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      To all the nerdy, awkward, introverted people out there, this series is for you.
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      I never thought I’d be back in Florida. At least, not living back in Florida.

      The heat was sweltering, just like I remembered it. I swatted a mosquito that landed on my arm. I really hated this place. Not Cape Kismet specifically, but this whole entire state. I was sure this town was lovely, with people who cared a lot more than everyone I’d come across in New York City, but it still felt like moving backward.

      Like coming home.

      And coming home was just about my worst nightmare.

      “Sadie, wait up.” Ryan ran to catch up to me as I crossed the street in front of the bookstore I’d found online. “I told you I was only going to be a minute.” My brother shifted his backpack onto one shoulder, looking every bit of his seventeen years.

      “I figured you wanted privacy for your phone call.” I stopped at the door to the store.

      His face flushed, and I knew he wasn’t used to being given privacy, even when he wanted it. It reminded me why I’d come back, why I’d moved to the one state I’d run far away from eight years ago, the moment I graduated high school. My brother needed me.

      I knocked my shoulder into his. “They’re not here listening to everything anymore, you know.”

      He fixed his eyes on the ground. “Yeah.” It had only been three weeks since I received a phone call in the middle of the night from a tearful seventeen-year-old boy, telling me he had nowhere to go, not after our parents kicked him out.

      I could have strangled them.

      Within eight hours, I’d quit my job, packed up my meager belongings from the one-bedroom apartment I shared with two other people, and loaded my life into my beat-up Kia.

      I opened the door to the shop, listening to the bell announce our presence, and wrapped an arm around Ryan’s broad shoulders. “You and me, kid. Come on, let’s pretend we have money to spend.”

      That earned me a smile. I’d known it would. My brother and I didn’t have a lot in common, but one thing we’d always shared was a love of books, a belief that books would get us out of the double-wide trailer with peeling paint and walls that smelled of cigarette smoke.

      If we were the smartest kids in our classes, if we worked the hardest, we could have anything we wanted. Something our parents tried time and again to tell us wasn’t true. Mom used to say you were born into the life you’d have.

      I released Ryan as an older woman rushed toward us. “Welcome, welcome.” Her smile was warm, inviting. “I’m Lovern, and this is my shop. Feel free to look around, check out the pastry cart.”

      Ryan’s gaze immediately went to said pastry cart, and I rolled my eyes before smiling at the woman. “I think I just lost my brother to your pastries.”

      She laughed. “We lose many a good man to them. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” She walked by me, yelling, “Greyson Amore, shouldn’t you be at work?”

      I laughed at this woman seemingly telling a customer to go away. Yes, this town was different from the run-down little corner of Florida we’d called ours, about an hour inland from here.

      In place of broken-down gas stations and pawn shops were adorable bookstores and cute little diners. It helped me feel better about staying. I only did it for Ryan, so he could spend his senior year playing for the same football team that could get him a college scholarship. It was a travel team, so it didn’t matter that he had to switch schools, and there was a sponsor paying all his fees.

      Opportunities didn’t come around often for people like us, so when they did, we couldn’t turn them down.

      I left Ryan to ogle the pastries and drifted toward the nonfiction section. I wasn’t someone who’d ever had the luxury of escaping her life, of sinking into a fiction story of people doing grand things.

      Instead, I read to learn, to better myself. I had a particular soft spot for autobiographies, stories of real people overcoming great odds in their lives. One day, I’d be like them.

      My fingers skimmed the spines as I read the titles. I didn’t have the money to spend on any books right now, not while I was still searching for a job, but I had an interview coming up for a job I knew in my heart I could do.

      I got to the section of law books, considerably smaller than the ones in New York bookstores, but that was to be expected. I’d read a lot of these back when I thought one day, I could become a lawyer. There was nothing I’d ever wanted more.

      I believed in law. I believed it helped people, that lawyers helped people. I’d seen it firsthand, working at a firm in New York. We’d done a lot of pro bono work for people wrongly accused of crimes, and I’d gotten to write up many of the briefs and sit in on meetings.

      I’d seen how smoothly lawyers worked the judges, how they changed people’s lives. I wanted that.

      I wanted it all.

      I got to a book I hadn’t read yet and pulled it from the shelf. Flipping open the cover, I read the inside flap. It was about a lawyer who fought against discrimination and fought for people’s rights.

      That was what I wanted.

      For Ryan.

      I slid the book back on the shelf, making note of the title. I’d come back for it when I could. I knew exactly how much money I had in my bank account, and if I was buying anything today, I knew what it would be.

      I walked back down the aisle, catching sight of Ryan leaning against the counter of the pastry cart. The girl standing behind it was smiling, and I knew he was trying to sweet talk her into giving him something. My brother had charm, he always had.

      “Hey, doofus.” I stepped up beside him. “What do you want?”

      His eyes lit up. “Really?”

      “Yeah, I have a good feeling about tomorrow’s interview and about seven dollars and twenty-three cents in my bank account. Let’s go nuts.”

      His tongue slid across his lips. “I’ll take a brownie please.”

      The girl smiled at him as she handed it over the case. I passed her my card.

      “Wait.” Ryan paused with the brownie halfway to his mouth. “You’re not getting anything?”

      I shook my head. If he looked at the menu, he’d realize the brownie cost nearly five dollars. But I didn’t mind. Seeing him smile was worth it.

      He shook dark curls out of his eyes as his brow furrowed. The pastry girl handed me back my card, and still, Ryan stared.

      “It’s okay.” It really was. “I don’t need it on my hips anyway.” We were still getting to know each other again, but one thing had always been true about me: I’d never really cared about my weight.

      Ryan looked down at his brownie and bent it, splitting it in two, getting frosting all over his fingers in the process. He handed one half to me.

      I took it with a laugh. “You’re a good kid, Ryan.” He didn’t tell me he wasn’t a kid or that he was almost eighteen, like I expected half the time. Instead, red crept into his cheeks, and I understood the look in his eyes. It felt good just to have someone taking care of him.

      I’d have given anything for that at his age.

      I took a giant bite of brownie, and it melted in my mouth. When I caught Ryan laughing, I froze. “What?”

      “You have frosting on your face,” a new voice said.

      I searched for the source of it, going still when my eyes connected with a deep blue gaze. Hello, gorgeous. Dirty blond hair fell over the man’s forehead, looking both beautifully tousled and in need of a cut at the same time. He was tall, well built but not overly muscular.

      In New York, he’d have been exactly my type. Back when dating was even on my radar.

      I felt a napkin dab at my cheek, and Ryan’s low voice whispered, “I got the frosting and the bit of drool.”

      I shot him a glare.

      All the while, the other man watched us, curiosity in his gaze. “I don’t think we’ve met before.”

      “Have you met everyone in this town?” I lifted a brow in challenge, not wanting to draw attention to the fact that we were new or why.

      “Most people, yes.” One corner of his mouth hitched up into the kind of smile I knew well.

      This was a man who was used to getting what—or who—he wanted.

      “I’m Grey.” He paused, waiting. When I didn’t respond, his smile widened. “This would be where you tell me your name.”

      I lifted my chin. “Is that so?”

      His smile faltered before returning even wider. “Okay, no name, I can work with that.”

      “I’m going outside to make a phone call.” Ryan backed away, smirk on his lips. He waved his prepaid phone in the air, and I wondered for a moment who he was wasting his limited minutes on again. “You continue… whatever this is.”

      I was going to kill my brother.

      Grey stood with his feet shoulder width apart and his arms crossed over his chest, as if he owned the place. He wore deep blue slacks and a white shirt he’d pushed up at the sleeves, revealing tanned forearms.

      “I’d like to get to know you, my lady.”

      I snorted before slapping a hand over my mouth in embarrassment. “My lady?”

      “You won’t give me your name, and you look like a lady.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him in the story playing out in his head, I was no proper lady. I’d more than likely be the pauper. “Looks can be deceiving, Grey.”

      “That’s not fair. You know what to call me.”

      “And it’s my fault you decided to give your name to someone you didn’t know?” I stepped toward the door and pushed through.

      He followed me out onto the sidewalk. “No, but it’s your fault I want to know yours.”

      I laughed at that. “I do not control the male sex drive.”

      He looked stunned for a moment. “I like you.”

      “You don’t know me.” I was tired of everyone assuming they did.

      “No, I don’t, but within five minutes of meeting me, you’re already mentioning sex. Don’t you think that’s a bit soon?” The smirk he sent my way probably could have turned my insides to jelly if I was in the right frame of mind.

      “Look, I’m sure you’re perfectly nice, Grey, but I’m really not in the mood to continue this. Sometimes, a girl just wants to go to a bookstore without having to worry about being hit on.”

      “Who says I’m hitting on you?”

      “Aren’t you?” I turned to face him. “I know your type. You’ve got the looks, probably the money too, and you think that means you can do what you want, obtain whatever you desire. I’ve known a thousand men like you. All charm at first. I’m not someone you can coax into your bed. Can we leave it at that and not have you continue to make a fool of yourself? When a girl says she doesn’t want to be hit on, she deserves to be listened to.”

      He looked stunned for a moment before taking a step back. As he did, the shop’s door opened, slamming into him and sending him crashing forward into me.

      I yelped as we tumbled to the sidewalk, a tangle of arms and legs. I landed on my back, but as pain rocketed up my spine, I couldn’t help the laugh that exploded from my throat. This was the kind of thing that happened to me. I couldn’t stop laughing, and my chest heaved as I sucked in air.

      Grey, on his back beside me, looked at me like I’d completely lost my mind. I probably had.

      A slow clap came from farther down the sidewalk. “Bravo!” a girl yelled.

      I sat up, finding a petite blonde woman watching us with a giant grin on her face.

      Grey pushed himself to his feet and walked away without a backward glance. Yeah, thanks for helping me up.

      The woman held a hand down, and I took it, letting her pull me to my feet.

      I rolled my shoulders, trying to shake out the pain. “Douchebag,” I grumbled.

      The woman’s smile widened. “Oh, you’ve got that right. I heard every word you said to him. Is it weird if I say you’re my hero?”

      I lifted a brow. “You an ex-girlfriend?”

      “Worse.” She leaned in. “Sister.”

      I liked this woman immediately. From her messy blonde hair to her yoga pants and large T-shirt, she was my kind of people. “Is he always like that?”

      “Pretty much. And no girl ever turns him down. It’s pretty obnoxious. The town calls him the perfect bachelor.”

      I looked down the sidewalk to where I could still see him walking away from us, and the back of him was just as attractive as the front.

      “I’m Ellie.” The woman shook her head with a smile. “And it’s okay to ogle him, just please never stop being mean to him. It’s highly entertaining.”

      I pulled my eyes away. “I’m Sadie, and I wasn’t ogling him.” Who even said ogle anymore?

      She didn’t look like she believed me. “Are you new to town, Sadie?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, you’ll love Cape Kismet. It’s the perfect small town. We all look out for each other. Everyone knows everything about everyone else. We’re all up in each other’s business.”

      That was what I was afraid of.

      “Where did you move here from?”

      “Oh, um, New York City.”

      “Really?” Her eyes lit up. “Grey, too. Small world. Well, I should get into the shop and get to work, but I’m sure we’ll see each other around.”

      “Yeah, it was nice to meet you.”

      She offered one final smile and hiked her bag higher on her shoulder before walking inside. Did she work at the bookstore? It was such a quaint kind of job. Maybe I needed one like that—a job that would keep us fed without the stress of working in a law office.

      But then, would that be giving up on my dream once and for all?

      I crossed the street to where Ryan leaned against the car.

      “Wipe that smirk off your face.” I pointed at him.

      He turned to open his door, but I didn’t miss his shaking shoulders. “Who were they?”

      “I don’t know. Some weird small-town people. I think this place is very strange, Ryan.”

      He nodded in agreement. “But I think I could like strange.”

      I started the car and pulled out. We passed groups of people talking on sidewalks, a crowded diner, lots of little shops. The town held an air of safety I’d never before experienced, like nothing bad happened here.

      Maybe strange was good.

      Maybe I could like strange, too.
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      Monday morning came too damn fast. I couldn’t lounge in bed this morning either. Not that I’d been doing that often. Okay, that was a lie. I did it all the time. It was one of the perks of owning your own business and having no one work for you.

      I could go in whenever I wanted. If I decided to go into the office space I rented at all. I could easily work from home, but I didn’t like to see clients here. And there was no way I was conducting an interview from home today.

      Finally dragging my ass out of bed fifteen minutes after my alarm went off, I took a quick shower and dressed in a pair of black slacks and a white button-down shirt. The heat of the summer was fading and cooler nights were on the horizon as fall approached. Not as cool as it would get in New York but still cooler than the face of the sun temperatures that were common in Florida in the summer. The longer I lived here, the more I was used to it. What felt hot to others was comfortable for me.

      I decided to stop by Frannie’s on my way in to work, not wanting to cook breakfast for myself. I wasn’t in the mood for cereal. I lived alone and was a bachelor. Cooking three square meals wasn’t on my daily agenda. Dinner I could manage. Breakfast and lunch were toss-ups.

      I took a seat at the long counter in the diner and glanced around. It was early yet, but there was the typical group of four older men who commandeered a corner booth every morning so they could tell stories of their days, gripe about their wives, and eat the same meal every time they came here.

      A hand touching my shoulder had me jumping and letting out a very high-pitched squeal. Turning, I found Hadden staring at me with a wide smile and so much humor in his eyes I wanted to smack him.

      “Was that necessary?” I asked, still appalled at the sound that had come out of me.

      “Absolutely.” He took the seat next to me. He was decked out in his cop uniform. Every time I saw him in that, it reminded me of the part of my sister’s book where there was a stripper cop and I struggled not to laugh at him.

      “Are you sure you don’t take your clothes off for cash on the weekends?”

      He shook his head and let out a long sigh. “How many times do I have to tell you that I have never nor will I ever be an exotic dancer?”

      “You should never say never. Anything could happen tomorrow. You could lose your job, and stripping could be your only option for employment.”

      He glared at me, but it had no effect.

      Frannie came over and put two cups of coffee down in front of us then walked away.

      “I guess we aren’t ordering today,” I mused.

      “What’s the point? She’s just going to bring us what she thinks we need.”

      “True.”

      “So, what’s going on today in your little office with the blandest walls known to man?”

      “You get on my case about making comments about you stripping then make fun of my office?”

      He shrugged. “You know I don’t take your crap without dishing it back. You need to hang some pictures up in there. I don’t care if it’s those stupid inspirational ones that don’t really inspire anyone. Just put something on the walls. And get a plant, too. Liven it up.”

      I doctored my coffee just how I liked it and took a small sip before replying, “Not a stripper, but you’re an interior designer now?”

      “I can’t do any worse than what you’ve got in there.”

      “Next time I come over to your apartment, I’m getting out the porn candles, and we’re going to talk about what kind of decorations you have.”

      He hung his head. “I really need to throw those out when Kennedy isn’t around to witness it.”

      “She likes the smell of lube when you two are getting it on?”

      “It doesn’t smell like lube!”

      I snorted a laugh and was grateful I didn’t have coffee in my mouth because I had no doubt it would have come out my nose just then.

      All conversation stopped from the old timers’ corner. I glanced over and saw four sets of eyes watching us. Two were confused. One looked like he was half asleep. The last held moderate interest. I wasn’t touching that with a ten-foot pole.

      Swiveling back in my seat, I found a very embarrassed Hadden, who now had his head resting on his arm on the counter. I slapped him on the back. “It’s okay, buddy. Maybe they thought you were talking about the lube for your car.”

      He turned to look at me without lifting his head. “Sure. That’s likely.”

      “Heads-up, Hadden,” Frannie said, as she walked over to us with two plates piled high with scrambled eggs, sausage, and toast. “Eat up.”

      I smiled. “You always know exactly what I want.”

      “You need to eat better, Greyson. You come in here far too often for someone who should know how to cook by now.”

      “I know how to cook.”

      “What you need is a woman in your life. A permanent one.”

      Here we go.

      “I don’t need anyone. I’m fine on my own. I have my own business. I own my home. I’m good and, most importantly, happy.”

      It was the truth. I liked being a bachelor. Sure, I was happy for my friends who were in committed relationships, but that wasn’t for me.

      Frannie gave me a look that said she wasn’t buying it then patted Hadden’s hand before grabbing the coffee pot to refill mugs at the tables.

      Hadden scooped up some eggs, but before he put them in his mouth, he asked, “Want to borrow my lube candle?”

      “If he doesn’t want it, I’ll take it!”

      Had and I both spun on our seats at the same time to look back to the corner booth and found the guy who showed interest before with his wrinkly hand in the air, like he thought the candle actually smelled like lube.

      Neither of us said a word. Just stared at him for a second before slowly turning back to our breakfasts.

      “Still think he assumed we meant car lube?” Hadden asked.

      “Nope.”
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      I didn’t think I’d ever rushed through breakfast faster than I did this morning. As it was, I had to force the food down. My appetite wasn’t what it had been when I walked in. All that talk of lube and the elderly guy in the corner was enough to set my stomach on edge.

      But that was then.

      Now, I had to focus on the paralegal I had coming in for an interview.

      I finally had a solid case load. I wasn’t focusing on one area since I was the only lawyer in this town. Instead, I took cases from personal injury law to family law and everything in between. The clients I had certainly reflected that. No two were the same. I was being pulled in different directions and thought it was finally time to hire someone to help me.

      The ad ran in The Cape Kismet Chronicle, not that I thought there were any paralegals in our small town chomping at the bit to work for me, but maybe someone from a neighboring town would see it. I also listed it on various websites that specialized in helping employers find employees.

      I had one applicant.

      In the week since I posted the job.

      One person who wanted to work here.

      Or was so desperate she would take anything.

      Whatever, beggars can’t be choosers, and I needed the help. So, unless she walked in here and told me her entire education and résumé was a giant lie, I couldn’t afford not to hire this person.

      I read over her résumé again to try to commit some things about her to memory, then I looked around the office space, hoping she would find it welcoming.

      Hell, Hadden was right. I needed pictures and plants. Maybe some color on the walls other than matte eggshell.

      There was one office with a wide window, so I could see out. A bigger room was in front of me, and there were two desks out there. One for the paralegal and one for a receptionist. I didn’t have a receptionist yet. Maybe one day I would. I did have a conference room, though, with a large table that seated ten. I had high hopes that one day I’d outgrow the space and need something bigger.

      Then again, this was Cape Kismet, not New York City. I had to remember that.

      Speaking of…

      The applicant coming in today was from New York. I didn’t recognize her name. There were a lot of firms in the city, and I wasn’t anywhere near close to knowing everyone. But being a paralegal in that environment worked well. It meant she was probably quick on her feet, used to people talking fast and thinking just as quickly.

      New York didn’t have the same pace as Cape Kismet. It had been an adjustment when I moved back here. I was used to it now and didn’t ever want to go back to the city. The quiet, small-town life suited me just fine.

      The door to the office opened, and in stepped a woman with her head down as she put her phone into her purse. Her black hair was tied neatly back. She was dressed professionally in a tan skirt, white blouse, and a matching tan blazer.

      I stood from my chair and exited my office. My shoes tapped lightly on the tiled floor as I walked, causing her head to snap up and her bright, green eyes to settle on me. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her.

      Her eyes widened quickly before they narrowed. “Seriously?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You don’t remember me?”

      I cocked my head slightly. “Should I?”

      “That’s about right,” she muttered before straightening her back and holding my gaze. “The bookstore yesterday. You hit on me. I wasn’t flattered. Then, we both ended up laid out on the sidewalk.”

      “Oh, wow. You were the woman who handed me my ass when I was trying to be friendly.”

      “You talk about sex with everyone you’re ‘friendly’ with?”

      “Were the air quotes necessary?”

      She didn’t even crack a smile. “They were.”

      “You’re here for the paralegal position?”

      “Very observant of you. And you’re the attorney. I knew you had money.”

      “Just because I’m an attorney doesn’t mean I’m wealthy.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “So, you’re struggling to get by like the rest of us?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that.” Why the hell was I taking her bait? This was insane. I was supposed to be interviewing her, not sparring with her.

      She took a deep breath then put her hand on her hip. I was immediately drawn down to the curve of her waist. I wasn’t a fool for hitting on her yesterday. Okay, I was, but I knew why I did it. She was stunning.

      Stepping forward, I held out my hand. “Greyson Amore.”

      She took it in hers, and we shook. “Sadie Wells.”

      “Would you like to come into my office so we can talk about the position?”

      “Right. Yes, I would.”

      I motioned toward the door so she could step through first. She took a seat on the opposite side of my desk while I sat in my comfy chair that I bought on sale. It was a great bargain. I couldn’t pass it up.

      She took a new, crisp résumé out of the leather folio she had with her and handed it to me.

      “Thank you. Since nothing about this interview has been normal since the door opened, let’s get right to it. Why did you leave New York? It’s a big city with many opportunities. By looking at your education and work experience, you probably could have had your choice of firms to work at.”

      “It was time for a change. I wanted to get away from the busy city life. Plus, I have family here.”

      “Family?” I really wanted to ask her if she was married, which was so not appropriate, so I bit my tongue.

      “Yes, you know, siblings, people I’m related to.” She was looking at me like I was stupid. Not many people did that.

      My sister did.

      Cruz.

      Hadden.

      Sometimes Harley.

      Dammit!

      “Okay, why do you want to work for me?”

      “I saw the job posting in The Cape Kismet Chronicle. Normally, I wouldn’t look at a newspaper for employment since it feels outdated, but I picked it up when I was out and saw your ad. I fit all the requirements. I can also handle a fast-paced environment and dealing with clients one on one. I’m dependable and rarely make mistakes. I’m good at what I do. That’s not me being cocky. It comes from experience.”

      I nodded. “I get that. I, too, am good at what I do.” Now, I was being cocky. On purpose. And my tone did not have a sexual undercurrent to it. Nope. I was really rocking this whole interview thing.

      “I looked you up online, but there wasn’t a picture.”

      That caused me to pause. I had no idea what it said about me on there. I really should search myself more often. People could be running their mouths about me, for all I knew. Then again, I was a hell of an attorney in New York. I was known for my charming personality and how I used it to my advantage to win court cases.

      She continued. “You used to work in New York City, too.”

      “I did.”

      “Why did you leave, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Family.” I smiled.

      “Listen, if you’re just going to mock me—”

      I chuckled. “No, honestly. I was born and raised here. I left for a while, and now I’m back.” I didn’t want to go into the whole reason why I quit my old firm right now. It didn’t have any bearing on the interview.

      “Fair enough.”

      “Now that we got that out of the way, I’d like to know more about the cases you handled in the past. Obviously, you can’t go into the specifics, but I’d like to know more about your work. You can only gather so much from a résumé.”

      That seemed to put her at ease a little. She started talking about her experience, and I could tell she was passionate about it. She was animated and smiled. It was refreshing.

      I listened while she talked, absorbed everything she had to say, then walked her out with a promise to call her in a couple days. She didn’t need to know she was the only person who applied for the job. But I had already made my mind up. Even though we got off on a rocky start, I was going to hire her. She was everything I was looking for. In a paralegal, of course.
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      “Hurry up, Ry, you’re going to be late.” I banged my fist on the cheap wood of his door.

      “Coming,” he called, yanking the door open and almost barreling right into me. He skidded to a stop and smiled. “You’re nervous.”

      I turned away from him and walked back to our tiny one-butt kitchen. We’d managed to find an apartment right outside town limits, but it left a lot to be desired with its peeling and yellowing seventies wallpaper, interior doors with broken locks, and a sketchy refrigerator.

      Frankly, though, it wasn’t any worse than the apartment I had with roommates in New York. And it beat our childhood home.

      Look at us, Wells. We were really moving up in the world.

      Ryan opened his mouth to speak, but I shut him up by shoving a brown sugar Pop-Tart in his mouth. He reached up, taking a bite before pulling it out. “You know, you really should worry more about my nutrition.”

      I laughed. “You’re seventeen, Ry. You can worry about your own nutrition. Eat something green at lunch.” Luckily, Ryan’s new school had a lunch program for kids who couldn’t afford to buy every day, so whatever we lacked here, he’d get at school.

      I looked at him again. “It won’t be this hard for much longer, okay? My new job pays well.”

      He snorted. “The new job with that hot guy from the bookstore?” I’d told him all about my interview two weeks ago.

      “He’s not hot.” I turned away so he wouldn’t see the flush in my cheeks. Grey was… something. My boss. He was my boss.

      “Come on, sis. I might only be seventeen, but that man could butter my biscuit any day.”

      I pushed him through the door. “I’m so not talking about this with you. And butter my biscuit, really?” I couldn’t help laughing. “You sound like an old man.”

      “It’s something Jace says.”

      Jace, the mysterious caller Ryan never talked about. I’d seen the name flash on his phone before. I had a sneaking suspicion Jace was the reason Ryan and I were here right now.

      No, not the reason, only the catalyst. Mom and Dad found out Ryan was something other than friends with another boy, and Ryan had refused to deny it. Let’s face it, my parents were assholes.

      “Come on.” I shoved the keys at Ryan’s chest. “You’re dropping me off on your way to school.” He had to take the car so he could get to football practice afterward.

      Ryan flashed me another grin over his shoulder. “I still think you’re nervous.”

      “And I still think you’re annoying.” Not really. Despite having to leave my job and a city I loved, I didn’t regret coming back to Florida for Ryan. I had friends in New York, but no one who truly had my back, not like my brother.

      I wasn’t only taking care of him. He looked out for me. We might never speak to our parents again, but we were all the family we needed.

      Ryan parked the car along the curb outside the office I’d call my own for the foreseeable future. I’d thought I bombed the interview when Grey hadn’t called for almost a week. When he finally did, I’d convinced myself working for a man like him wasn’t what I wanted anyway.

      Besides, I’d had a really good interview at the diner in town.

      Then, he’d called, and I knew it was the best chance of supporting my brother.

      “What’s going on?” Ryan pointed to where someone unloaded a potted palm from the back of a pickup truck and carried it toward the building.

      “Someone’s redecorating?”

      “Hmmm, well, have a good day, darling.” He smirked. “Be good to all the other kids and don’t forget your listening ears.”

      I smacked him upside the head before climbing out.

      Ryan rolled his window down, yelling, “Hitting isn’t nice, young lady.”

      I was still smiling when I entered the office and froze, wondering if I was in the right place. Plants littered every available surface. The floor, the desks. They hung in planters, sat in pots.

      Grumbling came from the back office, and I walked that way, stopping in the doorway to watch Grey trying to move a giant tree that didn’t look like it should be inside. He bent over, his hands clasping the rim of the pot as he put all his weight into it. Sweat dotted across his forehead.

      “Dammit, Hadden!” he yelled, still not aware of my presence.

      I took in the blank walls of his office, the few decorations, other than a multitude of plants.

      A man shouldered past me and set another plant on Grey’s desk. “Delivery.”

      “No.” Grey pointed at him. “Take it back. Take all of them back.”

      “Not my job, man.” The guy backed out.

      Grey went back to trying to move the tree out of the center of the room.

      “Want some help?” I suppressed a laugh.

      Grey’s eyes snapped to me, and he sighed. “Sadie. I forgot you were starting today.”

      “Ouch.”

      “But yes, I’d love a hand.”

      The list of things I expected on my first day did not include moving trees. But here I was. I mirrored his pose, planting my feet to keep them from sliding across the tile.

      “Is it going to scratch the floor?”

      “At this point,” he grunted, “I don’t care. I just want it out of the middle of the room.” He drew in a breath. “Okay, one, two, three. Push!”

      The plastic tray under the pot made a scraping noise as it started moving. It wasn’t the tree that was so heavy but the clay pot they’d put it in.

      Together, we managed to get it to the corner of the room.

      Grey collapsed onto his knees, breathing heavily. I wondered how long he’d already been moving plants this morning.

      “I’m going to murder Hadden.” He shifted onto his butt and leaned back against the pot we’d just moved.

      “I’m assuming whoever this Hadden is bears responsibility for the plants that are everywhere?”

      Grey snorted. “You could say that.” He rested his arms on his bent knees.

      I felt awkward standing above him as we spoke, so I lowered myself to the floor, running a finger over the new chip on one of the tiles on the floor Grey didn’t seem to care about.

      “Hadden thought my office lacked life.”

      I didn’t say it, but I’d had the same thought during my interview. This guy had bland decorating tastes, if one could call white walls and wooden desks decorating.

      “But he said that two weeks ago. I thought he’d let it go. He thought I needed plants.” He gestured to the jungle around us.

      A laugh burst past my lips, and I clapped a hand over my mouth. “I think I like this friend of yours.”

      “That makes one of us.” He scowled, but I noticed his lips twitch as if he too was trying to suppress his smile. “So, uh, welcome to Greyson Amore and No Associates.”

      “Is that really your business name?” My brow scrunched.

      “Yes, without the ‘no’ part. Don’t mock it. I have aspirations. It’s also usually not such a zoo in here.”

      “Jungle.”

      “What?”

      I smiled. “Unless your friend starts having wild animals delivered, we’re working in a jungle, not a zoo.”

      “Don’t give him any ideas.” Grey pushed himself to his feet and dusted off his pants before holding a hand down. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

      I took his offered hand but released it as soon as I was on my feet.

      “This is my office,” he started. “When the door is open, feel free to pop in when you need me. If it’s shut, that means I’m either on a call or I’m hungover and taking a nap.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but really, I had nothing to say to that. Was this guy serious? I thought I’d be working with a professional.

      “Sadie.” He bumped my shoulder. “It was a joke.”

      “Oh.”

      “If my door is shut, it usually means I’m on a filing deadline or on the phone. So, you can knock if it’s important, but I’ll expect you to handle matters that aren’t immediate.”

      I nodded. “I can do that.” At my old firm, paralegals did most of the work—at least, that was what we’d always felt like. Then, the lawyers came in at the end to tie it up and put their name on it.

      We walked out to the reception area, and I batted away leaves from my face to wade through the plants.

      Grey patted the desk in front. “This will go unused for now. Eventually, a receptionist will work here.” He pointed to an identical desk along the far wall. “And that’s yours.”

      I walked toward it and set my purse and laptop bag down, shifting the plants to make room.

      Grey showed me the conference room, the bathroom, and the kitchenette. There wasn’t much to the space, unlike the multiple-floor office I was used to, with massive records rooms and offices full of people.

      This was… quiet.

      Different.

      A phone rang from two places at once, and I noticed the phone on my desk. Grey hurried back toward his office and picked up the receiver. “Greyson Amore and Associates, Greyson Amore speaking.”

      I listened to him handle the call while I rearranged the plants and small trees to at least create a path for us. Considering them for a moment, I sat at my desk and powered on my computer. I searched the drawers, finding the Wi-Fi password taped inside one of them.

      Getting online, I looked up the number I needed and picked up the phone, making two calls.

      By the time Grey reemerged, I had everything set. I stood, looking down at my notes.

      “I made a few calls. Someone will be here in two hours to take possession of the plants. They’ll then deliver them to the Cape Kismet Senior Living Facility. The trees will be planted outside, and the other plants will brighten residents’ rooms.” I handed him a Post-it with the information. “I also marked which plants I think you should consider keeping for the office.”

      Grey stared at me like I had two heads. “You’re good.”

      If he liked that, he was really going to enjoy this last part. “I found your friend Hadden online. He’s a police officer, right?”

      Grey nodded.

      “I ordered a hundred pounds of potatoes to be sent to him at work.” I lifted one shoulder in a shrug, trying not to let on how proud of myself I was for that. Really, I ordered them for grocery pickup and then texted my brother to have him and a couple football buddies deliver them after practice. “I used my own credit card.” A card I had too much already on. “I’ll submit a receipt for reimbursement.”

      A slow smile spread across Grey’s face. “Sadie Wells, I think I love you.”

      I sat back at my desk. “Yes, well, everyone has their flaws.” My eyes lifted to his, and I realized I could do this no matter if my boss was a cocky charmer. I just had to do everything in my power to resist those charms.

      The bell over the front door rang, and we both shifted our attention to the equally attractive man standing near the reception desk with a Ficus in his hands. Seemed this town was breeding men who were no good for me.

      “Shit,” the man said. “What happened in here?”

      Grey walked toward him. “Cruz, I swear to God, if that plant is for me, I’m going to break your nose.”

      The man—Cruz—hid the small plant behind his back. “I’m guessing Hadden was being a dick when he told me you said you really wanted some plants.”

      The door opened again, and another guy walked in, also carrying a plant. He froze, then a slow smile spread over his lips. “My brother is a genius.”

      “Of course.” Grey groaned. “Harley, did he tell you to bring me a plant, too?”

      “Oh, wow.” This time it was a woman’s voice. “Uh, hey, guys.” I recognized her from the bookshop. Ellie, Grey’s sister. She lifted a bouquet of roses. “I brought you flowers to brighten up the place! Hadden said it was looking kind of drab, but um, Grey, I think you may have gone a bit overboard on the plants.”

      Grey pointed at the door. “Everyone out!”

      None of them seemed to take offense, instead doing what he said. Once they were gone, Grey stalked back to his office.

      He came out a few times to explain things he needed me to do but mostly stayed away while I worked on research for the case file he’d dropped on my desk.

      It was nearing the end of our workday when I heard Grey answer the phone on speaker.

      “Grey!” I didn’t recognize the male voice. “Why the hell are there potatoes all over my office?”
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