing doesn’t work out.”

      I’d been working at the inn, tinkering with the idea of starting a marketing company. First, I helped Aiden with the inn, then Violet with her ice cream shop. But Calloways’ Pine Valley Farm was the first big account I’d landed. I wasn’t getting paid a lot since the cottage was part of my salary, but it was a chance to prove myself. To show what I could do for other small businesses in the area.

      “Aiden’s home. I’ll let you go.” Fiona sighed, and I figured Aiden was trying to distract her. I’d had a front-and-center view of their relationship over the last year. I wondered if I’d ever find the same thing.

      I had a feeling I wouldn’t with Rick hovering on the edge of my life, waiting for a chance to get in. I just didn’t know how to break free from him. I’d never dealt with someone who refused to be broken up with. He didn’t take no for an answer, which scared me.

      I wanted to move on with my life. I’d quit my job, lost my apartment, and hid for almost a year before he found me at the inn. Now, I was starting over again with a new job and home.

      What would happen when he found me?
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        * * *

      

      Cole invited me to an early dinner at their house. I admired his relationship with Daphne. When they met, the Monroe and Calloway families disliked each other. Our families owned competing Christmas tree farms.

      They dated in secret, and when everyone found out, they were understandably upset. But Cole realized he loved Daphne enough to fight for her. Now, they were married, he’d adopted her daughter, Izzy, and they had a son together, Colson.

      I drove past the garage, noting Teddy’s cruiser in the driveway. He must be off for the day. I both hoped and dreaded running into him again. He was intense.

      I was curious to see what he’d be like in bed, but at the same time, didn’t want to get too close to the fire. I had a feeling I’d burn to a crisp.

      Teddy Calloway was the definition of emotionally unavailable. He was closed off to everything outside his family. Lusting after him was futile. He’d never be interested in someone like me. My life was a mess. I was running from an abusive ex, living in a temporary home, and trying to start a business.

      I wasn’t a good bet for anyone. Not that he was interested. His standards were either impossibly high, or he didn’t date.

      I pulled out of the Calloways property and onto the main road. My heart rate kicked up. I’d felt safe on the property. It was like being hidden away. But now I was chancing the fact that Rick could find me.

      I hoped he wasn’t watching Cole’s house. I hadn’t talked about my brother or family much when we were dating, but I was positive it would be easy to discover information about my family online.

      Cole lived on a small farm. They’d updated the main house, and Cole constructed a separate building that Daphne used for her pie business. It had a commercial kitchen where she could bake and store pies. And even a small space for customers to eat.

      It was a great setup, and I knew Daphne was happy building a life with him and expanding their family.

      I knocked on the front door, and Cole answered with Colson on his hip. “All settled in at the cottage?”

      I hugged him and squeezed Colson’s chubby leg.

      “The kitchen’s unpacked, and the bed’s made. It’s perfect for me.”

      Daphne enveloped me in a tight hug. “I told you it would be.”

      It was exactly what I needed to hide from Rick. Not that I would tell Cole or Daphne that. I didn’t want to put them in danger too.

      Daphne pulled back with a smile. “Dinner’s ready.”

      At the smell of roasted chicken and rosemary potatoes, my stomach rumbled. “I’m starved.”

      Daphne smiled. “I figured you would be after moving.”

      Izzy was setting the table, so I jumped in to help. “How’s my favorite niece doing?”

      “I’m your only niece,” Izzy said dryly, used to our exchange.

      “You’d still be my favorite.” I adored Izzy, and thought it was great that Cole adopted her.

      When we were finished, Cole handed Colson to me so he could help Daphne set the food on the table.

      Colson immediately snagged a strand of my hair in his tight little fist and tugged.

      I winced. “Ouch. That hurts, buddy.”

      “He loves hair,” Cole observed as he cut the kids’ chicken into small pieces.

      “You want to be in your highchair?” Colson wiggled his whole body, so I put him in the chair where there were already a few slices of chicken and potatoes.

      “What’s it like living with the Calloways?” Cole asked

      “We’re not bad,” Daphne said.

      “Most of them are perfectly nice, but Teddy—” I began.

      Daphne grimaced. “Teddy’s a bear. He’s all gruff on the outside and soft on the inside.”

      “I haven’t seen this warm side you speak of.” I sat next to Colson.

      “He had to grow up quickly when Mom died. He felt like he had to take care of us because Dad was busy falling apart.”

      I could understand that, but he was a grown man now. You’d think he’d deal with his issues and have more emotional awareness. But he had the personality of a rock.

      “He feels like he has to be in charge of the farm and the family,” Cole said carefully.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to work with him.”

      Daphne poured glasses of water and passed them around the table. “Dad figured you could handle him, or he wouldn’t have hired you.”

      “You think so?” I asked Daphne.

      She nodded as she leaned over to grab food Colson had flung on the floor. “Dad knows what he’s doing.”

      “At least he believes in me.” I was still worried I wouldn’t be able to help. I had ideas, but if Teddy wasn’t on board, I wasn’t sure they would be successful. Last year, I was supposed to offer more holiday events, but Teddy had put a stop to it.

      Daphne grinned at me. “You’re going to be great.”

      “I want to use my work at the farm to highlight my abilities. I need more jobs to justify continuing with the business. Otherwise, I’d have to go back to a traditional marketing firm.” At my last job, I worked long hours, and it was highly competitive. I frequently had headaches. I didn’t enjoy what I was doing.

      We had to create exactly what the client wanted. There was little creativity involved.

      Going back to a private firm would put me in Rick’s crosshairs. It was an industry where everyone knew everyone. I wouldn’t be able to hide.

      I preferred working with small businesses where I could give advice and have more room to be creative.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t need your services. I have more work than I can handle at this point with two kids,” Daphne said apologetically.

      “Don’t worry about me.” It was sweet that she was concerned, but she’d built her pie business on her own. Now, she sold to several restaurants in the area, including Violet’s ice cream shop where they collaborated on pie-flavored ice cream. I’d consulted with her several times, but her instincts were good. She didn’t need my help.

      Izzy entertained us through dinner with her talk about the upcoming holiday concert at school and everything she wanted for Christmas from Santa.

      Colson interjected with flying food. When he was tired of sitting in the highchair, I grabbed a cloth to wipe him down and carried him to the living room to let him play with blocks and cars.

      I didn’t get enough time with Colson.

      Cole came in a few minutes later and sat on the couch watching us. “You doing okay?”

      I know he’d been worried about me since I showed up at his house saying I’d lost my job and my apartment. I hadn’t told him about Rick because he’d been involved with Daphne at the time and dealing with the fallout of our families finding out about their relationship. Then afterward, he’d bought a house and built an outbuilding for Daphne’s pie house.

      I hadn’t wanted to burden him especially when he was so happy. He’d lived under the weight of my father’s alcoholism for too long. He was finally free from that, and I wouldn’t drag him down with my problems.

      “You heard from Mom or Dad lately?” Cole asked.

      We’d talked to them together to say we didn’t approve of Dad’s drinking or Mom’s enabling. Cole wouldn’t let them be involved in his kids’ lives until Dad went to rehab. “Last I heard, he was checking himself into a center.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Cole said.

      “Same.”

      “Are you happy?” Cole asked me.

      Daphne and Izzy were chatting in the kitchen. “You know I am.”

      Cole just arched a brow. “You act like you’re happy, but I’m not so sure it’s real.”

      “Feeling good is a choice I make every morning.” I’d decided when I was a kid I could be upset about my Dad, or I could make the best of my life. I’d chosen the latter and never looked back. It saved me from dark times.

      Cole let his head hang. “I wasn’t happy—truly happy—until I met Daphne and Izzy.”

      “You have to find happiness within yourself before you can find it with others.”

      He lifted his head to meet my gaze. “I worry about you.”

      “I know you do, but you don’t have to. I’ve got everything under control.” I knew Cole wanted me to find what he had with Daphne. But that wasn’t going to happen while Rick was still involved in my life. I needed to rid myself of him for once and for all.
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