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Trouble Brewing

New Year’s Eve, Twenty Years Ago

“Happy New Year!” Richard Whitman raised his flute in a toast. His wife, Sheila, stood by his side, beaming at all their friends and family.

Joe Sanders stuffed a mini-quiche into his mouth and planted his elbows onto the high cocktail table. “What’s so happy about it?”

His wife, Rebecca, flushing an unhealthy shade reminiscent of a certain purple dinosaur, groaned and covered her eyes. “Joe, not now.”

“Why not now? I’m sick and tired of his games. We’re partners. Fifty/fifty.” He turned to Richard. “Come on. You told us you’d share this big plan of yours at the stroke of midnight. Let’s hear it.”

Richard’s eyes twinkled as he grabbed hold of Sheila, bringing her close by his side. “You’re drinking it.”

Joe eyed the flute in his hand, staring suspiciously at the tan liquid. It was the strangest champagne he’d ever seen, with no bubbles and… was that a leaf floating near the stem? Yet another new-fangled concoction Richard wanted them to try, no doubt.

As rural farmers, they made a pretty decent living running WhitSand Farm in Emerald Springs, Washington. Richard was always quick to push new technologies and greener operations down Joe’s throat, something Joe didn’t always agree with, preferring more traditional ways of farming.

Not once did he ever mention any interest in moving in a direction that involved selling alcohol. Why would they mix their business model up now and start producing champagne? Weird champagne at that.

And who the hell did Richard think he was making this kind of decision without him?

Typical. Ever since their college days, Richard had to be the big man—making all the decisions. Well, this wasn’t some fraternity. His days of calling the shots were over. Joe owned just as much of WhitSand Farm as Richard, yet he always seemed to come up with the short stick. Well, not this time.

He picked up his flute and waved it in the air. “Over my dead body will you make this decision without me!”

Rebecca tugged on his arm. “I think it’s time to leave. I’ll go wake Colleen and Jacob.”

Richard grinned. “Just drink it.”

“Fine.” Joe tilted his glass, and swallowed the drink back, then immediately spat it out. What kind of champagne was this? Great, his business partner wanted to sell bubbly that didn’t even taste good. Brilliant. It seemed his old friend had lost his ever-freakin’ mind.

Rebecca sipped her drink and glanced over at Sheila. “Is this…?”

Sheila nodded. “Isn’t it wonderful? I’ll go help you with the kids.”

“Alright. Will someone please tell me what the hell is in this?” Joe demanded.

Richard grinned and slapped him on the back. “It’s tea, my dear friend, and it’s going to make us a mint.”

• • •

“What the hell? Tea? Have you completely lost your business sense, Richard? There’s nothing wrong with the traditional farming we’re doing. Everyone needs potatoes and apples. Good stable foods.” Joe went to take another sip of the concoction in his hand. It didn’t taste any better the second time around. “Besides people in the US are coffee drinkers; tea is for pansies. Why would we expand into something so risky?

“Because, Joe,” Richard replied patiently and Joe could hear the condescension. Why did Richard never listen to him, always treating him like the poor relation in their partnership? “We need to expand if we want to succeed. I also think we need to go organic in our growing techniques. That’s where the future lies.”

Joe shook his head, but before he could protest, Richard nodded and continued. “Mark my words: In twenty years, everyone will want produce that has been organically grown, and tea is where we’re going to start. Then we’ll expand the orchards and other crops. We will be the leaders in good, healthy food.”

Organic? What the heck was organic? Not more of that “green” stuff he kept pushing in his face. Now Richard really was talking out of his ass.

“Now I know you’ve lost your mind, Richard. Organic? I think drinking this tea has made you soft,” he sneered. “We’re making a good living with what we’re doing. Why would you want to jeopardize everything we’ve worked for, everything we discussed when we formed our partnership, for a shot in the dark?”

“Come on, Joe. You’ve heard the rumors around the farming community; talk of genetically modifying how we grow things. I can’t do that. No, I won’t do that to our crops and my family. The time to expand is now.”

Joe frowned, still skeptical in the face of Richard’s boundless enthusiasm. “How can you even grow tea up here? It’s too rainy and damp,” he waved a hand dismissively. “It’ll never work.”

Richard sighed. “Always such an optimist, my friend.” He clapped Joe on the shoulder. “Look, you know I wouldn’t suggest it without doing my research. We can make this work. And once we do? The possibilities are endless! If we get in on this at the ground floor, what we’re making now will be pittance in comparison to what we could be making.”

Joe looked at his friend, and for the first time in their friendship, he wondered if he really knew Richard at all. They’d had the same vision when they’d first discussed it in college. Build farms on adjoining properties and form a partnership that would make their farms the best in the district—and they had done it the good, old-fashioned way. Joe saw no reason to change what was working so well.

Rebecca returned to the room with a sleepy Colleen and Jacob. It was time to go. Joe put his glass down on the table. “Look, Richard, I think you’ve had too much tea. Let’s talk tomorrow when you’ve got your wits about you.”

“Oh trust me, Joe, my stance isn’t going to change. I’m going to make you see just how much sense this new direction makes.”

“Not likely,” Joe muttered under his breath. He walked over to Sheila and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “’Night, Sheila, and thanks for a lovely evening. Let’s go, Rebecca.”

Joe gathered Colleen close, and his daughter wrapped her arms around him and cuddled in tight. He loved his baby girl, and he wouldn’t let her down by not being true to himself or his beliefs.

No matter what happened tomorrow, there was no way Joe was going to go along with Richard’s cockamamie plan. For too long he’d let Richard have his way.

Not this time.

There was no way he was going to let Richard change the direction of farm.

No way at all.

• • •

“What the hell? “Maybe I am crazy,” Richard Whitman said as he stood on the back patio, braving the New Year’s Day chill, clutching his morning cup of Earl Grey, and staring at the murky horizon line where the Pacific Northwest sky met five acres of lush, green ground. He hoped to fill this land with camellia sinesis plants, but after last night, he wasn’t sure. “Maybe Joe is right. Maybe growing tea here is a pipe dream.”

The screen door creaked behind him, and Shelia wrapped her long arms around his waist, warming his back with her body. “All genius is a little crazy.” Her lips, soft and heated, brushed his cheek. “I believe in you.”

“You matter most,” Richard said, facing his wife and pulling her into a hug until her head rested against his chest. He watched steam rise from his mug, still in hand. “I’m doing this for you and the boys. If we want this farm to flourish and support multiple generations, we have to make a name for ourselves. We have to do something nobody else is doing. But I need Joe to believe in me, too. We’re partners.”

“He’ll come around.”

“What if he doesn’t?” Joe’s stubborn streak had caused more than a few arguments lately, but this one felt different, more serious.

“It will all work out in the end.”

Richard chose to believe her. He showered, dressed, and helped Shelia in the kitchen, trying his best to keep his mind on slicing potatoes for the holiday dinner instead of tea leaves and the disagreement with Joe. But it was difficult. His friend wasn’t a big fan of change, but he’d never reacted this negatively to an idea before.

“Maybe I could’ve handled the announcement better,” Richard said, dumping the sliced potatoes into a pot of water Shelia had set on the stove. “Maybe I shouldn’t have sprung it on him like that.”

“Richard.” She gave him a pointed look and then added a smile. “Stop worrying about it. When he gets here, you can apologize for the surprise announcement, and then you can explain everything in better detail…after dinner. Everything will be okay.”

Laughter from their children playing in the living room punctuated her positive pronouncement, and Richard did relax. He cleaned homegrown vegetables while he whistled Auld Lang Syne, and guarded the cooling pies from the boys’ grubby hands.

Richard was chasing Chad from the kitchen with a wooden spoon when the phone rang, and Shelia answered, “Hi, Rebecca.”

The silence that followed was deep and thick.

Worry plagued him again, and when Shelia hung up the phone with a frown, Richard knew everything wasn’t going to be okay.

“They’re not coming,” he said.

She nodded her head. “Jacob is sick.”

“Jacob looked fine to me last night.”

Shelia walked to him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and nuzzled her cheek to his. “It’s going to be okay.”

This time, Richard doubted her. Joe had been mad before, but never mad enough to skip a holiday dinner. No, this was different. This was…

“Happy New Year!” Richard’s brother, Sam, said as he walked into the kitchen, chasing Richard and Shelia apart.

“Happy New Year, Uncle Richard and Aunt Shelia,” Richard’s niece, Ashley, chirped before she skipped off to join the boys.

Twenty-four hours ago Richard expected this to be the happiest New Year yet. Now he just hoped it didn’t end up being the year he was forced to choose between business dreams and his best friend.

• • •

“You’ve got to look at this from Joe’s perspective,” Sheila whispered when Sam had ducked into the mudroom to remove his muddy boots at his hostess’s request.

She passed a large WhitSand Farm cabbage from one hand to the next and raised one eyebrow at her husband.

“Come on. Give it to me.” Richard sighed.

Sheila handed him the cabbage. “I was going to cook it, but—”

“No!” He plopped the vegetable onto the cutting board. “Not the cabbage. The unvarnished truth, I meant.”

She tucked her hands into her sweater’s kangaroo pocket and worried at her bottom lip for a moment. “Okay. Naturally, this is amateur psychology on my part, but Joe is like this.” She rested her right palm atop of the cabbage.

He let his forehead furrow. “He’s a winter vegetable?”

“No,” she said, with a laugh. “He’s traditional. We eat cabbage every New Year’s Day because it’s supposed to bring us luck, right?”

He nodded. He didn’t know where his wife was going with her metaphor, but he had no problem admitting she was the smarter of the two of them. He’d let her run with it.

“Well, Joe does what he does because of tradition, too. He’s the son and grandson of farmers. What he knows, he learned from them, and he didn’t see anything wrong with the way his folks ran their farm.”

“But his folks were like mine; they didn’t go to college. College was supposed to teach us how to do things smarter, to expand on the knowledge we have and profit from it. That’s what I want to do with the tea.”

She nodded. Naturally, she already knew this. “What was Joe’s major, sweetheart?”

“His major?” Richard fidgeted the dishtowel tucked into his apron string. “The same thing I majored in. Agriculture.”

Her smile was serene as she shook her head. “You’ve sat on the opposite side of his desk hundreds of times, and you never noticed your best friend’s diploma was issued in political science?”

He opened his mouth to rebut, but his wife’s cocked eyebrow gave him pause.

He and Joe had been in all the same agriculture classes freshman year of college, but after that, their schedules had diverged. He’d assumed Joe had just been in different sections of the same courses.

Apparently not.

“Why would he change his major?” he asked.

She opened the closest drawer and extracted a serrated knife from the organizer. Nudging him aside, she sawed the cabbage head in half. “I think the better question is why would he major in something he thought he was already an expert in?”

“Because the business is always changing.”

She clucked her tongue and pointed to the cabbage she was preparing. “Tradition. Joe’s not going to buck it.” She shredded the cabbage and tossed it into a heavy skillet atop a slick of melted butter.

“You’re not going to boil it?”

“Not this year. Figured I’d try something new with the old tradition.” She picked up a pair of tongs and moved the shreds around the pan. “I think it’ll be just close enough to the familiar dish that the kids won’t make faces. You have to change things a little bit at a time, you know? Maybe next year, I’ll add sausage. In five years, maybe it’ll turn into soup, but no one will be able to remember when the change started.”

Yeah. She was definitely the smarter one, but it was too late to be tentative. He didn’t have five years to talk his friend out of complacency, not if he wanted to get in on the ground floor of the next big thing.

He didn’t know what it would mean for the farm if Joe wouldn’t adapt, but he knew one thing. Farming wasn’t about feelings. Obviously, Joe had understood that more than two decades ago when he’d changed his major without even a word to his best friend.

• • •

Joe raised his popcorn box in front of his face to shield his lips from the watchful Whitmans. They sat on the other side of the gymnasium, rooting for the blue team—Chad’s. This was the first year Chad and Jacob had been put on different basketball teams. The rosters had been filled by random drawings, but somehow, the timing of their separation bore a certain irony given what Joe may have had to do if Richard didn’t ease up with his demands.

Joe cringed at his son’s half-hearted defense against his best friend, and said in a low voice, “Every time I try to sit down with him to talk about this year’s crops, he brings up the tea again. We have the same damn argument every time. He says I’m complacent, and I say he’s reckless.”

Rebecca folded her hands atop her lap and said through clenched teeth, “Well, it’s been two months. Give him your answer.”

“I already did, and I thought I was as clear as that weak tea he keeps trying to foist on me.”

At some point, the basketball had changed hands and a boy from the red team streaked past way too quickly for legal play. The referee blew his whistle and signaled traveling.

Joe groaned.

She whispered, “You keep telling him no, and he won’t accept it because the risk is so low. I did the math myself. What’s wrong with converting just a couple of small sections of farmland to tea? If it doesn’t work out, what do you have to lose?”

“It’s not me, it’s us, remember? We have a family to think about. Two kids who need to go to college sooner than I care to think about. Whose side are you on?”

She shook her head and crossed her arms, her gaze pinned to someone across the gym.

He didn’t have to look to see onto whom her attention was fixed. If he were to turn his head, he’d probably find Sheila Whitman sitting in a similar slump and wearing the same inscrutable expression. Those two had always been thick as thieves, and usually were the mediating voices in the rare spats between the men, but he and Richard had never been on the outs this long before.

Joe couldn’t blame the women for being exhausted by the enduring debate, but the fact of the matter was friendship sometimes got in the way of good business sense. If they were all on the streets, friendship wouldn’t keep them warm or put food in their bellies.

Nudging her gently with his elbow, he said, “Look, maybe it’s a good thing this came up when it did. Farming is such a fickle endeavor to start with, and I’ve been thinking of ways to minimize our risk.”

“Meaning what?”

The crowd around them stood and cheered a red team basket, and he leaned in closer and whispered, “I’ve been talking to my folks and your parents, too. I know some folks that’ll invest in the farm if we split. They’ll give us the money to build up something on our own. A Sanders legacy. We won’t have to worry about getting tangled up in Richard’s experiments. We’ll have a buffer until we get on our feet.”

She drew back from him, eyes round in shock and lips parted.

He leaned in more as the crowd sat. “It won’t stop with tea, Rebecca. He’s the kind of man who isn’t content with leaving well enough alone. He was that way in college, too, and back then, I got tired of bailing him out of all his entrepreneurial whims.”

“You never told me that.”

“I never had a reason to. It was a secret between friends. Hey, don’t worry. Nothing will happen if he just backs off about the tea. Things will be business as usual.”

The scoreboard buzzer bleated, indicating the end of the fourth quarter. They stood, watching the two teams form queues to shake hands.

The bleachers cleared, and the last two players in both lines—Jacob and Chad—wore stupid grins as they bumped elbows, and then fists.

Jacob draped his arm over Chad’s shoulder, and the two seven-year-olds sauntered toward the concession stand.

“This is going to be a mess. Mark my words,” Rebecca stepped down the three rows to the gym floor and followed the boys toward the food, already opening her purse.

“It won’t. I promise,” he called after her. He raked a hand through his hair and blew out a breath.

At least, he hoped it wouldn’t be.

• • •

One Month Later

Sheila slipped her hand in Richard’s and squeezed. “You okay?”

Their footsteps echoed as they walked through the quiet hallways leading to the attorney’s office. “Sure, I guess. I just want to get this over with.”

“I know. It’ll all be over soon enough.” Her blue eyes reflected the sadness Richard felt—sorrow for the end of a partnership, but especially for the end of a friendship.

He never thought Joe would dig in his heels so deep. The last few days had been surreal, between the arguments, the mediation, and the final sickening realization that WhitSand Farm was choking out its dying breath. He paused outside the closed door, unable to force his hand to turn the knob.

Sheila ran her hand up and down his back. “There’s still time to change your mind. You don’t have to do this.”

He blew out a hard breath. “No, I’m right about this. Joe’s refusal to consider it, and his willingness to shut down the whole thing is about more than just tea.”

They pushed the door open and saw a stone-faced Joe Sanders sitting at a shiny mahogany table, a glass of water dripping condensation onto the surface. WhitSand’s attorney sat at the head of the table, shuffling papers. Sheila walked in and took a seat, leaving room for Richard to sit across from Joe.

“Where’s Rebecca?” She said as she set her handbag on the chair next to her.

“Not coming.” Joe kept his eyes trained on the table.

The attorney cleared his throat and took a stack of papers from a folder. “Gentlemen, as discussed during your mediation sessions, WhitSand Farm will be formally dissolved and your partnership will officially end today. You’ll each leave today with signed documents for your records. Do you have any questions?”

“No.” Joe finally looked up, his eyes shooting anger directly at Richard.

With that, the ambivalence that had dogged him since mediation began disappeared. Joe’s refusal to consider branching out into tea was one thing, his bitterness and anger was another. They were friends and partners, practically brothers. Hell, their children had grown up together and their wives were joined at the hip. How could he throw it all away without a thought?

Their attorney pushed two stacks of documents forward and handed both men pens. “Sign by the arrows, and WhitSand Farm will be officially dissolved.”

Richard looked to Joe again, hoping to see a hint of regret or uncertainty in his eyes, anything that would stop this madness and put them on track to reconcile. He was met with steely determination and genuine anger. “So this is it, huh?”

“I guess. It’s not too late to change your mind about this insane tea farming idea, you know.” Joe smirked.

“It’s not too late to get on board with the idea that could put WhitSand Farm on the map, either, Joe.” Richard put his pen down, hoping for a last-minute change of heart. Joe picked up his pen and scratched his name on the first paper, then flipped through to the end and signed again, before shoving that stack towards Richard and starting the next.

“When you run your farm into the ground trying to grow tea in Washington, don’t come crying to me.” He signed his name, and stalked out of the room.

To Be Continued…


A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy, Book One


Adam’s Ambition by Monica Tillery



Adam Whitman twirled his favorite Mont Blanc Starwalker in his fingers, enjoying the weight, and smiled to himself. This deal and the promotion that went along with it were as good as his. The partnership between Eco Initiatives and Everlight Optics would be the biggest contract he or anyone else at the company had ever brokered, and if he could just get the woman across from his desk to sign on the dotted line, it would be done.

“You’re telling me you were a farmer? As in, you were out there in the field, picking tea leaves?” Christine Grazioli, Everlight Optic’s CEO, shot him a suggestive smile from her spot on the sofa in his office.

He’d seen that look before, and if he played his cards right, the ink would be dry on the contract by noon. “I certainly did, from the time I could walk until the day I left home. My family owns the largest tea farm in Washington. You’ve probably had some yourself. Hold out your hand.” He paused and picked up a crystal bowl on the table, holding it out to her. “Pick one.”

She plucked a leaf from the bowl and handed it to him. He gave her a conspiratorial smile and turned the leaf over in his hand. “Nice choice. It says that an important decision you make will bring you much success.” He dropped the leaf above her hand, letting it float gently into her open palm.

Christine laughed, throaty and seductively. “I don’t think that’s how tea leaf reading works. You’re supposed to brew these and read what’s left behind after I drink the tea.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh, shoot. I’ve lost track of time. I need to get across town for a meeting at Paramount. Can we get in touch later?”

“Absolutely. I’ll have the contract sent to your office; just send it back when you’ve reviewed everything and signed.” He stood and opened the door. Once his client was safely down the hall, Adam fist-pumped the air in silent celebration. All it took was a nice working lunch and some harmless flirting, and he was on his way to closing a six-figure deal and locking in the promotion. This partnership would make the Eco Initiatives higher-ups very happy and guarantee him one fat end-of-year bonus. He laughed to himself; sometimes it was too easy. The tea leaves always did the trick. Women either believed in the magic or allowed themselves to think there was something between them. Who would have thought his upbringing on the family tea farm would still come in handy? He returned to his desk to review the paperwork so he’d be ready when she sealed the deal.

“Mr. Whitman, Richard Whitman is on line one.” His assistant’s disembodied voice came through the phone speaker, and he looked up from the proposal. How long had it been since he spoke with his father? Weeks at least. Far too long.

“Thank you, Lauren.” Adam pressed a button on his phone and answered the call. “Hi, Dad.” He sat back in his chair and relaxed, ready for a long chat. The deal with Everlight Optics would still be there when he finished with his family. He hadn’t given them enough time lately. Or for the last several years, if he were to be honest with himself.

“Hey, son. Is now a good time?” The voice came through the line robust and hearty. It was good to hear him sounding so upbeat. They exchanged pleasantries until his father reached the real reason for his call. “I need you to come home.”

Adam sat up straight. “What’s wrong?” Fear gripped him and his blood ran icy in his veins. His father had asked him to come home once before, and only once. That time his mother’s illness was taking a turn for the worse, and he had barely made it in time to say his goodbyes before she passed away.

His dad laughed. “Relax. Nothing’s wrong. I’m looking to retire, and I could really use your help. Do you think you could get away for a week or two?”

A week or two? He would be lucky to make it through the weekend without getting a call about something. His job at Eco Initiatives left little time for any semblance of a normal life. When he wasn’t busy with his own accounts, he was consulting on others or researching the latest technological advances in environmental sciences. His days were spent helping local L.A. businesses green their operations through technological improvements, training company sustainability officers, and consulting for lobby groups.

He enjoyed working for Eco Initiatives so much, he rarely took vacation days and regularly worked sixty-hour weeks. Still, losing his mother taught him that he’d regret squandering his time when his family needed him. Once someone was gone, they were gone forever. If his father was asking him to come home, Adam knew better than to second-guess it. He never wanted to look back and wish he’d chosen differently.

“I could come up for a few days, probably. I don’t know about a week.” If his hunch was correct, his father wanted him to consider taking over the farm. His father had made no secret of the fact he wanted his eldest son to claim his place at the head of the family business, Emerald Tea Farm, to live out his legacy. He had heard it all his life and had resisted the pressure. His dad was getting older, and with no replacement in line, it might be more difficult to work it out this time. There was no chance that could be managed in a week.

“Adam, I need you, and I don’t think we can wrap it up in a few days. I want to settle everything while I’m still able. I don’t want to end up with a situation where I’m forced to hand everything over to the first willing body because I’m too old to do anything about it. Now will you come help me or not?” His voice was strong, determined.

“What about Chad and Daniel? What do they have to say about all this?” His younger brothers still lived in Emerald Springs and ran the family’s other businesses. They would never come out and say it, but he always suspected they resented the assumption he would take over the farm, the family’s lifeblood, when he was the one who left. Chad and Daniel remained loyal to the family in ways he simply hadn’t, and they likely wondered why their father wanted Adam to come home so badly.

“Chad is busy with the restaurant, and Daniel has his hands full with the resort. They both say they’re willing to help with the farm, but honestly I don’t think either one of them has the time for it. They’d let the whole thing run into the ground before they’d admit they’re not up for the job.”

He laughed. His father was right; they would drop from exhaustion before they would ask him for help. “That’s true, but what makes you think it’ll do any good for me to be there?”

“Maybe you can talk some sense into them and help them realize they need to leave it to someone else, or maybe you’ll come up with some way they can juggle everything. We might end up hiring someone to oversee operations, someone who doesn’t have other businesses to worry about. That can only happen after we let the boys decide they can’t do it, though. They’ll never accept someone else if they don’t get their fair shake first. Who knows? You might finally decide to join the family business.”

His father rarely brought up the possibility of hiring an outsider to take over, and Adam took notice. If they were addressing the matter directly, Dad might finally be ready to retire for real—and had given up on Adam taking his place. He was surprised to feel the first twinges of disappointment and quickly dismissed them. He didn’t want the farm. Adam had spent his entire childhood dreaming of leaving town and never picking tea again. He should welcome his father finally moving on, so why did it feel like something was being taken from him?

“I haven’t worked in the fields in years, Dad. I don’t know how much good I could do,” Adam stalled.

“You know how little actual farming I do nowadays, right?” He could hear the smile in his father’s voice. “I’m not exactly out picking tea.”

“Yeah, I guess I can’t remember the last time you really got your hands dirty.” He sat back in his chair and stretched. “All right, Dad. I haven’t taken vacation time in a while, and I suppose I can always work online if anything urgent comes up. I’ll be there. I can probably swing five or six days.” He clicked his mouse and scanned the calendar on his computer to be sure nothing pressing would keep him from visiting Emerald Springs.

“Thank you. This means a lot to me.” Relief colored his father’s tone.

“It’s no big deal. Just give me a couple of days to get ready, and I’ll be there. I’ll let you know when I have a flight to Washington.”

They ended the call, and he tapped his pen on his desk blotter, mentally calculating how much time he’d need before he could leave town with a relatively clear work schedule. The sooner he went to Emerald Springs and got everything squared away, the better. The nagging thought that his life wasn’t tied up as neatly as he thought ate away at his confidence.

Over the past fifteen years, he’d held out hope his brothers would manage to work together to keep the farm in the family, but the other Whitman enterprises must be commanding too much of their attention. Daniel had always preferred the family resort, a perfect match for his attention to detail and appreciation for luxury, although Chad’s work at the family restaurant was surprising, given that he excelled at the art of dodging responsibility. Adam had known tea farming since he could walk, and now he was in the position to take the company to another level. The farm had always been all-organic, but Richard couldn’t fracture his focus enough to commit fully to both optimal farming and green operations. Adam could come in with fifteen years of education and experience and a fresh perspective, ready to revolutionize things.

He didn’t actually want to leave his life and job in L.A., but now that he had time to dissect their conversation, Adam wondered why his father hadn’t tried again to convince him to come aboard? It was probably best this way, best that his family held no unrealistic hopes or expectations of him. This way he could go home for a brief stay, do his part then get back to his life. So why did it feel like he was trying to convince himself? Could it be a small part of him longed for the life he always felt destined to live?

No, surely not. He had worked tirelessly to create his new life; there was no way he longed for a return to the farm.

A senior partner stepped in from the hallway and rapped his knuckles on the doorjamb, interrupting his thoughts.

“Hey, Adam, you got a minute?” he asked.

He shut the browser window on his computer and stood, straightening his tie. “Sure, Mr. Campbell. Come on in. Can I get you a coffee or water?”

“Call me Mark, and no thank you, I’m fine. Please, sit.” The partner came in and took a seat opposite him.

Adam sat but didn’t relax as he waited for Mark to speak. He tried for an expression that said he was loose but confident. “I wanted to talk with you about your future at Eco Initiatives today. We’ve been watching you for a while, and you have an excellent record here. You’re innovative, personable, and efficient. We appreciate your commitment to the environment and to the clients, and we feel that nobody else would be better suited for the position of accounts management for all of California.”

He leaned back, ran his fingers through his hair, and blew out a long breath. “Wow.

This is quite a surprise.”

Mark laughed. “It shouldn’t be. You’ve worked hard, and we think you’re ready for the next level. Of course it comes with a lot more responsibility, but the compensation package will reflect that.”

“I am flattered, really. This is an amazing opportunity. Would you give me a little while to think it over?” With this promotion, his dream job really, so close within his grasp, Emerald Springs seemed miles away. Strange how things could change so drastically. Just moments ago, he had almost allowed himself to consider taking over the farm.

Mark put his foot back on the floor and looked Adam in the eye. “Sure, of course.

Take your time. I’ll send over the details so you can see what you’d be getting yourself into, and you let me know what you think.”

Adam stood as Mark did, and they shook hands. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your faith in me.”

“You earned it.” Mark left, and Adam paced the length of his office, jingling change in his pocket, shocked by the news.


A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy, Book Two


Colleen’s Choice by Holley Trent



Colleen Sanders took a bracing breath before mashing the last few digits of the number she never expected to dial again. Slinking off her seat edge, she took sanctuary beneath her abused cherry desk, gripping the edge of her phone base as she went.

Her father had stripped the carpet from the big office two years past and had never gotten around to replacing it. The staff lingering in the hall could probably hear every blink—every whisper—even through her closed door.

She curled into the corner, drawing her knees up to her chin as her target picked up his extension.

“Greg Quinton.”

“Greg. Hi.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and lowered her voice to a whisper. “How are you?”

“Great. That you, Colleen? Sounds like your rasp.”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Was just thinking about you—talking about you, actually—at the retreat last week. Miss you around here.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, and mentally berated herself for her lachrymose tendencies as of late. Ball-busting Colleen had never been a crier. She hadn’t even cried during that one lacrosse match freshman year when a freak collision resulted in her dislocated shoulder and broken nose, although she had introduced the Emerald Springs residents in attendance to the less refined components of her vocabulary. The official had tossed her a yellow card for that outburst. She’d framed it.

“Miss all of you, too,” she confessed.

“Hey, can you speak up? I can hardly hear you.”

“No. Listen, do you … ” She closed her eyes and willed her churning gut to calm. This was just Greg. Out of all the calls she’d had to make in recent weeks, this should have been an easy one. Another deep breath. “Listen, do you have any work for me?”

“Work?”

There was surprise in Greg’s voice, and Colleen couldn’t tell if it was pleasant or otherwise.

“Yes. Got any design work for me?”

A pause. Greg rustled some papers on his end of the call in Seattle, and there was a thump, followed by a loud, squealing whine.

Colleen yanked the phone back from her ear and held it away until the infernal racket ceased.

Greg came back on the line. “Sorry! Sorry.”

Colleen put the phone back against her ear and whispered, “What happened?”

“Got so excited I dropped the phone. We’re short some boot designs and have been in a frenzy trying to develop new motifs. I’m pretty sure the timing of your phone call is in direct response to the bargains I made with at least three pagan gods last night.”

Her shoulders fell with her relief, and she blew out a breath. “Can you pay me up-front?”

Another pause. “How are things at the farm? Any better?”

“No.” Why bother explaining? Greg already knew the dirt.

“Damn. Hey, I’ll walk the invoice up to accounting right now. We’ll try to get the check cut before FedEx gets here. I’ll send you specs as soon as I’m back at my desk.”

“Greg, thank you. Really. Thank you. You’re getting me out of some serious hot water.”

He laughed, and Colleen heard the sound of his heels clacking against the concrete floors at the Markson Outfitters corporate headquarters. Already on the move, Greg was. Colleen had learned a lot about efficiency working under that guy for all those years.

“Pays to have friends in high places, huh?” he asked. “Don’t worry about it. You’re doing me a massive favor. When you see the deadline, you’ll understand.”

Colleen laughed, too, and couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard that sound coming out of her mouth. Things in her life hadn’t been conducive to laughter in the past few months. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll look for your email.”

“Bye, love.”

She put the phone in its base and crawled out from her hidey-hole. No sooner had she’d pulled up to her feet than the phone rang again, the display flashing an interoffice extension. She sighed and set the phone on the desktop before stabbing the speaker button. “Yes, Kate?”

“Colleen, you have some visitors here to see you,” her secretary said.

Damn it. Kate had her on speakerphone on her end, too. That meant her dependable assistant had probably already told whoever it was that Colleen was unavailable, but they had insisted on having an audience. She couldn’t bluff her way out of this visit as easily as she had with Sam Whitman earlier in the morning. Sam—marketing director at the neighboring Emerald Tea Farm—wasn’t there to pay her any money, and she sure as shit didn’t owe them any, so in her book, a meeting was unnecessary. Mercenary, true, but she couldn’t turn Split Acres Farm around if she was on her ass engaging in idle chitchat all day. As it was, she was already digging the farm out of a grave that was filling in faster than she could shovel clear.

“And who are the visitors?” she asked, rubbing the bridge of her nose again.

“The septic tank contractor has finished his work and wants to talk to you … and Alan’s here.”

“Who’s Alan?”

Kate had said “Alan” in manner indicating Colleen should already know that. She didn’t.

“I … think you should talk to him.”

That didn’t sound good. Did she owe someone a paycheck and had forgotten?

No, that couldn’t be it. She’d been staring over the foreman’s shoulder for four weeks, approving every timecard to make sure he didn’t let any overtime slip in. She’d issued pay for every single one of those hours.

“Fine. Let me just…” she opened and shut her desk drawer twice “…finish up the filing I’m doing, and I’ll be right out.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Kate clicked off.

“Damn it.” The matronly assistant never called Colleen “ma’am” unless the situation required a certain performance. It was their unofficial code word.

Colleen shoved her socked feet into the powder blue floral-print rain boots awaiting her near the door and used the small mirror hung over the file cabinets to smooth the lumps from her hair. If someone suggested she had dressed in the dark that morning, the statement wouldn’t have been so far from the truth. Being in a perpetual state of exhaustion, she rarely had her eyes open before arriving at Split Acres Farm’s operations office, and Kate had poured that first pot of coffee down her gullet. Further, her lights were on the fritz at the old house. Sometimes they worked, sometimes they didn’t, and sometimes she got a shock. Literally.

She looked haggard in that reflection. Until recently, she’d looked her age, maybe a little under it. She got good genes from her mother’s side, but from her father’s side, she got a major headache in the form of four hundred acres of unprofitable farmland. She was thirty-two but feeling pretty damn close to retirement age. No wonder her mother had always been so tired when Colleen and her brother, Jacob, were growing up. There was just so much to do, and she was doing it with far less staff than her parents ever had.

Oh well. She wasn’t trying to win a sash and tiara. She just needed to deal with two visitors as efficiently and painlessly as possible.

She straightened her spine, smoothed her expression into the unreadable blank she always met the public with, and pulled open the door.

Showtime.

She was already talking before she’d cleared the end of the long corridor of mostly empty offices, and had her hand extended for the contractor to shake. “Thanks for coming out so fast, Bart.” She caught a glimpse of a tall, dark-haired man lingering near the entryway, but she let him remain in her periphery for the time being. One thing at a time.

Bart switched his clipboard to his left hand and wrapped his big, rough, right hand around hers. “You should have called weeks ago when the plumbing started backing up. Would have been less of a problem.”

She was perfectly aware of that. Less of a problem, but no less expensive to fix.

“Everything is in working order, then? Tanks are empty?”

He nodded and handed the clipboard over to her. He crooked his thumb toward the door. “Your custodian here looked it over and said it was fine. Signed off on the work. I just need a check.”

All the words made sense. They were English, after all, but they didn’t seem to apply to her particular situation. She squared her shoulders and cocked up her favored eyebrow. “I’m sorry?”

Bart took the clipboard back and pointed to something printed in the terms. “Payable upon completion. I guess you don’t have a line of credit?”

Her teeth clenched, and she sucked a sobering breath through her nose. Damn you, Daddy. She’d waited as long as she did to call them in the first place because she expected to have money to pay the bill in the thirty days it took it to come due. Now she’d have to go rob Peter to pay Paul again.

She took the clipboard back and raised her chin, hoping to garner some sense of authority in the situation, but on the inside she was crumbling. Mess after mess, it never let up. How much more could she take?

“And my custodian signed off on it, you said?” She brought the paper up to her eyes and squinted at the scrawled signature. Alan … something-or-other.

Finally, she gave the man more than just her peripheral vision. She stared at him dead-on, expecting him to flinch and blanch like all the others did, but he lifted a hand in greeting and grinned.

Her jaw fell open, and she was stunned momentarily by the blue of his eyes, his chiseled jaw, his dark hair—deliciously unkempt and tickling the top of his collar—and the strong forearms her eyes skimmed down to as he twirled a ratchet wrench between long, tanned fingers.

A stranger, and if she had to guess, her father was to blame for him being there. Why did he agree to let her come home and do the job if he wasn’t going to get out of the way to let her do it?

She closed her mouth and swallowed, turning her attention back to Bart. “Have a seat. I’ll go cut you a check.”

Bart shrugged, shuffled across the worn carpet, and plopped into one of the vinyl chairs near the door.

“Alan,” she said, spinning on her boot heel and striding toward the hall. “Why don’t you join me in my office and tell me about the work while I run this check through Quickbooks?”

“Yes, certainly, Colleen.”

She stumbled a bit over her own feet, glad that no one, beyond the corporate sheltie lounging brazenly in the middle of the hall, could see it. She stepped over the dog and concentrated on her breathing as she approached her office.

Dear lord, he had an accent.

Get a grip, woman.

By the time she plopped her butt in her desk chair and punched her computer monitor button, her supposed custodian joined her in the office, and the blush inching up her neck had receded.

“Close the door, please.”

He gave her a speculative look but put his hand on the doorknob and pushed.

She ducked her head behind her computer monitor, clicking her mouse blindly at nothing in particular. She couldn’t see straight for some reason, and she didn’t think it was low blood sugar.

Gorgeous man. Too bad she’d have to fire him.


A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy, Book Three


Chad’s Chance by Elley Arden



The end of the day was made for a cold glass of beer.

All the scrubbing, rinsing, lifting, and sweating made Jen’s limbs limp and her mouth dry. It was a good kind of whipped, the kind that left no room for regrets or loneliness. In fact, when the hoppy flavor nipped her tongue and inner cheeks, it wiped away thought and left behind a sense of satisfaction. She still couldn’t believe she could make such a beautiful beverage from scratch.

Jen sighed as she reached a heavy arm over her head and felt around the dark recesses of her locker shelf for her brewmaster gloves.

“I need to talk to you.”

Her stomach heaved on an internal groan. What now?

Felix was a beady eyed creep who only came sniffing around the back end of the microbrewery when he wanted to cause trouble.

“In my office,” he said, spinning on the heels of his snakeskin loafers and using stubby-legged strides to propel him from the break room.

Great. She slammed shut her locker and followed him, her pink rubber boots making faint squeaks as she marched. The scent of fried food and burnt pizza crust wafted down the main hall, adding to her stomach’s discomfort. All she wanted was a beer.

“Come in so I can close the door.”

She glanced over her shoulder into the hallway, wishing to pull a passing waitress into the room. It wasn’t wise to engage Felix without a witness.

When the hallway appeared like a gaping black hole, she rolled back her shoulders, lifted her chin, and exhaled. “I prefer we leave the door open.”

“Have it your way,” he sneered, and then he deposited his lumpy body into the ridiculously large leather chair behind his cluttered desk. “Chavez, we have to let you go.”

Air ripped from her lungs. “Let me go where?”

He tossed her a lopsided look filled with pity. “We can’t afford to keep two brewmasters, so we have to let you go.”

“You’re firing me.” The words scraped against her throat until she thought she tasted blood.

Shit. She always figured she’d be the one to get the last laugh around here … when she quit.

“Bruno has more experience.”

Barely. He was ten years older, but he had only a year of additional brewing experience on Jen. What really mattered to Felix was that Bruno had a penis.

“Bruno’s IPA tastes like piss,” Jen countered, wringing her hands and stepping one foot backward.

Part of her wanted to go. Part of her wanted to stay. She could fight this. With Felix’s subtle sexual harassment and Alicia’s toxic jealousy over any female worker who was in his company too long, it shouldn’t be hard to get an employment lawyer to take the case.

A long and vindictive lawsuit flashed before her eyes. Why would she want to waste energy fighting them? To get her job back? Felix and Alicia wouldn’t be going anywhere, and as long as they owned the place, Jen’s life here would be hell.

“Gather your things, and I’ll escort you out.”

“No need,” she hissed.

As she stormed back to the break room, emotion overtook her, clogging her throat, burning her eyes. The blockage made her heart beat faster. She’d worked her ass off for this job—literally—sweating body fat in an un-air-conditioned brew house, and this was her thanks. Those serving vessels out there were filled with her creations.

Jerking open her locker, she bit hard into the side of her cheek to keep the tears in check. She was not going to cry. Not here. That would prove the very thing Felix and Alicia had been worried about all along—a female brewmaster was too weak.

She peeled the Milwaukee Brewers’ schedule magnet off the back of the door and yanked her Colorado sweatshirt from its hook. Her purse was barely big enough for the checkbook-sized wallet and sunglass case she insisted on carrying around, but still she stuffed the magnet and as much of the hooded sweatshirt as possible into it.

She slammed her locker again, but opened it back up and reached for her gloves on the overhead shelf. Empty. She must’ve left them in the brew house.

For a third time she slammed her locker, opened it, and slammed ita final time. It was better than screaming motherfucker at the top of her lungs for the restaurant full of patrons to hear. Oh, she’d scream it, but she’d wait until she got home.

Storming out the other side of the break room with her weighed-down purse in hand, she chewed the inside of her cheek and fought the fury. She’d like nothing better than to stalk back into the office and launch at Felix, clawing his eyes out. It would be satisfying, but it would be ugly.

Jen had firsthand experience with violence. Giving into unbridled anger where a man was concerned would make her no better than her mother, so she would refrain—somehow. She’d bottle it up tight, get the hell out, and find another way to release the angry energy that was eating her alive.

When she threw open the door to the brew house, Jen froze. Earthy scents hit her nose, relaxing her raised-back posture, calming her pounding heart. She dropped her purse at the door’s threshold and stepped across, like a Catholic schoolgirl headed for confession.

Brewing was her religion; it cleansed her soul.

She cried—just a tear or two—because she didn’t know when she’d see something this magnificent again.

High-polished silver vessels rose from the floor like the staggered pipes of a church organ. Her breath caught, creating a painful blockage in her throat. She’d brewed her last batch of Lovely Lady here. Had she known it was going to be her last, she’d have paid more attention, made damn sure every detail was committed to memory. And she would’ve tasted it—over and over again—until she couldn’t swallow without thinking of her trademark honey ale.

She took in the room where she spent most of the last two years, the sense of melancholy heavy on her shoulders. As much as she hated the owners of this establishment, she’d have put up with worse if that was the only way for her make beer. Without it, life seemed impossible. Something else her mother’s many men taught her. There was nothing like a tall one to tame the savage beast.

A pair of purple brewer’s gloves on the top metal step caught Jen’s eye. She’d come for those, not for gloomy memories. There would be other jobs. Maybe not in Seattle. Maybe not in a microbrewery with cutting-edge equipment like this. But there would be other brewmaster jobs.

She’d do whatever she had to do to find one.

• • •

Chad accepted the billfold and a to-go jug of Lovely Lady Honey Ale from the waitress.

“Thanks so much,” she said, smiling. “Hope you stop back soon.”

He would.

This escape from the chaos back in Emerald Springs had been nice. Between breaking up a fistfight at the diner and navigating Dad’s impending retirement wedged Adam’s upcoming wedding. The fistfight and ensuing bad publicity aside, Chad was trying to remain positive and supportive. Dad deserved to slow down, and Adam deserved to be happy. But getting from Point A to Point B meant too much family and family business drama. Chad didn’t have the taste for that. He still didn’t know if he’d ever acquire a taste for settling down and being responsible like he’d promised Mom he would do.

He preferred the taste of a damn good beer.

Touching his pinky to the cold glass jug the waitress left behind, he wondered how long a sixty-four ounce growler would last him. A couple weeks? Dad wouldn’t be officially retired by then, and Adam wouldn’t be married yet, so Chad would definitely be throwing back a few. The good thing was, when he ran out, he could escape to Seattle again. Next time, though, he’d visit the microbrewery without Billy. The glazed-over look on his best friend’s face told Chad this outing had been too much too soon.

“Everything okay at home?” Chad asked as he signed the slip and returned his credit card to his wallet.

“I’m telling you. It’s the cutest thing. She smiles when she sleeps. Molly says she’s smiling at angels.” Billy held his cell phone inches from Chad’s face.

The newborn looked more like a hairless monkey than the offspring of Billy and Molly, but once again Chad said she was cute. He’d said it at least a dozen times today—even when the critter in question puked all over his shoulder. Thank God he’d been wearing one of those towels.

As Billy returned his attention to the cell phone, Chad turned his head, dropped his gaze, and sniffed his shoulder, making sure…

When he glanced up, something pink beyond the glass that separated the restaurant from the brew house caught his eye. Boots?

He followed the girly boots to a pair of shapely thighs and an ass that made his back straighten. “Who the hell is that?”

Billy turned his head and said, “Probably the brewmaster” without a hint of interest.

That was okay. Chad had enough interest for both of them. His breath thickened as she bent over to grab a pair of gloves, testing the limits of those denim seams, and then she faced the restaurant. Surrounded by steel, dressed in a black tee and jeans, with hair the color of a midnight sky cascading from a spot high on her head, she commanded the attention of every vibrating atom in his body.

She was gorgeous. And then she was gone.

Chad blinked, and Billy’s voice registered in his ears. “You know what I mean?”

Chad didn’t have a clue. He opened his mouth for bigger breaths. What the hell…

“Hey, man. You okay?” Billy asked. “You’re bright red.”

Chad nodded. He lifted the growler of beer as he stood with purpose. “I wonder if they give tours. I’d like a tour.”

“Nah, I can’t. I … it’s been three hours already. I gotta get home.” Billy held his cell phone in one hand and his keys in the other.

Chad searched the restaurant behind Billy with hyperactive eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I understand.”

He’d be back inside the building before Billy left his parking spot.

As they weaved through the dining room to the exit, Chad kept one eye on Billy so he didn’t run the poor guy over and one eye on the brew house. Would she show up there again? Would she have reason to come out here?

“I appreciate you making the drive up and taking me out,” Billy said as he held the glass door open.

“My pleasure,” Chad said, deciding to devote the next sixty seconds to heartily seeing off his best friend. “You’re a lucky man.”

He meant it. Just because he wasn’t cut out for the responsibility of marriage and family didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate the trait in a friend. Now, the mini-van? That was harder to accept. Chad couldn’t even ride in it.

Standing alongside the metallic blue hallmark of family life, they hugged—mostly chest bumped—and back slapped. “Take care of those girls,” Chad said.

“Will do. Drive safe. Thanks again.”

For a brief second Billy wore the same silly smile he had worn in the huddle minutes before he launched off the line with reckless abandon, wreaking havoc on helpless defenders intent on sacking Chad … but then it was gone. With serious lines carved into his forehead, he focused on the side view mirrors, looked over his shoulder enough times to give Chad a sympathetic crick in the neck, and edged the mini-van out of the too-tight space.

Cautious. See? That right there was why Chad would never make a good husband, let alone a father. It was exactly why he was struggling to find a comfortable place in the family business. That constant awareness of other people’s lives depending on you cut a man’s ability to take risks. Hell, it eliminated them. The mere thought had him gasping for air. Chad liked risks. The risks made life fun. But since Mom died he hadn’t been able to take a single chance without the repercussions throttling him.

“Shit.”

The expletive came from behind him followed by a dull thud.

He turned around to find the woman in pink boots crouched on the pavement amid what looked like a sweatshirt, rubber gloves, and the contents of her purse.

“Let me help,” he said, setting the growler of beer on the pavement, unable to believe his luck.

He picked up the object closest to him, a Milwaukee Brewers’ fridge magnet, and chuckled. “You don’t see many of these around here.”

Brown eyes, wet and wide, lifted to his face. “It was a gift,” she said, her voice raspy.

If he thought she was beautiful inside the brewery, then he had no idea what to call it out here. In the early evening sun, flecks of red emerged from her onyx hair. She blinked, studying him with murky eyes. Wounded. Lashes that were too long to be real clumped together with what appeared to be tears.

“Are you okay?” he whispered, not even recognizing the sound of his voice.

She nodded and slicked her pink tongue between pale lips. “Always.”

Blood hammered through his veins straight to his crotch.

He grabbed a pen and a butterscotch candy off the pavement and held them in his open hand.

“Thank you,” she said, scraping her clean nails over his palm as she retrieved the items.

His jaw clenched as pleasant chills radiated from his hand over his body. He couldn’t seem to keep his attention focused on anything other than his body’s insane reaction to this woman.

“I like your boots,” he blurted, hoping the inane statement would reverse this crazy train.

She didn’t look at him as she stood. Instead she hung her head, and he felt like a giant jerk for being turned on when she was obviously upset.

He was seconds away from asking if there was someone he could call to help her out when she jabbed a pointed finger at his feet.

“You need to pick that up and get it to your car.” The rasp in her voice turned biting.

When he didn’t move, she jabbed again. “Do you know how hot that pavement is? Would you set it on a stove top?” Her eyes never left the growler. “Treat it right or don’t drink it at all.”

Chad bent over and lifted the glass jug of beer. Her fierce protection of the item reminded him of where he first saw her.

“You’re the brewmaster, aren’t you?”

An agonizing sound stuck in her throat and she shook her head. “Not anymore.”

She sidestepped him. Her boots made the silliest thud, thud, squeak against the pavement, and her ass swung like a porch swing in a windstorm.

He jogged after her. Had she been fired? It would explain the tears.

“Hey, you’re upset. Let me help.”

Her initial glance could’ve frozen Puget Sound, but then she looked at the growler in his hand again, and her striking features softened.

“Okay. You want to help? You can give me that,” she said, coming to a stop behind his Jeep.

With her sculpted eyebrows lifted and her lips pursed, she looked serious, like they were negotiating something much more valuable than a twenty-dollar growler of beer. He didn’t know how old she was, twenty-five maybe, but the shadows in her eyes told him life experience made up for whatever she lacked in age.

Whether it was a good idea or not, he wanted to help her lighten up.

Looking at the beer, Chad shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re asking a lot. I drove all the way to Seattle for this beer.” Not exactly true. He was leaving things out, like the part about Billy’s baby. Then again, he left out the part about wanting this beer when he offered to take Billy to dinner in the first place. What the other didn’t know…

An odd smile lifted one side of her mouth. “Really?”

That half-smile lit a flame. Chad hitched his free thumb in his jean pocket and grinned through a blast of body heat hot enough to cause beads of sweat on his back. “Really. It’s the best honey ale I’ve ever tasted.”

She nodded, sniffed, and glanced above him. Then she smiled—big and bold. When she looked at him again, the tip of her tongue touched the tip of her snow-white teeth. “It is, isn’t it?”

Zap! His brain primed his body with all sorts of bad ideas, and she stood there smiling at him with a twinkle in her sultry eyes like she was game for every damn one.

A reasonable man would give her the beer and walk away, but not a cooped-up risk-taker like Chad.

“We could share it,” he said, knowing he could be reading her wrong. Maybe she wasn’t interested. Maybe…

She snatched the growler out of his hand. “Follow me.”


A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy, Book Four


Daniel’s Decision by Nicole Flockton



Daniel Whitman swirled the glass tumbler, watching the amber liquid circle and cling to the outer edges of the glass, the ice clinking against the sides in musical accompaniment. It did little to drown out the rest of the noise coming from the party going on behind him.

He should be celebrating with the rest of his family. He was happy his little brother had found contentment and happiness in his life. Jen, his brother’s brand new fiancée, had made remarkable changes to his wayward, fun-loving younger brother in a few short weeks. Seems everyone around him was finding love—including his father. He took another gulp and welcomed the burn of the malt whiskey down his throat.

What he felt like doing was buying a bottle of the twenty-year-old whiskey he was drinking and having his own private little party. Instead he lifted his near empty glass in a signal to the barman that he wanted a top up.

“Everything all right, son?” his father asked as he slipped onto the empty barstool next to him.

Dan raised his almost empty glass in a mock salute. “Absolutely, just having a quiet drink.”

“You might want to go easy on that,” Richard Whitman said as he inclined his head at the glass in Dan’s hand.

He let out a harsh laugh and downed the rest of the contents of his glass before he spoke to his father. “It’s my first drink, Dad.”

He felt rather than heard the heavy sigh his father let out. “Look, you’re still not upset about the meeting this afternoon, are you? You know Adam and I thought long and hard about your expansion plans for the resort. We agree they have merit and will be a good idea in the future, but with the new microbrewery, we can’t justify another large capital outlay. “

Daniel loved his older brother, Adam. He had missed him while Adam was away carving out his own career in Los Angeles. But during that time Dan and his father had grown close and discussed business ideas. Now with Adam back, it was like Richard disregarded all those discussions and now listened to only Adam. He knew it had bothered Chad too, but Chad had eventually talked them around. Maybe he could use this opportunity to plant the seed in Richard’s mind that proceeding now with the plans for the resort was the way to go.

“You do realize, Dad, we are missing out on a niche market? When we had actor Michael Williams staying at the resort, he loved the privacy we afforded him. It was the first time in years he and his wife had been able to have a vacation where no paparazzi bothered them. Where they didn’t have to worry about pictures of them in compromising positions appearing in the press.” Daniel warmed to his topic and his earlier melancholy mood drifted away on the breeze. “Look, Dad, if we added a few high-class facilities to the ones we already have, and increase the services we offer in the spa, get something that is totally unique to our resort, I believe we’d be running at nearly full capacity all year round. Not to mention a few other changes to our processes and we could be totally eco- and environmentally friendly. Those sort of features appeal to the rich and famous.”

“Son, these changes you’re proposing don’t sound cheap. How can you guarantee that if we lay out all this money, we will run at capacity? It’s a big risk and at present it’s one I’m not prepared to take, especially as we have the new microbrewery expansion.” Richard paused and picked up the drink the bartender had placed in front of him. “Besides, how do you propose we attract these high-class guests to the resort? If we publicize our products and services, we effectively neutralize our anonymity, which according to you, is the main drawing card for these guests.”

“Word of mouth, Dad. I told Michael we were looking at making changes, and he said to let him know when we did. He’d come back and let all his friends know.”

“That was a bit presumptuous of you, wasn’t it? Son, I know I gave control of the resort to you, but the final decision is still mine.”

Dan bit back the groan of frustration that threatened to burst out of him. Why couldn’t his father see what a great business decision this was? He’d worked up a business plan, worked out all the costs of making the necessary changes to make the resort one hundred percent eco-friendly. There wasn’t a lot more they had to do to make the changes. And with Adam’s knowledge, it would be so easy. The main backbone of his father’s business had been organic—sheesh, his dad knew Chad’s microbrewery was going to be organic. The resort had been one of the first to use the latest technology in green energy. They treated him like he didn’t know how to do anything. He had an MBA in business, for heavens sake. He couldn’t understand why his father was not keen to proceed with the plans he’d presented that afternoon.

“Look, Dad, we already have a good reputation as a resort that uses green energy, but we’re getting a little tired. We need to freshen things up, offer new and innovative spa techniques. I can’t say it enough: I want to draw a different crowd to the resort.” Daniel plunged ahead with an idea he hadn’t presented that afternoon to his father and brothers. “In addition to trying to find something new and innovative to the resort, I’m also looking at introducing holistic massages and treatments to help with the treatment of cancer. Mom would’ve loved this. She’d have been helping me research it all.”

He closed his eyes and let the memories of his mom wash over him. Even after five years he still missed her like crazy. He must have been the only kid in his school whose mom had been his best friend. Sheila Whitman had always had time for him—no matter how busy she was she’d stop and sit with him. Listen to him. Encourage him. She always believed in him. Always thought his ideas were fantastic. She had been his biggest champion.

God, he wished she was here right now. She’d be able to talk his dad around and convince his father that Dan’s plans were exactly what the resort needed.

“Yes, I’m sure she would’ve loved that. She always believed that eating the organic fruit from the farm slowed her illness.” His father’s words were quiet and filled with admiration for the woman who’d tried with all her might to fight the insidious disease that had taken hold of her and had never let her go.

Daniel nodded and took another sip of the whiskey, not needing the numbing sensation he had craved a half an hour ago. “There have been great leaps in the introduction of holistic treatments in helping cancer patients recover from chemotherapy and radiation sessions. A lot of new techniques have been introduced to people’s cancer treatment plans, ranging from massages to herbal teas to acupuncture to diet changes, including eating totally organic produce. We have a chance to reach that market, too. The possibilities are endless, Dad, surely you can see that.”

“Dan, I can’t argue with anything you’re saying. Out of all my sons you’ve been the one with the business acumen. You have ensured the resort has always been profitable, and I couldn’t be prouder of you. However, we just can’t do it at the moment. Maybe in a year’s time.”

“In a year’s time it will be too late. Already other resorts are starting to make these changes. There’s a resort in Australia that is a leader in the market. I’ve been trying to speak to their marketing manager but haven’t had any luck yet. I thought about taking a trip down there to check it out.”

“That’s a long way to go. Surely there are other resorts in the United States that will give you everything you need.”

“You’ve seen all the research I presented to you earlier. This is a world-class resort and we could learn a lot from them.”

“Richard, darling, are you ready to go?”

Daniel gripped his glass a little tighter as a new person entered their conversation. He still found it hard to believe his father and their housekeeper, Patty, were now an item. The idea seemed so foreign to him. His father loving another woman. A woman who wasn’t his mother.

He kept his eyes focused on his hands and not on what he was sure would be Patty touching his father’s arm.

“Give me a couple more minutes, sweetheart, then I’ll be ready to go.”

Dan tried not to flinch when he heard the sound of lips meeting in a quick kiss. He needed to get out of there. There was no point continuing with the conversation. It was a dead-end. He placed his glass back on the bar, pulled a couple of bills out of his wallet, and threw them down.

“It’s okay, Dad, I’m leaving now anyway.” He couldn’t deny the happiness shining out of his father’s face. It didn’t mean he had to like it though. “I’ll see you both later.”

He turned and walked away, not bothering to say goodbye to his brothers. He was sure they’d give him hell over it later, but at the moment he didn’t care. He just needed to get away.

The cool night air hit him and he welcomed its freshness. He’d walked to the restaurant, as he knew he’d probably have a few drinks and it wouldn’t be a good idea for him to drive home. He’d been right. He used the time to clear his head and work out what his next move would be.

There were so many changes happening around him. Both of his brothers were now engaged. His father was in love with his housekeeper. Even Colleen, the daughter of his father’s former business partner, had fallen in love and was expecting a baby. She’d been the last person he, and everyone else in town, had expected to succumb to Cupid’s clutches. It appeared there was something in the water in Emerald Springs and he planned to stay as far away from it as possible. The very idea of falling in love and getting married was an anathema to him. He’d loved his mother, and when she’d died it had been so hard for him to feel anything. He couldn’t imagine letting himself be vulnerable like that again, to lay his heart on the line and give it to someone to look after. There was no guarantee they wouldn’t tread on it, and he’d have to pick the pieces up again. There would definitely be no trip down the aisle in his foreseeable future.

He reached the front door of his house as his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket along with his keys and glanced at the caller idea as he unlocked the door.

Adam.

The last thing he wanted was to talk to his brother. But he knew if he didn’t answer it, both his brothers would be camped on his doorstep first thing in the morning.

“Hey, Adam, what’s up?”

“You tell me, Dan. You left Chad and Jen’s engagement celebration dinner without saying goodbye. That’s not like you, so what gives?”

Dan closed his door and walked down the hallway, his footsteps echoing around him. His house seemed quiet and lonely.

“Nothing, man, I’m just tired.”

Even to his own ears he didn’t sound convincing, and there was no way Adam was going to let him get away with it.

“I saw you talking to Dad. Tell me you’re not still annoyed about the resort plans. It’s just not—”

“I know, I know, it’s just not good timing,” he interrupted his brother. “I heard it from Dad again tonight. The fact that you guys can’t see how this will improve the overall profit of the organization baffles me. You both have made your decision, but it doesn’t mean I have to agree with it or like it or even follow it.”

“What have you got planned, little brother?” Suspicion laced Adam’s every word.

“Nothing,” Dan sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. He wanted off the phone. “Nothing at all. Look I need to go. I’ll speak to you later. Bye.”

Adam’s answering goodbye faded as he pulled the phone away from his ear. He tossed it and his keys onto the coffee table in his lounge room, right on top of the plans he’d shown to his family this afternoon. He sat down on the couch and picked them up. Every time he looked at them, he got excited. The possibilities were endless.

His phone buzzed for a second time and he knew who it would be without having to check caller ID. He picked it up and connected the call.

“Hey, Chad, I’m fine.”

His younger brother’s chuckle drifted down the line. “I should be mad at you for slinking out on me. I had so much more fun planned for you. One of Jen’s friends was eyeing you earlier. Seems she likes the brooding, silent, suit type. Guess there’s no accounting for taste.”

“Bro, I don’t need you to do any matchmaking, thanks. I can find my own dates; I’ve never had to rely on you or Adam to set me up.”

“What about Becky and her sister, Trina?”

Dan burst out laughing. He could always count on Chad to lighten his mood. “Man, that was the date from hell and besides, you tricked me into going with you.”

“Who knew Trina was an octopus in disguise?”

Dan recalled how Trina’s hands seemed to have a life of their own—all over his body. “Well I don’t plan on falling into the trap you and Adam have fallen into. I’ve got my life planned out and getting married isn’t even listed among the pages at present.”

“Famous last words, bro, famous last words. Careful, it’s contagious you know. Even the old man’s got hit.”

Just like that, Dan’s good mood evaporated. He didn’t need any reminders about his father and Patty. “Yeah well, not happening here. I’ve got too much to do before I’d even consider entering into a serious relationship with someone.”

Dan glanced down at the computer that had fired up when he’d dropped his keys on the table. A picture of a stunning wooden structure surrounded by lush green trees glared out at him. A plan quickly flared to life in his brain. He wanted to get away and what better place to do that than the resort he wanted Emerald Paradise Resort to emulate? That Kulang Resort was on the other side of the world was the perfect solution to his problem with being surrounded by sickening happiness.

“Listen Chad, I’m going to take a trip. I’ll probably be gone for a couple of weeks. When I get there I’ll call you.”

“Whoa, man, what?”

If anyone could understand his frustrations, it would be Chad. Chad had fought tooth and nail for his plans. The fact that microbrewery had put his resort on the back burner should annoy him, but he was proud of his little brother and he couldn’t hold it against him.

“I need to get away, bro. I need some space to deal with everything that’s happening around here. I just can’t deal with seeing—”

“Okay, I get it.” Chad interrupted. “Look, just let me know when you get to wherever you’re going and I’ll break the news to Dad and Adam that you’ve done a runner.”

“I’ve not done a runner, I’m going on a scouting trip.”

“The less I know, the less trouble I’ll get into,” Chad said on a laugh. “I got your back, Dan.”

“Thanks, Chad, I owe you.”

“Big time, bro. Take care.”

As Chad disconnected the call, Dan opened up a search engine and typed in the website for an airline. Half an hour later he had his flights and accommodations booked. In three days he’d be in Australia inspecting Kulang Resort. He would make the changes to his resort, even if he had to use his own money.

• • •

Rochelle Harris straightened the flowers on the reception desk. The perfume from the lilies was subtle but refreshing. She straightened a magazine and gave a slight nod, satisfied that the area looked neat but welcoming.

She loved her job. There was nothing more fulfilling than seeing people enter the resort tired and in desperate need of relaxation and then check out with an abundance of energy and eagerly booking their next visit to the resort. To know it was all because of her innovative marketing techniques to draw the guests in was even more satisfying.

It wasn’t hard to relax, not when surrounded by luscious, healthy rainforest and treatments meant to restore a tired soul. Even she made sure she booked in for a weekly hot stone massage to ensure her energy levels were constantly on an even level.

As she gave the reception area another once over, she noticed a man walking into the resort. He strode confidently in through the doors; even she could see the self-assurance emanating from him. She pegged him as a successful businessman, and he probably had a glossy, perfectly made up woman following behind him.

Except he didn’t. He didn’t waver in his strides, as if he was waiting for someone to catch up with him.

She made her way a bit closer to the reception desk. It wasn’t unusual but it definitely wasn’t common for a single man to come to the resort. She moved behind the counter, smiling at one of the staff as she did so. She’d been known to help out with guest check-in if things were busy. It wasn’t part of her job description, but it was a great way to hear what people thought of the resort. She’d come up with several ways to streamline various aspects of the resort by listening to guests.

“Good morning, sir, and welcome to Kulang Resort.”

Rochelle smiled as she heard the front desk clerk greet her mystery guest. She had no idea why she was so interested in him. He’d piqued her curiosity the moment he’d walked through the door. She risked a glance at him and looked quickly away. Up close he was even more magnetic. She tried to ignore the increase in her heart rate. She wasn’t normally one who liked a five o’clock shadow on a man, but on this guest it was extremely sexy.

She pushed the thought away. It was not good policy to get involved with the guests. It could be detrimental to her career. She’d made the mistake once and she wasn’t going to do it again. Not to mention she wasn’t going to let attraction to a man sway her from her path in life. Before she even considered getting seriously involved again, she was going to make sure she had financial security. She wasn’t going to rely on anyone for the ability to purchase the things she wanted, when she wanted them.

She was on track to have a decent deposit on a house, and her share portfolio was performing rather nicely. Not bad for a girl who had to start working at fifteen in a beauty salon and then go to school part-time so she could get her marketing degree. However, that was in the past and she had carved out her own future. She was in control of her destiny and she didn’t need to get distracted from that by a handsome stranger. Especially a guest of the resort.

“Good morning, my name’s Daniel Whitman and I have a reservation.”

Daniel Whitman.

Why did that name ring a bell? She racked her brain, trying to see if there was something that would trigger where she knew the name. He was American; she got that from his accent.

Was he a returning guest? No, she didn’t think he was. But then again it wasn’t like she knew all the guests who had ever stayed at the resort.

Daniel Whitman.

It was bugging her that she couldn’t remember.

“I see you haven’t booked in for any for the treatments the resort offers, Mr. Whitman. Is there something in particular you’d like?”

Rochelle couldn’t help the smile that broke out over her face. She’d trained the staff to ensure the guests were aware of all the services the resort offered.

“I haven’t made up my mind what I’d like to try, but when I do I’ll let you know. Your resort has so much to offer, it’s almost too hard to choose.”

There was nothing in what he said that should have caused her memory to unlock, but she suddenly knew who Daniel Whitman was. He was the person who had been emailing her to get information about the resort. She’d not responded because she wasn’t sure if he was legitimate. She had been too caught up with the new marketing and expansion plans she’d been working on to take time to do proper research on the resort he said he was from.

Now was the perfect opportunity to find out why he was here and what he wanted from her. If he wanted anything that is. She took a step forward and held out her hand toward him.

“Good morning, Mr. Whitman, I’m Rochelle Harris, marketing manager at Kulang Resort. You’ve been emailing me, right?”

Rochelle wasn’t prepared for the sensations that shot through her the moment Daniel grasped her hand. It took everything in her to shake his hand professionally and not pull away and tuck it behind her back.

“Ms. Harris, finally we connect.” His voice had lowered fractionally and the hint of a smile he sent her way did nothing to quell the feelings that were starting to override her good sense.

He sounded so calm, as if their hands touching didn’t affect him in any way. It probably didn’t; it was probably nothing new to him at all. The feelings she was experiencing were thanks her being super sensitive as to why he was here at the resort.

“I wouldn’t say connect, Mr. Whitman, but welcome to the resort. I hope you enjoy your stay with us.”

He looked her up and done, and she worked hard to control the slow rise of heat she could feel building inside of her.

“Everything I’ve seen so far leads me to believe I’m going to enjoy my time here very much.”

“Excellent. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to contact any of our staff. We’ll be more than happy to help you decide on any of the services we offer. We do have a range of treatments, especially designed for our male guests. Enjoy your stay, Mr. Whitman.”

Rochelle moved away from the desk and from the man who had screwed up her equilibrium in a way she’d never experienced before.

She reached the safety of her office and closed the door. Leaning against the solid wood, she took a few deep breaths. Never before had a guest rattled her like Daniel Whitman had. She knew he was here to find out information about the resort. She would make sure she kept out of his way for the duration of his stay. If he had any questions she would refer them to her assistant, Melanie. It probably wasn’t the most professional thing to do, but it was the only way she knew she could handle the situation.

For the sake of her career and to keep her focus on her lifelong goals, avoiding Daniel Whitman was a top priority now.


A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy, Book Five


Ashley’s Allegiance by Robyn Neeley



Deputy Sheriff Jacob Sanders didn’t know what he did to deserve this, but it could arguably be the best day of his life.

“Uncuff me.” Ashley Whitman twisted her hands from behind her back. “This is so not happening.” She stood outside the Emerald Springs sheriff’s station in a skin-revealing pink tank top and tight, black yoga pants. Her long, wavy, blonde hair curved around her neck in a messy ponytail. “You can’t arrest me.”

Jacob stood behind her, trying his best to hide the smile that threatened any minute to overtake his entire face. He’d waited for a moment like this since high school. Now that it was here, he wanted to savor every single glorious second.

Ashley blew out a breath. “Are you going to stand back there? Say something.”

“Okay, princess.” His voice was deep and in control. “This is how it’s going to work. I’ll escort you inside where we’ll be taking your picture. Then one of those French nails of yours will get a little dirty.”

“You’re fingerprinting me?” She struggled. “This is ridiculous. You can’t arrest me. I’m … I’m … I’m a Whitman!”

Jacob threw his head back and let out a hearty laugh. Watching Ashley squirm was priceless. “Don’t think your pedigree is going to help you out now.”

“Whatever. When do I get my phone call?”

“After I hand you over.” Truth be told, he’d already gone ahead and made that call for her while she stewed in the back seat of his squad car. That person should be arriving any second.

As if on cue, Chad Whitman zipped into the parking lot in his Jeep Wrangler. The sides and top had been chucked and an indie rock tune blared from the radio. While Jacob enjoyed riding shotgun along with his buddy every once in a while through the dirt roads of the Skagit Valley, he had busted Chad a time or two for his alternative taste. He was more a country music, boots kickin’ kind of guy.

Jacob thought Chad, the youngest of the Whitman boys and his pal since high school, would be the best one to come get Ashley after he was done messing with her. God knows she probably wouldn’t allow Jacob to drive her home. He’d hinted to Chad it wasn’t anything serious and that he was just teaching her a lesson.

Chad jumped out of his Jeep and greeted them. “I knew this day would come. What’d my beautiful cousin do, deputy?” he asked, his voice deadpan.

“Nothing,” Ashley responded through gritted teeth. “I did absolutely nothing to deserve this law enforcement brutality.”

Chad looked down at her cuffed hands. “Geez, Ashley, it’s only 9 AM.”

“Just get me out of these, please.” She nodded behind her shoulder.

“Care to fill me in?” Chad asked Jacob.

“It was all a misunderstanding,” she answered for him.

Jacob laughed sarcastically. “I wouldn’t exactly call assaulting an officer of the law a misunderstanding.”

“Oh, please. I barely touched you.” She turned to Chad. “Some of the girls, including your bride-to-be, were doing some stretches in the park. We do a little Zumba a few morning before work. That’s hardly a crime. I’m certified, for God’s sake.”

Chad raised a curious eyebrow. “That’s where Jen ran off to at the crack of dawn?”

Jacob had forgotten that his buddy was newly engaged. Lucky man. Jen had turned his own head when she first blew into town. He’d never admit that to Chad.

Ashley glared at Jacob. “Some of the girls asked me to help them get in shape for Zoe and Adam’s wedding.”

“Jen doesn’t need it,” Chad retorted. “She’s perfect just the way she is.”

Jacob jumped in. “Um … can we get back to the issue at hand?” He adjusted his deputy hat. It’d been raining in Emerald Springs over the last week, but today the morning sun beat down on his head. “We’ve had some complaints.”

“Complaints?” Chad asked.

Ashley sighed. “So our music was a bit loud. I’ll turn it down next time.”

Jacob smirked. “I’m not talking about the music.” His gaze slid up Ashley’s workout attire, resting on her pink top. Actually, more like workout bra. Wrapped around her chest, it didn’t leave much to the imagination. Not that Jacob thought of her in that way. It was Ashley Whitman, after all. She got under his skin on a good day.

Chad grew impatient. “Then what did they do? Is Jen in trouble? I should call her.” He reached in his pocket for his cell phone.

Ashley wiggled her hands behind her back. “Um … earth to Chad. She’s not the one in handcuffs. Your innocent cousin could use a little help here!”

Jacob tried his best not to smile at the Christmas present in front of him. Not ready to return it, he grabbed Ashley’s arm and led her inside the station. “There have been some complaints about the women showing off too much skin,” he explained to Chad, pointing to Ashley’s top. “They’ve been distracting the men’s running club.”

“Seriously?” Chad raised a more than curious eyebrow. “The men have been complaining?”

Jacob laughed. “More like their wives.”

Ashley rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. It’s not like we’re sleeping with any of their husbands.”

Chad came up beside her and yanked her pony tail. “None of you better be. So why did you hit Jacob?”

Ashley shrugged.

“She wouldn’t leave, so I grabbed her arm. That’s when she went all Fight Club.” Jacob karate chopped the air.

“I barely touched you. Trust me, Jacob Sanders, there would be a mark if I hit you hard.”

Chad inserted himself between the two, pulling Jacob aside to talk privately. “Okay, you and I know you are not going to arrest her. Can you take the handcuffs off before she totally loses it?”

Jacob smirked at his buddy. Although the feud between the Sanders and the Whitmans ran deep since their fathers dissolved their partnership in WhitSand Farm twenty years ago, Jacob had never held a grudge. His sister, Colleen, on the other hand, would rather starve than eat anything containing ingredients from the Whitman farm. Now that she seemed to be craving everything in sight, perhaps her taste buds would cave in.

He’d grown up hanging out with Chad and his two older brothers, Adam and Daniel, and he and Chad had played varsity baseball together in high school. Still friends, they would often catch a game at The Rusty Tap over beers.

“Hey, how’s engagement life?” he asked, prolonging the inevitable release of the blonde spitfire.

Chad grinned. “It’s freakin’ awesome. You should try it sometime.”

“Nah.” Jacob shook his head. That wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. “I think I’m more suited for the bachelor life. No one to bail out of trouble.” His gaze rested on Ashley. “No one to get on your nerves …”

“So, you going to let her go soon?” Chad asked. “I need to drop her off at her condo and then get to the diner. Jen and I have a meeting with the staff to go over the summer menu and update them on the microbrewery.”

“How’s that going?” Jacob asked. As the manager of Emerald Eats, Chad had recently begun renovations to expand the family diner to include a microbrewery. Jen would soon run the restaurant with him as the brew mistress, a job that apparently she was very good at.

“We’ll be opening in five months. Definitely in time for the World Series. Maybe even the playoffs.”

Jacob chuckled. “Smart man. What’s it going to be called again?”

“Emerald Burgers & Brews. We felt we needed to get ‘brew’ in there to promote the microbrewery.”

“Good call.” Jacob could see Ashley attempting to stretch her arms. The cuffs were probably itching her skin at this point.

“How about I talk to Daniel and we’ll let the ladies do their Zumba at the resort. Hell, they can do it in the aerobic studio naked if they’d like. No one will see them.”

Jacob ignored the tightening of his groin at Chad’s suggested compromise and shook his head. Typical Whitman. Always had a quick solution that often involved some location around town. Hell, that was easy—they owned most of the businesses in it.

He continued to watch Ashley, who was now engaged in sweet talk with the intake officer, Mack, behind the counter. Dirty old man. Mack, at sixty, would cave to a pretty face, and Ashley Whitman certainly had one.

Mack—and every guy in Emerald Springs, for that matter—didn’t know her like Jacob did. In high school he’d seen right through her as the egotistic, drama queen she was. There, however, was one incident toward the end of their senior year that he chalked up to as a temporary lapse in sanity.

“Come on, Jacob.” Chad slapped his back. “Beer’s on me if you let her go. We can watch the Sox murder the Yankees. I just brewed some Porch Swing last night.”

That got his attention. “The beer with the pear and lime?”

“Grapefruit, ginger, and lime,” Chad corrected proudly.

“That’s some good shit.” Jacob had never intended to arrest Ashley, but Chad’s offer sealed the deal. A game and a cold beer or two tonight, catching up with his buddy, sounded good. “Fine. I'll write her up a warning.”

“You seriously can’t be ticketing me?” Ashley turned and faced him. “I was so right to turn you down in high school. Thank God I didn’t go to prom with you. You deserved to go alone.”

Jacob’s body tensed. And there it was. The incident he’d buried so deep in the back of his mind, he thought he’d need one of his sister’s bulldozers to excavate it, but Ashley had so easily dug the painful memory out with her sharp tongue. He turned and walked past her, motioning to Mack as he headed for the door. “Book her.”
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Chapter One

Adam Whitman twirled his favorite Mont Blanc Starwalker in his fingers, enjoying the weight, and smiled to himself. This deal and the promotion that went along with it were as good as his. The partnership between Eco Initiatives and Everlight Optics would be the biggest contract he or anyone else at the company had ever brokered, and if he could just get the woman across from his desk to sign on the dotted line, it would be done.

“You’re telling me you were a farmer? As in, you were out there in the field, picking tea leaves?” Christine Grazioli, Everlight Optic’s CEO, shot him a suggestive smile from her spot on the sofa in his office.

He’d seen that look before, and if he played his cards right, the ink would be dry on the contract by noon. “I certainly did, from the time I could walk until the day I left home. My family owns the largest tea farm in Washington. You’ve probably had some yourself. Hold out your hand.” He paused and picked up a crystal bowl on the table, holding it out to her. “Pick one.”

She plucked a leaf from the bowl and handed it to him. He gave her a conspiratorial smile and turned the leaf over in his hand. “Nice choice. It says that an important decision you make will bring you much success.” He dropped the leaf above her hand, letting it float gently into her open palm.

Christine laughed, throaty and seductive. “I don’t think that’s how tea leaf reading works. You’re supposed to brew these and read what’s left behind after I drink the tea.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh, shoot. I’ve lost track of time. I need to get across town for a meeting at Paramount. Can we get in touch later?”

“Absolutely. I’ll have the contract sent to your office; just send it back when you’ve reviewed everything and signed.” He stood and opened the door. Once his client was safely down the hall, Adam fist-pumped the air in silent celebration. All it took was a nice working lunch and some harmless flirting, and he was on his way to closing a six-figure deal and locking in the promotion. This partnership would make the Eco Initiatives higher-ups very happy and guarantee him one fat end-of-year bonus. He laughed to himself; sometimes it was too easy. The tea leaves always did the trick. Women either believed in the magic or allowed themselves to think there was something between them. Who would have thought his upbringing on the family tea farm would still come in handy? He returned to his desk to review the paperwork so he’d be ready when she sealed the deal.

“Mr. Whitman, Richard Whitman is on line one.” His assistant’s disembodied voice came through the phone speaker, and he looked up from the proposal. How long had it been since he spoke with his father? Weeks at least. Far too long.

“Thank you, Lauren.” Adam pressed a button on his phone and answered the call. “Hi, Dad.” He sat back in his chair and relaxed, ready for a long chat. The deal with Everlight Optics would still be there when he finished with his family. He hadn’t given them enough time lately. Or for the last several years, if he were to be honest with himself.

“Hey, son. Is now a good time?” The voice came through the line robust and hearty. It was good to hear him sounding so upbeat. They exchanged pleasantries until his father reached the real reason for his call. “I need you to come home.”

Adam sat up straight. “What’s wrong?” Fear gripped him and his blood ran icy in his veins. His father had asked him to come home once before, and only once. That time his mother’s illness was taking a turn for the worse, and he had barely made it in time to say his goodbyes before she passed away.

His dad laughed. “Relax. Nothing’s wrong. I’m looking to retire, and I could really use your help. Do you think you could get away for a week or two?”

A week or two? He would be lucky to make it through the weekend without getting a call about something. His job at Eco Initiatives left little time for any semblance of a normal life. When he wasn’t busy with his own accounts, he was consulting on others or researching the latest technological advances in environmental sciences. His days were spent helping local L.A. businesses green their operations through technological improvements, training company sustainability officers, and consulting for lobby groups. He enjoyed working for Eco Initiatives so much, he rarely took vacation days and regularly worked sixty-hour weeks. Still, losing his mother taught him that he’d regret squandering his time when his family needed him. Once someone was gone, they were gone forever. If his father was asking him to come home, Adam knew better than to second-guess it. He never wanted to look back and wish he’d chosen differently.

“I could come up for a few days, probably. I don’t know about a week.” If his hunch was correct, his father wanted him to consider taking over the farm. His father had made no secret of the fact he wanted his eldest son to claim his place at the head of the family business, Emerald Tea Farm, to live out his legacy. He had heard it all his life and had resisted the pressure. His dad was getting older, and with no replacement in line, it might be more difficult to work it out this time. There was no chance that could be managed in a week.

“Adam, I need you, and I don’t think we can wrap it up in a few days. I want to settle everything while I’m still able. I don’t want to end up with a situation where I’m forced to hand everything over to the first willing body because I’m too old to do anything about it. Now will you come help me or not?” His voice was strong, determined.

“What about Chad and Daniel? What do they have to say about all this?” His younger brothers still lived in Emerald Springs and ran the family’s other businesses. They would never come out and say it, but he always suspected they resented the assumption he would take over the farm, the family’s lifeblood, when he was the one who left. Chad and Daniel remained loyal to the family in ways he simply hadn’t, and they likely wondered why their father wanted Adam to come home so badly.

“Chad is busy with the restaurant, and Daniel has his hands full with the resort. They both say they’re willing to help with the farm, but honestly I don’t think either one of them has the time for it. They’d let the whole thing run into the ground before they’d admit they’re not up for the job.”

He laughed. His father was right; they would drop from exhaustion before they would ask him for help. “That’s true, but what makes you think it’ll do any good for me to be there?”

“Maybe you can talk some sense into them and help them realize they need to leave it to someone else, or maybe you’ll come up with some way they can juggle everything. We might end up hiring someone to oversee operations, someone who doesn’t have other businesses to worry about. That can only happen after we let the boys decide they can’t do it, though. They’ll never accept someone else if they don’t get their fair shake first. Who knows? You might finally decide to join the family business.”

His father rarely brought up the possibility of hiring an outsider to take over, and Adam took notice. If they were addressing the matter directly, Dad might finally be ready to retire for real—and had given up on Adam taking his place. He was surprised to feel the first twinges of disappointment and quickly dismissed them. He didn’t want the farm. He had spent his entire childhood dreaming of leaving town and never picking tea again. He should welcome his father finally moving on, so why did it feel like something was being taken from him?

“I haven’t worked in the fields in years, Dad. I don’t know how much good I could do,” Adam stalled.

“You know how little actual farming I do nowadays, right?” He could hear the smile in his father’s voice. “I’m not exactly out picking tea.”

“Yeah, I guess I can’t remember the last time you really got your hands dirty.” He sat back in his chair and stretched. “All right, Dad. I haven’t taken vacation time in a while, and I suppose I can always work online if anything urgent comes up. I’ll be there. I can probably swing five or six days.” He clicked his mouse and scanned the calendar on his computer to be sure nothing pressing would keep him from visiting Emerald Springs.

“Thank you. This means a lot to me.” Relief colored his father’s tone.

“It’s no big deal. Just give me a couple of days to get ready, and I’ll be there. I’ll let you know when I have a flight to Washington.”

They ended the call, and he tapped his pen on his desk blotter, mentally calculating how much time he’d need before he could leave town with a relatively clear work schedule. The sooner he went to Emerald Springs and got everything squared away, the better. The nagging thought that his life wasn’t tied up as neatly as he thought ate away at his confidence.

Over the past fifteen years, he’d held out hope his brothers would manage to work together to keep the farm in the family, but the other Whitman enterprises must be commanding too much of their attention. Daniel had always preferred the family resort, a perfect match for his attention to detail and appreciation for luxury, although Chad’s work at the family restaurant was surprising, given that he excelled at the art of dodging responsibility. Adam had known tea farming since he could walk, and now he was in the position to take the company to another level. The farm had always been all-organic, but Richard couldn’t fracture his focus enough to commit fully to both optimal farming and green operations. Adam could come in with fifteen years of education and experience and a fresh perspective, ready to revolutionize things.

He didn’t actually want to leave his life and job in L.A., but now that he had time to dissect their conversation, Adam wondered why his father hadn’t tried again to convince him to come aboard? It was probably best this way, best that his family held no unrealistic hopes or expectations of him. This way he could go home for a brief stay, do his part then get back to his life. So why did it feel like he was trying to convince himself? Could it be a small part of him longed for the life he always felt destined to live? No, surely not. He had worked tirelessly to create his new life; there was no way he longed for a return to the farm.

A senior partner stepped in from the hallway and rapped his knuckles on the doorjamb, interrupting his thoughts.

“Hey, Adam, you got a minute?” he asked.

He shut the browser window on his computer and stood, straightening his tie. “Sure, Mr. Campbell. Come on in. Can I get you a coffee or water?”

“Call me Mark, and no thank you, I’m fine. Please, sit.” The partner came in and took a seat opposite him.

Adam sat but didn’t relax as he waited for Mark to speak. He tried for an expression that said he was loose but confident. “I wanted to talk with you about your future at Eco Initiatives today. We’ve been watching you for a while, and you have an excellent record here. You’re innovative, personable, and efficient. We appreciate your commitment to the environment and to the clients, and we feel that nobody else would be better suited for the position of accounts management for all of California.”

He leaned back, ran his fingers through his hair, and blew out a long breath. “Wow. This is quite a surprise.”

Mark laughed. “It shouldn’t be. You’ve worked hard, and we think you’re ready for the next level. Of course it comes with a lot more responsibility, but the compensation package will reflect that.”

“I am flattered, really. This is an amazing opportunity. Would you give me a little while to think it over?” With this promotion, his dream job really, so close within his grasp, Emerald Springs seemed miles away. Strange how things could change so drastically. Just moments ago, he had almost allowed himself to consider taking over the farm.

Mark put his foot back on the floor and looked Adam in the eye. “Sure, of course. Take your time. I’ll send over the details so you can see what you’d be getting yourself into, and you let me know what you think.”

Adam stood as Mark did, and they shook hands. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your faith in me.”

“You earned it.” Mark left, and Adam paced the length of his office, jingling change in his pocket, shocked by the news.


Chapter Two

Adam rented a car once he landed at Sea-Tac—it was better to maintain a bit of freedom during his visit than be at the mercy of his family to drive him around. The more he depended on them during his stay, the harder it would be to disentangle himself from Emerald Tea Farm. His life was in L.A., not here. The fact he continually reminded himself of this didn’t escape his notice, but he would tuck that away for later. He would drive in, help his father figure out the best way to handle his retirement, and drive out. He could catch up with the family and enjoy the visit, but he wouldn’t get caught up in their lives, and he wouldn’t stay any longer than he had to. He’d spent his high school years wishing he could be his own person, not just another Whitman boy. Getting snared by the town and family name again would mean that his years away hadn’t done any good.

• • •

Springtime in the Pacific Northwest was absolutely breathtaking in its beauty, something Adam tended to forget after spending so many years in the city. As he drove into Emerald Springs, the air became sweeter, lighter, and everything was cleaner. It was refreshing to drive through areas with more land than people, to get away from L.A.’s hectic congestion. He flew past fields of green stretching out across the landscape, lush flower gardens, and farms both large and small. For someone so committed to good environmental stewardship, he certainly didn’t spend much time in nature. All the green initiatives he designed for companies were launched from within the confines of conference rooms and the occasional employee retreat. Between hunching over plans and being stuck in meetings, he was lucky if he could even take his lunch break outside.

Emerald Springs had changed since he’d left for college, but so much of it was the same. Homes and businesses had sprung up like mushrooms after a rainfall, yet many of the neighboring farms and familiar establishments from his youth were still standing right where he left them. He turned down the road to his family’s farm and rolled down the windows, letting the fresh air and his last moments of peace wash over him. He loved his father and brothers fiercely but had come to prefer the solitary order of his life in L.A. There, he was a competent businessman, someone who solved problems and made the world a better place. There, he wasn’t the oldest Whitman kid, the one who’d wrecked his dad’s tractor when he was ten years old, or the one who got so muddy during a fight with his brothers that his mother wouldn’t let him in the house before she sprayed him down with the water hose. He wasn’t the one who broke the heart of the only girl he’d ever loved.

The more distance between him and the farm, the better. That way, it was easier to forget the pain he’d caused.

He passed the farm where his childhood home sat at the front of acres upon acres of green fields of tea. No one had lived in that house for several years. Now, his father lived in town and had converted much of the home to usable office space. The master bedroom remained ready for use on those nights when Richard stayed at the farm late or when out-of-town visitors needed somewhere to sleep. The big difference, the one nobody mentioned, was that the bed in that space was new. Adam’s mother had spent long hours in their old bed, wanting to be close to Richard when he worked but unable to sit up for long periods of time toward the end of her life. When she passed away, Richard erased all traces of her illness from the house, preferring instead to remember her as the beautiful, vibrant woman he married.

The farm had grown so much, it scarcely resembled the place Adam remembered; in his youth, his father and the three boys tended the fields, developing their love of nature and forging bonds of brotherhood that years and miles couldn’t break. Now, the business required a fleet of workers to keep everything running smoothly. Acres flew by as he drove on, until Split Acres Farm came into view. His father’s former partner, Joe Sanders, started it as his own place when they dissolved their relationship twenty years ago, and Joe had struggled ever since. Even in L.A., Adam heard of the troubles facing the Sanders place.

As he navigated through town, Adam felt the stirrings of nostalgia. Everything in L.A. was so sophisticated and jaded compared to life in his hometown. Coming home was hard on his conscience, but it soothed him in a way nothing else could. He turned down his radio and rolled up the windows as he pulled into his father’s neighborhood, surprised to find his heart pounding in anticipation of reuniting with the family.

He parked in the driveway and pulled his bags from the trunk. Lugging the heavy load, he made his way over the cobblestone path his father had poured because his mother had always loved them, past the riot of red and yellow tulips blooming in the flower beds, and up to the front door of the house. He knocked, not sure if he should wait or just walk in.

“Just a minute!” a feminine voice called from within. Adam heard bustling behind the door, and Patty, the family’s long-time housekeeper, greeted him. Her eyes lit up with delight as she swung the door wide open and pulled him inside. “Adam! I thought it was the postman. Why are you knocking? Get in here.” Patty embraced him, and he was engulfed in the scent of chocolate and sugar, overwhelmed by her affection. She pulled back to hold him at arms’ length and looked him up and down. She let out a low whistle and said, “You get more handsome every time I see you.”

“And you haven’t aged a day, Patty. It’s so great to see you again.” He let her close the door behind him but kept his bags in his hands. “Which room can I take this time?”

“I put fresh sheets and towels in the guest bedroom. You should have everything you need, but let me know if I can pick anything up for you.” She followed him across the craftsman style home’s living room to the hallway. “Can I get you something from the kitchen?”

“I’m fine for now. I’ll take care of myself while I’m here, so don’t feel like you need to worry about me.” Patty worked for his father, and he wasn’t about to take advantage of the sweet woman during his visit, though he knew she would likely dote on him and try to coddle him at every opportunity. After living alone for so long, the relentless attention could be jarring when he first arrived, but he found himself enjoying it once he settled in.

He dropped his bags on the king-size bed that dominated the guest room. Not much had changed since his last visit. The Whitmans were a decidedly masculine group, farmers who worked with their hands. But even without the benefit of his mother’s feminine influence, Richard Whitman enjoyed creature comforts. Patty was a tireless worker, even though she was close to retirement age, so the house was always spotless. She’d been with the family as long as Adam could remember, though when he was a kid, the Whitmans were only one of many families she cleaned for. When his mother became ill, she’d moved in and increased her hours, dropping all her other clients. After his wife’s death, Adam’s father found that he needed Patty more than he thought, and had asked her to stay on until he got back on his feet. Their temporary arrangement had stretched out over five years, and they showed no signs of changing anything. She wasn’t much younger than his dad, and it had to be getting close to time for her to retire as well. How would he manage without her?

“I’m making tea, dear, would you like some?” Patty appeared in the doorway and interrupted his thoughts.

He turned to her and nodded. “Sure, that sounds great. I’ll join you in a minute.” Satisfied, she turned and left him alone again. Patty was never happier than when she was busy caring for others.

He made his way into the kitchen where she’d set out cups for each of them and a plate of cookies, undoubtedly freshly baked. He pulled out a chair and sat beside her. Patty poured him a cup of tea and passed it to him. He murmured his thanks as he blew over the top and inhaled the familiar aroma. If his childhood had a fragrance, it would be of tea. He could close his eyes and recall the aroma of fresh leaves, those drying on the massive trays in the warm, peaceful drying rooms, and the freshly brewed pots of it his family always had at the ready.

“It’s great to see you again, sweetheart. We really miss you around here.” Patty sipped her own tea and pushed the plate of oversize oatmeal raisin cookies closer to him. Her long, brown hair was pulled back into a low bun, giving her a serious look, but her sweet and generous personality always shined through. No lines marked her face; her skin was as smooth as that of a much younger woman.

He picked a cookie off the plate and took a small bite, enjoying the familiar warm cinnamon flavor. “It’s good to be here. I’m definitely due for a break, though if I remember correctly, life on a farm is anything but a vacation.” He laughed and sat back in his chair. “Chad and Daniel will never let me get away with resting while I’m here.” He could just see them coming by and demanding that he get off his lazy butt and get to work over at the family’s resort or restaurant. Operations at the farm were covered, but Adam wouldn’t be surprised if he were called upon to get his hands dirty outside, either.

“They’ll certainly be happy to see you, but I’m pretty sure Chad and Daniel have everything under control,” said Patty gently.

“I’m sure you’re right.” He drained his cup. “So, do you know where Dad is? Is he planning to come home or should I head over to his office?”

“Richard will be home in a bit; he was planning to be here before you arrived, so he’s probably just running a little behind. I think he wants to take you to the office to show you around and get your opinion on some things.” Patty rose from her chair and busied herself with clearing the table. He took his cup to the sink and rinsed it out while she filled a rough-hewn hickory bowl with fruits likely pulled straight from the family’s gardens.

“Thank you for the tea and cookies. I’m going out for some fresh air.” She nodded, humming to herself as she cleaned, and he left through the front door.

He stepped out onto the wraparound porch and was struck by the quiet of his father’s suburban neighborhood. Back at home, his life was filled with noise. Chatter, movement, and crowds. At work, everyone bustled around between meetings, running from office to conference room, calling, emailing, and chatting, always chatting. Even at home, people were always coming and going. The silence on his dad’s street was deafening, and Adam’s hand twitched before automatically reaching for his phone to check email. The sound of a car engine grew louder as it approached, cutting through the quiet. Adam watched the driveway. His father pulled up in a small, black pickup truck, the windows rolled down, his elbow hanging over the driver’s side door, and classic country music rolling out of the cab.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. I thought I would beat you home,” he called out in greeting. His smile was wide, his excitement at seeing Adam evident. He parked and slid out of the truck, hurrying to meet his son.

The older man, the spitting image of Adam’s late grandfather, pulled him into a hug, slapping him on the back a couple of times. “Hi, Dad.”

“How was your flight? How have you been?”

“Great. Things are good, really busy, but good. It’s nice to get away, though. I didn’t realize I needed a break until I got out of the city. Patty’s already trying to take care of me, and her cookies are good enough that I might let her. I’m not sure six days here will be enough.” He had missed his father more than he realized; it was so good to stand beside him, to see him.

“Things are pretty much the same since last time you were out here, but I wanted to take you out to the farm because I don’t know how much you’ve seen since we expanded. Let me just head in and let Patty know.” He squeezed Adam’s arm and bounded up to the front door, his speed and enthusiasm that of a younger man.

He came back out with a cookie in hand and a grin on his face.

• • •

Rows of tea plants spread out as far as they could see as they drove past the fields and toward the offices. Beyond the tea, there was a small pear orchard, and to his left were buildings that held processing equipment. Just past the buildings beyond his vision were even more gardens where the family grew produce for their own use and to supply their restaurant and resort. The two pulled into the driveway and hopped out of the truck. Adam was immediately struck by how quiet it was, even though the farm was operating at full speed. It was amazing how a hundred workers could be outside attending to the very busy work of farming without making more noise than a buzz of conversation and the slightest rustling on the breeze as they moved around. Tea leaves were too delicate to be harvested by machine, so everything was done by hand on the farm.

His dad led him away from the small parking lot, his stride brisk. Running such a huge enterprise was an exhausting job; it was no wonder he was ready to hang up his hat. Farming was hard, back-breaking work, a young man’s game. Richard Whitman had earned his rest.

They walked down the path to the first building that housed the marketing department office space and storage area. His father opened the door, and a light whoosh of sweet air greeted them. “We’ve got some new blends, new packaging, things like that. Come on in.” He entered a surprisingly modern space, and his shock at the changes must have registered on his face. “Ashley has been hard at work over here. She has a lot of ideas about the brand and thinks that since this place is where most of our local buyers come, it should reflect Emerald Tea Farm in a more sophisticated way. If it were left to me, we’d still have the same old wire shelves and plain paper bags.” Dad trailed off as he looked around the space.

Adam took in the gleaming, spotless hardwood floors, the inviting shelves full of neatly organized, beautifully packaged tea products, local artists’ work hanging on the walls. His first cousin was right. The old supply building had been barebones and purely utilitarian. The new space was a brilliant showcase for the family products, one that encouraged a leisurely visit. Everything from the soft music playing to the subtle but tempting aroma of the teas begged people to come in. Ashley had even taken the new design a step further, adding a sample bar. He could picture buyers coming in to stock their shops and lingering as they browsed, probably picking up more than they came for. Hell, he knew everything about the tea his family produced but still found himself interested in trying the new blends when they were presented in such a pleasing way. Ashley was a goofy kid growing up, but she had obviously grown into a capable woman. Once again, Richard Whitman demonstrated that he knew how to nurture individual talent by finding the best place for her to shine in the family business.

“The place looks great. Have you seen an increase in sales?” Adam asked.

“We have. Giving Ashley free rein over this place was one of the best decisions I’ve made lately.” He put his hands in his pockets and wandered around, looking at the tea sitting on shelves as Adam admired the changes. A staff member walked in from the storage room in back, balancing boxes in front of her. She greeted the two of them, then set to work restocking shelves and checking inventory.

A soft chime sounded, and they turned to the front door. Adam’s heart leapt to his throat when he recognized the woman walking in. “Zoe Miller,” he murmured.

Zoe gave his dad a bright smile as she breezed in, bringing sunshine and sweetness with her. That smile fell immediately when her gaze moved to Adam. She quickly recovered and offered him a friendly smile as she approached the pair. Dad enveloped her in a full hug, squeezing a little for extra measure before releasing her. Then Zoe turned to Adam, her clear blue eyes captivating him even as she projected a studied nonchalance.

“Adam, hi,” she said as she offered her hand to shake. He took it, struck immediately by how soft and cool her skin was against his. “How have you been?” she asked, sounding polite, as though seeing him was nothing more than a pleasant surprise.

He swallowed, disturbed by how her casual touch could unnerve him, and answered. “I’m great. What are you doing here?” His surprise at seeing her walk through the door and back into his life after avoiding her for the past five years superseded his ability to behave politely.

She laughed, short and without amusement. “I’m just picking up some extra inventory, like I do all the time. What are you doing here?” she challenged him, her rosebud lips set in a firm line as she looked up at him. Adam had always towered over her, but she somehow managed to make him feel like he was three feet tall.

“I’m just visiting.” His heart was racing in his chest; how could she possibly still have this effect on him after all these years? “Extra inventory for what?”

Zoe gave him a satisfied smile. “I sell and serve your family’s tea in my bakery. Business has been good lately.” She wandered over to the shelves and surveyed the variety before turning to his dad and asking, “Is there anything new you’d like me to feature?” She ran her fingertips lightly over the bags lined on the shelf.

“We’ll probably get something within the next couple of weeks, but there’s nothing new since last time you ordered,” his dad replied. “The Imperial Jade Chai doesn’t sell as well this time of year, so maybe you could push that a bit. I’d hate to end up with a lot of excess inventory.”

“You could always send the older teas that don’t sell before their expiration date over to the resort. I don’t know if Daniel has them on the service menu, but green tea baths and treatments are really popular at spas.” She seemed to have forgotten about Adam. She was animated as she considered the possibilities with Dad, beautiful in her enthusiasm. “I’ll pair it with some cakes at the shop though. That should help sell it before everybody starts wanting the spring blends.”

He watched as she took a few bags of the tea and signed for the order that the employee brought from the back. Funny how he had always successfully avoided running into Zoe when he visited Emerald Springs, until now. Whether he wanted to avoid confrontation or seeing how his desertion had affected her, he wasn’t sure. He left for UCLA fifteen years ago after high school graduation, promising they would stay together while he finished his degree. At the time, he meant every word he said, had fully intended to get a degree and go back home to start a life with her. They stayed together long distance for years before he let himself get caught up in southern California’s opportunities. He’d landed his dream job and simply couldn’t leave it behind, especially since Zoe’s culinary training would have allowed her to work anywhere. She’d planned to join him in California, but their plans fell apart along with her parents’ marriage. As far as Adam was concerned, her father’s drinking had not only caused the divorce but also his severe depression, which in turn, had Zoe so worried about him that she couldn’t leave Emerald Springs. She said she would never forgive herself if something happened to her dad while she was away; even then Zoe was more selfless and mature than Adam, though he didn’t see it that way at the time. So he let his new life captivate him and convinced himself he was fine without her. What was he thinking?

As an adult, Zoe had clearly risen above her circumstances and made something of herself. She was positively radiant, and his regret over not trying to keep things together when they briefly reunited after his mother’s death now twisted his gut. He’d often thought that ending things the second time was somehow worse than the first, that she knew she’d be foolish to give him a second chance and he’d proved her right. Her face was animated as she chatted about tea and bakeries, her blue eyes flashing with amusement at his father’s jokes. He knew he was staring, but he couldn’t help it. She was perfect, from her smooth, shapely legs showcased under the red, flared, short skirt of her dress to the cascade of shiny, dark chocolate brown hair falling in waves around her slim shoulders. Everything in between was breathtaking. He thrust his hands in his pockets, feeling awkward and not completely confident he could avoid reaching out to touch her if she got close to him again. Being so close made his fingertips tingle with anticipation. This was ridiculous; he was an adult and they hadn’t been together in a long time. He should be able to stand next to her without having a physical reaction.

“Adam, take Zoe’s order out to her car, would you?” his dad interrupted his thoughts.

“Sure, no problem.” He snapped to attention and headed to the desk. He hoisted the boxes in his arms and followed her out, glad to have something to occupy his hands. She held the door open for him, and he was careful not to brush against her.

They stepped out into the bright sunshine, and she rushed ahead, leaving a light breeze carrying her sweet scent in her wake. Vanilla and sugar, maybe frosting? Whatever it was, she smelled good enough to eat. He followed her to her powder blue Toyota Prius and wished he knew what he should do. His heart wanted to reach out to her, to reconnect, to make amends. His brain knew he would be back in L.A. soon and he should leave her alone. It wouldn’t be fair to lead her on, to start something that would only end. Again.

She opened the trunk and he set the boxes inside. He pushed the trunk closed and turned to her, not sure what to say, but sure he didn’t want to let her leave. What he wanted to do was pull her close and see if they still fit together, if there was still magic between them. The memory of how soft her hair felt in his hands hadn’t faded with the years and miles between them, and he longed to reach out and touch her. Instead, he kept his head down, watching his feet and avoiding eye contact.

“So, thanks for carrying my order out for me. It was nice to see you again.” She had her hand on the door handle, and he knew that he likely wouldn’t see her again if he didn’t say something.

“It was nice to see you, too. Kind of weird, right?” He didn’t know what was wrong with him, but his brain appeared to have lost its ability to form intelligent thoughts. The smooth, sophisticated charmer must have fled when faced with the beauty of his first love.

She looked up at him, squinting into the sun, and paused for a beat, as though considering what to say next. “Sure, I guess it is weird seeing you after all this time. I was going to say I’m surprised it hasn’t happened before, but I guess I’m not. Not really. It’s not really surprising that the same guy who didn’t even bother to break up with me properly would avoid me during his visits home. The only real surprise is that it happened at all.” She pulled her car door open. He hated being reminded that he had ended their relationship after foolishly rekindling things after his mother’s death. Zoe had trusted him not to hurt her, and he had been too afraid to end it like a man, choosing instead to slink back to L.A., leaving behind both Zoe and any chance he had at a real relationship. Perhaps he knew even then that he would stay in Emerald Springs if he allowed himself to return to see her. Back then, nothing had seemed worse than getting stuck in this town.

“Hey, wait. You’re right, absolutely right, about everything. I don’t know what I was thinking. I know I hurt you, and I shouldn’t act like nothing happened. You have every reason to be angry.” He tried his most charming smile on her. Surely she felt some of the old spark between them, too. His heart sank when she didn’t return the smile, didn’t seem affected in the least by him.

“I’m not angry, Adam. I don’t stay awake at night wondering why you stopped loving me, or thinking about how much you hurt me when you walked away again. I don’t think about you at all.” Her voice dropped off at the last word, chilling him.

He cringed and moved back a bit, surprised by her cool dismissal. He put his hands up in front of him, surrendering. “Ouch. I guess I deserved that, but still, ouch.”

“I don’t mean to hurt you, and I apologize if that sounded harsh. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to the bakery before my assistant burns the place down. It was nice to see you; I’m sure your dad is glad to have you back home.” She smoothed the front of her skirt and straightened her back. He could practically see the wall she erected between them.

“Maybe we can get together before I go back to L.A. I’d like to take you out to dinner or something.” He was grasping at straws, but she was about to drive right back out of his life.

“Maybe,” she said. “Don’t hold your breath, though. I learned my lesson after the last time.” She slid into her car and closed the door behind her. He stepped back, not entirely sure she wouldn’t run over his foot in her rush to get away from him. He watched her navigate out of the drive and felt his heart drop as she drove out of sight.


Chapter Three

Zoe pulled up in front of Everything Nice and parked, sure she wouldn’t be able to propel herself out of the car and into her bakery. With any luck, Adam had believed her when she said she never thought of him. Maybe he’d keep his distance, and she could get on with the business of forgetting him again. Why had he shown up today? Why hadn’t Richard warned her he was in town? It had taken months before she could spend time with the Whitmans without thinking of Adam and all that she had lost. In the early days after he broke up with her, while it was still sinking in that he really wasn’t coming back home, she retreated into herself. They invited her for dinner every week, like everything was normal, and she declined, sure that they’d lose interest in her just like Adam had. The Whitmans hadn’t, though. They’d continued to call and visit until she let them take her into the fold.

Determined not to undo the years of work she had put in to getting over Adam, Zoe pulled herself together and got out of her car. The aroma of fresh cakes and pastries baking wafted through the air, and she was instantly relaxed. No matter what happened in her life, she knew she could find comfort in the kitchen. There, she was in control.

She loaded up her arms with the boxes from Emerald Tea Farm and walked to the door, her head held high. Adam Whitman wouldn’t shake her, nor would he so much as distract her today. Her assistant, Courtney, scurried around the counter and made it to the door just in time to hold it open for her. She walked in and let the bakery’s familiar warmth envelope her.

“Courtney, could you take these to the back?” She handed the boxes over and shrugged the tote bag holding the tea off her shoulder. After stocking her feature shelf with the boxes, she grabbed a piece of hot pink chalk and scribbled Today’s Special: Imperial Jade Chai on her blackboard. They would brew that tea for customers who stayed in the shop and sell the rest for people to take home.

With her task completed, she made her way behind the counter to check on the items in the display case. She straightened the cookies and bars, telling herself she’d forget about Adam before he even left town again, that seeing him hadn’t brought everything rushing back. Sure, she had moved on; did she have a choice? Five years was too long to mope around with a broken heart. She’d even let herself fall for another guy, though that had ended even worse than her relationship with Adam. Moving on didn’t mean her heart didn’t sing at the sight of him; it didn’t mean that her fingers didn’t itch to reach out and stroke his hair. It only meant she was finally able to make it through her day without yearning for him, without dreaming of him. It meant she could operate her business, maintain her friendships, and hold her head high. It meant she could hear their song without bursting into tears; she could live in Emerald Springs without seeing him everywhere she looked.

She was living her dream, operating a business she built from the ground up, doing what she loved, and doing it well. She was well known and well respected in town, and she had built her reputation on her own, with no help from anyone else. The bell hanging from the door tinkled, and Zoe looked up from the row of orange cranberry oatmeal cookies she was arranging in the case. She straightened, blew her bangs off her forehead, and froze in place when she saw him. Ice water flowed through her veins as her stomach turned over and her throat closed.

Attempting a casual attitude, she forced out, “Hi, Adam.”

He walked in, six feet and two inches of heartbreakingly beautiful man, and looked around, taking in the space. Since they parted at the farm, he had obviously regained his composure; too bad she couldn’t say the same for herself. He looked relaxed, more like the Whitman that he was, like a guy who could buy half the town if he wanted. The guy who could crook his finger and have any girl come running. He was gorgeous, reminding her so much of the boy she had fallen in love with as a teenager that suddenly she was sixteen and tongue-tied again.

“So, this is your place? It’s great.” He gave her his signature smile, disarming and sweet.

“Thanks. I’m pretty proud of it.” What he was doing, coming to her? She’d been pretty clear she wasn’t interested in revisiting their past. Why couldn’t he stay away from her so she could start forgetting him again? “What are you doing here?” No need to dance around it; surely they were past playing games.

If he was surprised by her abrupt question, it didn’t show. He approached the counter, close enough for her to lean over and touch him. “I came to see you.” His deep voice was ripe with possibilities, and she swallowed against the lump forming in her throat. Damn, he was smooth. She saw Courtney grin, clearly eavesdropping, and then quickly pretend to busy herself with cleaning tables. “You left in such a hurry earlier; I didn’t get a chance to ask you out. I thought we could grab drinks or something after you close tonight.”

She was speechless for a moment. Fifteen years ago, he slid a promise ring on her finger, vowing to replace it with an engagement ring after he graduated from UCLA. But years of long-distance dating, endless phone calls and constant emails, and visits back and forth hadn’t been enough to keep them together. Seven years ago, he decided their relationship was over if she wasn’t willing to move to Los Angeles. It tore her apart to let him go, but she needed more time at home to make sure her dad would be okay after the divorce. Adam didn’t want to hear it; he was so cold, he forced her to choose. In that moment, Adam Whitman threw away everything they meant to each other.

Now he thought drinks were appropriate?

“Why?” she asked, knowing it sounded blunt and probably rude, but she didn’t care.

She wasn’t ready to move backward, and by the looks of him, it wouldn’t take much to send her on that path. Been there, done that. Then five years ago, she’d let herself believe they had a chance, only to watch him walk away from her—from them—again.

He put his hands up and dipped his head, looking irresistible. It was maddening, really. “I guess I deserve that. Tomorrow is family dinner night, and I know you usually go. When I’m not in town, at least. If you don’t want to skip it this week, I thought it would be a little less awkward if we caught up together beforehand. I could swing by after you close tonight, and we could walk over to Coffee Queen for a little dinner or just go for drinks at The Rusty Tap if you want. What do you think? You wouldn’t be trapped in a car with me or anything.” He looked both hopeful and confident.

She did eat dinner with the Whitmans every week, without fail, and she didn’t want to skip it just because Adam finally blew into town. They were the closest thing she had to a family since her parents divorced. Her mom split town and her father finally gave up trying to stay sober, leaving her rudderless without their drama consuming her life. The Whitmans’ dinner was something she looked forward to, and she’d earned her spot at the table.

Adam did have a point; things would be a lot more comfortable if they had already put aside any awkwardness between them. Besides, what could a quick meal or a few beers together hurt? She should be able to handle a conversation with the man. She was a successful, confident woman who didn’t live in the past, right? Perhaps if she repeated it often enough, it could become true. “All right, I’ll have drinks with you. I can leave here at five.”

His face lit up, giving her heart a little hitch. “Great, see you at five.” He tapped out a little rhythm on the display case before turning and leaving the bakery. She couldn’t help but watch as he left. The view was just as nice coming as going.

Hey, they weren’t getting back together, so what was the harm in looking?

Courtney left the towel on the table she had polished until the finish practically wore off and hurried over to Zoe, a mischievous grin on her face. “Oh my gosh, who was that tall piece of man candy?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Man candy? That was Adam Whitman.”

“Like the tea farm, restaurant, and resort Whitmans?” Courtney’s eyes were wide. Zoe sometimes forgot the Whitmans were a big deal in Emerald Springs. They were as much a part of her as anyone could be; it was easy to lose sight of how the rest of the town saw them.

“The very same.”

“And he had to practically beg you just to have drinks with him? He’d have to beg me to stay away from him. What is wrong with you, woman?” Courtney didn’t try to hide her amazement.

“Adam and I used to go out. We’ve been broken up for a long time, and I don’t see much point in spending time together when he’s going back home soon. He lives in Los Angeles, so there’s really no reason for us to get cozy again just because he’s here for a visit.” It had to be a good sign that she was so mentally healthy, she could talk about the man who broke her heart without her voice so much as wavering. Although, saying they used to go out was the understatement of the year.

Courtney raised one eyebrow, skeptical. “Well, if you say so. I’m pretty sure most girls would be glad to have any excuse to cozy up with him. You must have some kind of iron willpower.”

“Something like that,” she said. More like a strong sense of self-preservation. She glanced up at the clock. “Can you hold down the fort up here? I’ve got some paperwork to do.”

Courtney agreed and busied herself with straightening up the counter. Paperwork and bookkeeping were always piling up on her desk. Crunching some numbers would get her mind off Adam. Maybe. It was worth a try.

• • •

Adam walked down Spruce Street, past Bev’s Used Books and Valley Pharmacy, but his mind was on Zoe rather than familiar sights. Seeing her again after so much time had hit him harder than he would have imagined. Family dinner would be awkward if she decided to fling more verbal barbs his way, but it was the price of doing business. He knew he had hurt her, unforgivably, and he deserved her wrath. He’d pushed the guilt aside for so many years, it was even more painful when it came rushing back. And it wouldn’t stay away now that he’d seen her, seen all that he’d given up for the second time five years ago. That was one of the big regrets of his life. They could move on from the relationship, but he would always regret ending things so abruptly. He’d taken the coward’s way out, offering nothing more than a phone call as he went back to L.A. The fact that she was willing to meet with him meant either she really did care nothing for him, or perhaps she felt the same spark he did. His policy of never staying in Emerald Springs for more than a few days was a sensible one; when he was in and out of town in the space of a weekend, he could leave it behind. He was getting in too deep already. Between reconnecting with Zoe and the beauty of Emerald Springs, L.A. was starting to look dull and lifeless in comparison.

He checked his watch and looked around the shops crowding the town’s charming downtown area for somewhere to kill time until Zoe closed her bakery. A man with a scruffy beard, unkempt hair, and loose, wrinkled clothes caught Adam’s attention; everyone else out on the street blended into the picture-perfect small town scene. Even more unusual, the man looked oddly familiar. As he approached, Adam wracked his brain trying to place him.

“Hey, Adam! Long time no see, huh?” The hearty greeting stirred something, something like disgust. He knew this man from the past, but his identity was eluding him.

“Hey,” he said. At work, he encountered situations like this all the time and it was rare that he had such a visceral reaction when trying to figure out how he knew someone.

The man laughed, hoarse and scratchy. “It’s me, Marlon. Marlon Miller? It’s been a while.”

“Of course, hey Marlon. How are you? It has been a while.” Adam recovered from his surprise at meeting Zoe’s father on the street and attempted to make normal conversation.

Marlon clapped him on the shoulder. “I can’t complain, man. It’s all good.” He could smell alcohol on the guy’s breath and carefully kept his expression neutral.

“So, you still live in town?” It was the first question he could come up with.

“Nah, man, my old lady split, and I lost the house. I live out in Meyerville, got a little place. I’m working as a handyman at Split Acres now. It’s only part-time, but I need the money.” Marlon looked like he might have indulged in more than just alcohol, and it was only four-thirty in the afternoon.

“Split Acres, huh? How do you like it over there?” From what he had heard, Joe Sanders was in a bit of financial trouble, and the Whitmans were hoping to buy some of his land. Joe was still bitter over the split and apparently would rather run the farm into the ground than sell to Richard Whitman, so the proposal might be a tough sell.

“I can’t complain. Like I said, I need the money. It was a pretty sweet gig for a while, but Colleen started butting into her dad’s business and had me bumped down to part-time,” Marlon grumbled and pushed his hands in his pockets. Adam had grown up with Colleen Sanders, had in fact spent as much time with her as with his own brothers when their fathers were partners. From what he heard from his family, she had grown up to be a competent businesswoman who handled the challenges her father apparently couldn’t. Obviously, she was a sore spot with Marlon, though as far as Adam could tell, Colleen was the only reason Split Acres didn’t belong to the bank. She spent the time she could be using to expand the farm’s operations putting out fires and keeping the whole thing afloat.

“Well, Marlon, it was nice to see you. Maybe we’ll run into each other again before I go home.” He held out his hand, and the man shook it.

“All right, buddy. See you around.” Marlon hesitated instead of walking away, his expression blank.

“All right then,” said Adam.

He ducked into Emerald Springs Florist, grateful to get away and end that strange encounter. Marlon Miller had never been father of the year material, spending Zoe’s childhood and teen years falling deeper into drinking and depression, and moving farther away from the things productive citizens did. Like remaining sober during working hours or being able to stop drinking when it was tearing his marriage apart. He never would’ve guessed he’d fallen so far though, and finally saw why Zoe was so concerned that she couldn’t leave Emerald Springs once her mother left town and Marlon was on his own. At the time, he’d thought Marlon was a worthless drunk whose drinking had caused both his divorce and the severe depression that had Zoe so worried. Whether that was true or not, Zoe was probably smart to realize that her father needed her.

“Is that Adam Whitman I see in my shop?” A slim brunette in her early fifties emerged from the back, wiping her hands on a pink apron and smiling widely.

“Hi, Mrs. Moore.” He met her halfway across the shop by a cooler containing buckets of roses and accepted her hug.

“It’s Kathleen. Mrs. Moore sounds like an old lady. What are you doing in town?” She clicked her tongue as she reluctantly released her hold on him, clearly pleased to see him.

“I’m visiting the farm to help my dad out. I’ll just be here about a week before I have to get back to L.A.”

“Well, goodness, it sure is nice to see you. Have you seen Zoe Miller? She has her own bakery right down the street.” He figured nobody in this town would ever think of either of them without the other. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I’m going to take her out for drinks tonight so we can catch up.”

Kathleen’s eyes gleamed mischievously. “Just drinks, huh?” She nudged him and winked.

He laughed. “Yes, just drinks.” It wouldn’t be enough for him, but he knew better than to push his luck. Zoe could reconstruct the wall between them at the slightest provocation.

“Well, of course you’ll want to take her some flowers. Let’s see what we’ve got.” Kathleen’s tone told him that saying no wasn’t an option.

She flitted over to the refrigerated case, opened the door, and waited for him to join her. “The tulips are really nice this time of year. We could put together a beautiful arrangement; what do you think?”

Without waiting for an answer, Kathleen began plucking tulips from their containers. He hadn’t planned on buying flowers for Zoe, but since he was here, he had to admit it was a great idea. It was a perfect offering for someone trying to assuage his own guilt; he just hoped Zoe wouldn’t see it that way. Kathleen gathered tulips in pink, red, and white as she hummed to herself. She undoubtedly thought she was taking part in his romantic plans and had dreams of providing their wedding flowers dancing around in her head. Zoe clearly had no interest in romance with him, but surely she would appreciate a beautiful arrangement of flowers. Kathleen left to arrange the tulips and he wandered around the store, his hands in his pockets. Much of his life had been accented by flowers from this shop. He bought Zoe’s homecoming and prom corsages here, not to mention several orders he’d called in to have delivered to her during their long-distance relationship. His mother’s funeral flowers came almost exclusively from the shop; Kathleen was the only florist in town, and everybody sent arrangements to pay their respects.

Kathleen returned carrying a pink-tinted glass vase bursting with the tulips. They were certainly romantic, but Zoe’s chilly reception told him it would take more than flowers from the local florist for her to warm up to him. It was a start, though, and he could use all the help he could get. He approached the counter and pulled his wallet from his pocket.

“Don’t worry about it, hon. Just call me cupid.” Kathleen waved away his credit card.

“Nonsense, Kathleen. This is at least a fifty dollar arrangement; I insist on paying.” He handed her his card.

“Fifty dollars? You’ve been in the big city too long. It’s thirty dollars, young man.” She accepted his card and slid it through her card reader. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you, ma’am. This is beautiful and I’m sure Zoe will love it.” He took the flowers and let Kathleen get past him to walk him to the entrance. She opened the door for him, looking pleased, and he promised to stop in again soon as he stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine. He walked down to Everything Nice to pick up Zoe for their date that wasn’t really a date and was surprised to see the door propped open. He stepped in to the shop and wrinkled his nose as the acrid smell of smoke hit him. That explained it.

“Zoe?” he called out, waving his hand in front of his face and squinting his eyes against the burning smoke.

Her employee stepped around the counter to greet him. “She’s in the back; just a second.”

Zoe came through a door, her hair in a disheveled ponytail, her apron covered in flour. “Hey,” she said. She ran the back of her hand across her forehead and gave him a sheepish look. “I lost track of time and burned a loaf of bread.”

“So that explains the smell. Are you okay?” She seemed much more frazzled than he would expect. Surely this wasn’t the first time she had burned something.

“Yeah, I’m fine, just a little rattled. My dad stopped in, and I’ll just say it didn’t end well. I’ll be fine; I always am.” She was a survivor, a fighter, but she looked so fragile when she was sad. If he hadn’t been holding the vase of flowers, he’d be tempted to scoop her into his arms and hold her.

“Did something happen between you two?”

“Nothing crazy, just more of the same. He got it in his head that I have a lot of money to spare, even went so far as to make a lame ‘rolling in the dough’ joke.” She smiled sadly. “He just wants money. That’s what it always boils down to; he needs money, he thinks I have it, and he thinks I owe him.”

“I’m sure that’s hard for you, especially after all you’ve done for him. I doubt he realizes how much you’ve given up for him.” He shifted his weight, eager to lighten the mood, and handed her the tulips . “These are for you.”

“They’re gorgeous. Thank you.” He could swear tears were brimming in her eyes, and the vulnerability stirred something in him. He wanted to read more into it, to think that his return was affecting her, but she was probably just emotionally fragile from the encounter with her father. Any act of kindness could soften her right now; it had little to do with him. She turned away and set the vase on the white marble counter by the cash register. “You didn’t have to do that.”

He kept the tone light. “I stopped in Kathleen’s shop and told her we were going out for drinks, so yeah, I had to do it. I clearly had no choice.”

He looked around the bakery, impressed by her simple but sophisticated style. Zoe’s signature was on every aspect of the shop. The shabby chic white shelves were immaculate and held beautifully arranged products for sale, many of which were from Emerald Tea Farm. The bakery case was full of decadent-looking confections: cupcakes, cookies, muffins, each pastry more mouthwatering than the last.

He indicated the bakery case and changed the subject, ready for the sadness lingering in her eyes to disappear. “What do you do with all the things you don’t sell at the end of the day?”

She looked animated for the first time since he’d crossed paths with her today, and he was glad to get her mind off of her father and how closely his condition was tied into the end of their relationship. “Ashley comes by in the morning and packs everything up for the Emerald Springs Senior Day Center. They serve it for breakfast along with tea your dad sends. None of it is so old that it’s not good. It’s just not cool to sell day-old pastries when I promise everything is freshly baked.”

“I had no idea you two were working together.” He was more than a little pleased that his cousin and family business were involved with Zoe’s charitable activities, and it was good to see her find an organization where her compassion for senior citizens was appreciated. It was just further proof that Zoe was as much a Whitman as he was, probably more so.

“It’s a small thing, really. I certainly ate enough free breakfasts as a kid. The least I can do is send over a few muffins and give back a little.” He could remember her sitting in the grade school cafeteria every morning, wearing someone else’s cast off clothes, chowing down on muffins and milk. Zoe had gone from that scrawny kid to a beautiful firecracker of a teenager.

“It’s not a small thing, babe.” The endearment slipped out before he could stop himself, and she flinched almost imperceptibly. “I’m impressed, really impressed. I’m sure they’re grateful to have your help, and the seniors are getting the best breakfast in town.”

She looked pleased. “It’s nothing. I can even write it all off every year. Let’s get out of here before I get a big head.” She smiled at him, and he knew he was smiling back like an idiot, but he couldn’t help himself. The magic of her opening up to him, even a little, was encouraging.

“I’ll come down early in the morning and finish cleaning everything up.” She untied her apron and flung it carelessly on the counter.

“Come down?”

“I live in the apartment upstairs.” She gestured to the ceiling.

“That’s very convenient.”

“Oh yeah, especially considering how early I get up. Let’s roll, before I change my mind and go upstairs to crawl in bed instead.” She pulled the strap of her purse over her shoulder. “Courtney, would you mind locking up after you’re finished? I’ll handle everything we didn’t get to when I come in tomorrow morning.”

“Sure thing.” Courtney picked up her supplies and left the beverage station that she had been cleaning while she pretended not to listen to their conversation.

“Shall we, then?” He led Zoe to the door with his hand at the small of her back, loving the way they fit together in even the smallest way. It would be far wiser to keep his distance, to not lead her on, but he found it nearly impossible to stay away. She stepped out onto the sidewalk, out of his reach, and pulled the elastic out of her ponytail, shaking her hair loose and bringing the subtle scent of her shampoo into his space. He turned away as she pulled a tube of shimmery lip gloss from her handbag. His willpower was fading fast; he couldn’t watch her swipe the gloss across her lips and expect to keep his hands to himself. He let her walk a few steps in front of him as they made their way down the street to the bar, sure that he would take her hand in his if they were close enough.

• • •

They walked into The Rusty Tap side by side but not touching, and were enveloped in the bar’s low hum of conversation. Zoe let her eyes adjust and shot a quick glance toward the stools lining the bars to see if her father was among the early evening crowd. Adam looked like he might offer his arm as he led her inside, but she kept enough distance to discourage him. She hated to admit it, but if he offered, she knew she’d take it. Her attraction to him was disappointing; as far as she was concerned, she was well over him and intended to keep it that way. Why then was she struggling to keep her hands off of him? Surely five years was long enough to kill off the last remaining feelings she might have for him. Why hadn’t the physical pull she always felt toward him weakened with the years, too?

He turned to her, inclining his head so that his lips were close to her ear. A tiny shiver skittered through her at his warm breath on her skin. “Want to get a booth?”

She swallowed. It was far wiser to sit at a table close to the window, or better yet, at the bar, but she nodded and he led her across the room to a cozy booth in a dim corner of the bar. He placed his hand on the small of her back as they reached the booth, and by sheer force of will, she kept her eyes trained on the table and slipped out of his reach. It would have been so easy, and so foolish, to look up to see if his eyes reflected the same longing she felt. She scooted onto the bench over the cracked red vinyl and watched as he folded himself on the other side. His large frame filled the space across from her, and she was certain she could smell him in their close quarters, a sophisticated scent that was both fresh and exotic, and wholly out of place in the shabby booth. A waitress approached the table, and Zoe let her eyes flit across Adam’s face as she turned to greet her. Their eyes met for an awkward second before he turned his attention to the waitress and gave her a charming smile.
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A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy Book Three


(From Chad’s Chance by Elley Arden)



 


The end of the day was made for a cold glass of beer.


All the scrubbing, rinsing, lifting, and sweating made Jen’s limbs limp and her mouth dry. It was a good kind of whipped, the kind that left no room for regrets or loneliness. In fact, when the hoppy flavor nipped her tongue and inner cheeks, it wiped away thought and left behind a sense of satisfaction. She still couldn’t believe she could make such a beautiful beverage from scratch.


Jen sighed as she reached a heavy arm over her head and felt around the dark recesses of her locker shelf for her brewmaster gloves.


“I need to talk to you.”


Her stomach heaved on an internal groan. What now?


Felix was a beady-eyed creep, who only came sniffing around the backend of the microbrewery when he wanted to cause trouble.


“In my office,” he said, spinning on the heels of his snake-skin loafers and using stubby-legged strides to propel him from the break room.


Great. She slammed shut her locker and followed him, her pink rubber boots making faint squeaks as she marched. The scent of fried food and burnt pizza crust wafted down the main hall, adding to her stomach’s discomfort. All she wanted was a beer.


“Come in so I can close the door.”


She glanced over her shoulder into the hallway, wishing to pull a passing waitress into the room. It wasn’t wise to engage Felix without a witness.


When the hallway appeared like a gaping black hole, she rolled back her shoulders, lifted her chin and exhaled. “I prefer we leave the door open.”


“Have it your way,” he sneered, and then he deposited his lumpy body into the ridiculously large leather chair behind his cluttered desk. “Chavez, we have to let you go.”


Air ripped from her lungs. “Let me go where?”


He tossed her a lopsided look filled with pity. “We can’t afford to keep two brewmasters, so we have to let you go.”


“You’re firing me.” The words scraped against her throat until she thought she tasted blood.


Shit. She always figured she’d be the one to get the last laugh around here … when she quit.


“Bruno has more experience.”


Barely. He was ten years older, but he had only a year of additional brewing experience on Jen. What really mattered to Felix was that Bruno had a penis.


“Bruno’s IPA tastes like piss,” Jen countered, wringing her hands and stepping one foot backward.


Part of her wanted to go. Part of her wanted to stay. She could fight this. With Felix’s subtle sexual harassment and Alicia’s toxic jealousy over any female worker who was in his company too long, it shouldn’t be hard to get an employment lawyer to take the case.


A long and vindictive lawsuit flashed before her eyes. Why would she want to waste energy fighting them? To get her job back? Felix and Alicia wouldn’t be going anywhere, and as long as they owned the place, Jen’s life here would be hell.


“Gather your things, and I’ll escort you out.”


“No need,” she hissed.


As she stormed back to the break room, emotion overtook her, clogging her throat, burning her eyes. The blockage made her heart beat faster. She’d worked her ass off for this job—literally—sweating body fat in an un-air-conditioned brew house, and this was her thanks. Those serving vessels out there were filled with her creations.


Jerking open her locker, she bit hard into the side of her cheek to keep the tears in check. She was not going to cry. Not here. That would prove the very thing Felix and Alicia had been worried about all along—a female brewmaster was too weak.


She peeled the Milwaukee Brewer’s schedule magnet off the back of the door and yanked her Colorado sweatshirt from its hook. Her purse was barely big enough for the checkbook-sized wallet and sunglass case she insisted on carrying around, but still she stuffed the magnet and as much of the hooded sweatshirt as possible into it.


She slammed her locker again, but opened it back up and reached for her gloves on the overhead shelf. Empty. She must’ve left them in the brew house.


For the third time she slammed her locker, opened it, and slammed it a final time. It was better than screaming motherfucker at the top of her lungs for the restaurant full of patrons to hear. Oh, she’d scream it, but she’d wait until she got home.


Storming out the other side of the break room with her weighed-down purse in hand, she chewed the inside of her cheek and fought the fury. She’d like nothing better than to stalk back into the office and launch at Felix, clawing his eyes out. It would be satisfying, but it would be ugly.


Jen had firsthand experience with violence. Giving into unbridled anger where a man was concerned would make her no better than her mother, so she would refrain—somehow. She’d bottle it up tight, get the hell out and find another way to release the angry energy that was eating her alive.


When she threw open the door to the brew house, Jen froze. Earthy scents hit her nose, relaxing her raised-back posture, calming her pounding heart. She dropped her purse at the door’s threshold and stepped across, like a Catholic schoolgirl headed for confession.


Brewing was her religion; it cleansed her soul.


She cried—just a tear or two—because she didn’t know when she’d see something this magnificent again.


High-polished silver vessels rose from the floor like the staggered pipes of a church organ. Her breath caught, creating a painful blockage in her throat. She’d brewed her last batch of Lovely Lady here. Had she known it was going to be her last, she’d have paid more attention, made damn sure every detail was committed to memory. And she would’ve tasted it—over and over again—until she couldn’t swallow without thinking of her trademark honey ale.


She took in the room where she spent most of the last two years, the sense of melancholy heavy on her shoulders. As much as she hated the owners of this establishment, she’d have put up with worse if that was the only way for her make beer. Without it, life seemed impossible. Something else her mother’s many men taught her. There was nothing like a tall one to tame the savage beast.


A pair of purple brewer’s gloves on the top metal step caught Jen’s eye. She’d come for those, not for gloomy memories. There would be other jobs. Maybe not in Seattle. Maybe not in a microbrewery with cutting-edge equipment like this. But there would be other brewmaster jobs.


She’d do whatever she had to do to find one.


• • •


Chad accepted the billfold and a to-go jug of Lovely Lady Honey Ale from the waitress.


“Thanks so much,” she said, smiling. “Hope you stop back soon.”


He would.


This escape from the chaos back in Emerald Springs had been nice. Between breaking up a fistfight at the diner and navigating Dad’s impending retirement wedged Adam’s upcoming wedding. The fistfight and ensuing bad publicity aside, Chad was trying to remain positive and supportive. Dad deserved to slowdown, and Adam deserved to be happy. But getting from Point A to Point B meant too much family and family business drama. Chad didn’t have the taste for that. He still didn’t know if he’d ever acquire a taste for settling down and being responsible like he’d promised Mom he would do.


He preferred the taste of a damn good beer.


Touching his pinky to the cold glass jug the waitress left behind, he wondered how long a sixty-four ounce growler would last him. A couple weeks? Dad wouldn’t be officially retired by then, and Adam wouldn’t be married, yet, so Chad would definitely be throwing back a few. The good thing was, when he ran out, he could escape to Seattle again. Next time, though, he’d visit the microbrewery without Billy. The glazed-over look on his best friend’s face told Chad this outing had been too much too soon.


“Everything okay at home?” Chad asked as he signed the slip and returned his credit card to his wallet.


“I’m telling you. It’s the cutest thing. She smiles when she sleeps. Molly says she’s smiling at angels.” Billy held his cell phone inches from Chad’s face.


The newborn looked more like a hairless monkey than the offspring of Billy and Molly, but once again Chad said she was cute. He’d said it at least a dozen times today—even when the critter in question puked all over his shoulder. Thank God he’d been wearing one of those towels.


As Billy returned his attention to the cell phone, Chad turned his head, dropped his gaze and sniffed his shoulder making sure…


When he glanced up, something pink beyond the glass that separated the restaurant from the brew house caught his eye. Boots?


He followed the girly boots to a pair of shapely thighs and an ass that made his back straighten. “Who the hell is that?”


Billy turned his head and said, “Probably the brewmaster” without a hint of interest.


That was okay. Chad had enough interest for both of them. His breath thickened as she bent over to grab a pair of gloves, testing the limits of those denim seams, and then she faced the restaurant. Surrounded by steel, dressed in a black tee and jeans, with hair the color of a midnight sky cascading from a spot high on her head, she commanded the attention of every vibrating atom in his body.


She was gorgeous. And then she was gone.


Chad blinked, and Billy’s voice registered in his ears. “You know what I mean?”


Chad didn’t have a clue. He opened his mouth for bigger breaths. What the hell…


“Hey, man. You okay?” Billy asked. “You’re bright red.”


Chad nodded. He lifted the growler of beer as he stood with purpose. “I wonder if they give tours. I’d like a tour.”


“Nah, I can’t. I…it’s been three hours already. I gotta get home.” Billy held his cell phone in one hand and his keys in the other.


Chad searched the restaurant behind Billy with hyperactive eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I understand.”


He’d be back inside the building before Billy left his parking spot.


As they weaved through the dining room to the exit, Chad kept one eye on Billy so he didn’t run the poor guy over and one eye on the brew house. Would she show up there again? Would she have reason to come out here?


“I appreciate you making the drive up and taking me out,” Billy said as he held the glass door open.


“My pleasure,” Chad said, deciding to devote the next sixty seconds to heartily seeing off his best friend. “You’re a lucky man.”


He meant it. Just because he wasn’t cut out for the responsibility of marriage and family didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate the trait in a friend. Now, the mini-van? That was harder to accept. Chad couldn’t even ride in it.


Standing alongside the metallic blue hallmark of family life, they hugged—mostly chest bumped—and back slapped. “Take care of those girls,” Chad said.


“Will do. Drive safe. Thanks again.”


For a brief second Billy wore the same silly smile he had worn in the huddle minutes before he launched off the line with reckless abandon, wreaking havoc on helpless defenders intent on sacking Chad … but then it was gone. With serious lines carved into his forehead, he focused on the side-view mirrors, looked over his shoulder enough times to give Chad a sympathetic crick in the neck, and edged the mini-van out of the too-tight space.


Cautious. See? That right there was why Chad would never make a good husband let alone a father. It was exactly why he was struggling to find a comfortable place in the family business. That constant awareness of other people’s lives depending on you cut a man’s ability to take risks. Hell, it eliminated them. The mere thought had him gasping for air.


Chad liked risks. The risks made life fun. But since Mom died he hadn’t been able to take a single chance without the repercussions throttling him.


“Shit.”


The expletive came from behind him followed by a dull thud.


He turned around to find the woman in pink boots crouched on the pavement amid what looked like a sweatshirt, rubber gloves and the contents of her purse.


“Let me help,” he said, setting the growler of beer on the pavement, unable to believe his luck.


He picked up the object closest to him, a Milwaukee Brewer’s fridge magnet, and chuckled. “You don’t see many of these around here.”


Brown eyes, wet and wide, lifted to his face. “It was a gift,” she said, her voice raspy.


If he thought she was beautiful inside the brewery, then he had no idea what to call it out here. In the early evening sun, flecks of red emerged from her onyx hair. She blinked, studying him with murky eyes. Wounded. Lashes that were too long to be real clumped together with what appeared to be tears.


“Are you okay?” he whispered, not even recognizing the sound of his voice.


She nodded and slicked her pink tongue between pale lips. “Always.”


Blood hammered through his veins straight to his crotch.


He grabbed a pen and a butterscotch candy off the pavement and held them in his open hand.


“Thank you,” she said, scraping her clean nails over his palm as she retrieved the items.


His jaw clenched as pleasant chills radiated from his hand over his body. He couldn’t seem to keep his attention focused on anything other than his body’s insane reaction to this woman.


“I like your boots,” he blurted, hoping the inane statement would reverse this crazy train.


She didn’t look at him as she stood. Instead she hung her head, and he felt like a giant jerk for being turned on when she was obviously upset.


He was seconds away from asking if there was someone he could call to help her out when she jabbed a pointed finger at his feet.


“You need to pick that up and get it to your car.” The rasp in her voice turned biting.


When he didn’t move, she jabbed again. “Do you know how hot that pavement is? Would you set it on a stove top?” Her eyes never left the growler. “Treat it right or don’t drink it at all.”


Chad bent over and lifted the glass jug of beer. Her fierce protection of the item reminded him of where he first saw her.


“You’re the brewmaster, aren’t you?”


An agonizing sound stuck in her throat and she shook her head. “Not anymore.”


She sidestepped him. Her boots made the silliest thud, thud, squeak against the pavement, and her ass swung like a porch swing in a windstorm.


He jogged after her. Had she been fired? It would explain the tears.


“Hey, you’re upset. Let me help.”


Her initial glance could’ve frozen Puget Sound, but then she looked at the growler in his hand again, and her striking features softened.


“Okay. You want to help? You can give me that,” she said, coming to a stop behind his Jeep.


With her sculpted eyebrows lifted and her lips pursed, she looked serious, like they were negotiating something much more valuable than a twenty-dollar growler of beer. He didn’t know how old she was, twenty-five maybe, but the shadows in her eyes told him life experience made up for whatever she lacked in age.


Whether it was a good idea or not, he wanted to help her lighten up.


Looking at the beer, Chad shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re asking a lot. I drove all the way to Seattle for this beer.” Not exactly true. He was leaving things out, like the part about Billy’s baby. Then again, he left out the part about wanting this beer when he offered to take Billy to dinner in the first place. What the other didn’t know…


An odd smile lifted one side of her mouth. “Really?”


That half-smile lit a flame. Chad hitched his free thumb in his jean pocket and grinned through a blast of body heat hot enough to cause beads of sweat on his back. “Really. It’s the best honey ale I’ve ever tasted.”


She nodded, sniffed, and glanced above him. Then she smiled—big and bold. When she looked at him again, the tip of her tongue touched the tip of her snow-white teeth. “It is, isn’t it?”


Zap! His brain primed his body with all sorts of bad ideas, and she stood there smiling at him with a twinkle in her sultry eyes like she was game for every damn one.


A reasonable man would give her the beer and walk away, but not a cooped-up risk-taker like Chad.


“We could share it,” he said, knowing he could be reading her wrong. Maybe she wasn’t interested. Maybe…


She snatched the growler out of his hand. “Follow me.”
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A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy Book Four


(From Daniel’s Decision by Nicole Flockton)


Daniel Whitman swirled the glass tumbler, watching the amber liquid circle and cling to the outer edges of the glass, the ice clinking against the sides in musical accompaniment. It did little to drown out the rest of the noise coming from the party going on behind him.


He should be celebrating with the rest of his family. He was happy his little brother had found contentment and happiness in his life. Jen, his brother’s brand new fiancée, had made remarkable changes to his wayward, fun-loving younger brother in a few short weeks. Seems everyone around him was finding love—including his father. He took another gulp and welcomed the burn of the malt whiskey down his throat.


What he felt like doing was buying a bottle of the twenty-year-old whiskey he was drinking and having his own private little party. Instead he lifted his near empty glass in a signal to the barman that he wanted a top up.


“Everything all right, son?” his father asked as he slipped onto the empty barstool next to him.


Dan raised his almost empty glass in a mock salute. “Absolutely, just having a quiet drink.”


“You might want to go easy on that,” Richard Whitman said as he inclined his head at the glass in Dan’s hand.


He let out a harsh laugh and downed the rest of the contents of his glass before he spoke to his father. “It’s my first drink, Dad.”


He felt rather than heard the heavy sigh his father let out. “Look, you’re still not upset about the meeting this afternoon, are you? You know Adam and I thought long and hard about your expansion plans for the resort. We agree they have merit and will be a good idea in the future, but with the new microbrewery, we can’t justify another large capital outlay. “


Daniel loved his older brother, Adam. He had missed him while Adam was away carving out his own career in Los Angeles. But during that time Dan and his father had grown close and discussed business ideas. Now with Adam back, it was like Richard disregarded all those discussions and now listened to only Adam. He knew it had bothered Chad too, but Chad had eventually talked them around. Maybe he could use this opportunity to plant the seed in Richard’s mind that proceeding now with the plans for the resort was the way to go.


“You do realize, Dad, we are missing out on a niche market? When we had actor Michael Williams staying at the resort, he loved the privacy we afforded him. It was the first time in years he and his wife had been able to have a vacation where no paparazzi bothered them. Where they didn’t have to worry about pictures of them in compromising positions appearing in the press.” Daniel warmed to his topic and his earlier melancholy mood drifted away on the breeze. “Look, Dad, if we added a few high-class facilities to the ones we already have, and increase the services we offer in the spa, get something that is totally unique to our resort, I believe we’d be running at nearly full capacity all year round. Not to mention a few other changes to our processes and we could be totally eco- and environmentally friendly. Those sort of features appeal to the rich and famous.”


“Son, these changes you’re proposing don’t sound cheap. How can you guarantee that if we lay out all this money, we will run at capacity? It’s a big risk and at present it’s one I’m not prepared to take, especially as we have the new microbrewery expansion.” Richard paused and picked up the drink the bartender had placed in front of him. “Besides, how do you propose we attract these high-class guests to the resort? If we publicize our products and services, we effectively neutralize our anonymity, which according to you, is the main drawing card for these guests.”


“Word of mouth, Dad. I told Michael we were looking at making changes, and he said to let him know when we did. He’d come back and let all his friends know.”


“That was a bit presumptuous of you, wasn’t it? Son, I know I gave control of the resort to you, but the final decision is still mine.”


Dan bit back the groan of frustration that threatened to burst out of him. Why couldn’t his father see what a great business decision this was? He’d worked up a business plan, worked out all the costs of making the necessary changes to make the resort one hundred percent eco-friendly. There wasn’t a lot more they had to do to make the changes. And with Adam’s knowledge, it would be so easy. The main backbone of his father’s business had been organic—sheesh, his dad knew Chad’s microbrewery was going to be organic. The resort had been one of the first to use the latest technology in green energy. They treated him like he didn’t know how to do anything. He had an MBA in business, for heavens sake. He couldn’t understand why his father was not keen to proceed with the plans he’d presented that afternoon.


“Look, Dad, we already have a good reputation as a resort that uses green energy, but we’re getting a little tired. We need to freshen things up, offer new and innovative spa techniques. I can’t say it enough: I want to draw a different crowd to the resort.” Daniel plunged ahead with an idea he hadn’t presented that afternoon to his father and brothers. “In addition to trying to find something new and innovative to the resort, I’m also looking at introducing holistic massages and treatments to help with the treatment of cancer. Mom would’ve loved this. She’d have been helping me research it all.”


He closed his eyes and let the memories of his mom wash over him. Even after five years he still missed her like crazy. He must have been the only kid in his school whose mom had been his best friend. Sheila Whitman had always had time for him—no matter how busy she was she’d stop and sit with him. Listen to him. Encourage him. She always believed in him. Always thought his ideas were fantastic. She had been his biggest champion.


God, he wished she was here right now. She’d be able to talk his dad around and convince his father that Dan’s plans were exactly what the resort needed.


“Yes, I’m sure she would’ve loved that. She always believed that eating the organic fruit from the farm slowed her illness.” His father’s words were quiet and filled with admiration for the woman who’d tried with all her might to fight the insidious disease that had taken hold of her and had never let her go.


Daniel nodded and took another sip of the whiskey, not needing the numbing sensation he had craved a half an hour ago. “There have been great leaps in the introduction of holistic treatments in helping cancer patients recover from chemotherapy and radiation sessions. A lot of new techniques have been introduced to people’s cancer treatment plans, ranging from massages to herbal teas to acupuncture to diet changes, including eating totally organic produce. We have a chance to reach that market, too. The possibilities are endless, Dad, surely you can see that.”


“Dan, I can’t argue with anything you’re saying. Out of all my sons you’ve been the one with the business acumen. You have ensured the resort has always been profitable, and I couldn’t be prouder of you. However, we just can’t do it at the moment. Maybe in a year’s time.”


“In a year’s time it will be too late. Already other resorts are starting to make these changes. There’s a resort in Australia that is a leader in the market. I’ve been trying to speak to their marketing manager but haven’t had any luck yet. I thought about taking a trip down there to check it out.”


“That’s a long way to go. Surely there are other resorts in the United States that will give you everything you need.”


“You’ve seen all the research I presented to you earlier. This is a world-class resort and we could learn a lot from them.”


“Richard, darling, are you ready to go?”


Daniel gripped his glass a little tighter as a new person entered their conversation. He still found it hard to believe his father and their housekeeper, Patty, were now an item. The idea seemed so foreign to him. His father loving another woman. A woman who wasn’t his mother.


He kept his eyes focused on his hands and not on what he was sure would be Patty touching his father’s arm.


“Give me a couple more minutes, sweetheart, then I’ll be ready to go.”


Dan tried not to flinch when he heard the sound of lips meeting in a quick kiss. He needed to get out of there. There was no point continuing with the conversation. It was a dead-end. He placed his glass back on the bar, pulled a couple of bills out of his wallet, and threw them down.


“It’s okay, Dad, I’m leaving now anyway.” He couldn’t deny the happiness shining out of his father’s face. It didn’t mean he had to like it though. “I’ll see you both later.”


He turned and walked away, not bothering to say goodbye to his brothers. He was sure they’d give him hell over it later, but at the moment he didn’t care. He just needed to get away.


The cool night air hit him and he welcomed its freshness. He’d walked to the restaurant, as he knew he’d probably have a few drinks and it wouldn’t be a good idea for him to drive home. He’d been right. He used the time to clear his head and work out what his next move would be.


There were so many changes happening around him. Both of his brothers were now engaged. His father was in love with his housekeeper. Even Colleen, the daughter of his father’s former business partner, had fallen in love and was expecting a baby. She’d been the last person he, and everyone else in town, had expected to succumb to Cupid’s clutches. It appeared there was something in the water in Emerald Springs and he planned to stay as far away from it as possible. The very idea of falling in love and getting married was an anathema to him. He’d loved his mother, and when she’d died it had been so hard for him to feel anything. He couldn’t imagine letting himself be vulnerable like that again, to lay his heart on the line and give it to someone to look after. There was no guarantee they wouldn’t tread on it, and he’d have to pick the pieces up again. There would definitely be no trip down the aisle in his foreseeable future.


He reached the front door of his house as his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket along with his keys and glanced at the caller idea as he unlocked the door.


Adam.


The last thing he wanted was to talk to his brother. But he knew if he didn’t answer it, both his brothers would be camped on his doorstep first thing in the morning.


“Hey, Adam, what’s up?”


“You tell me, Dan. You left Chad and Jen’s engagement celebration dinner without saying goodbye. That’s not like you, so what gives?”


Dan closed his door and walked down the hallway, his footsteps echoing around him. His house seemed quiet and lonely.


“Nothing, man, I’m just tired.”


Even to his own ears he didn’t sound convincing, and there was no way Adam was going to let him get away with it.


“I saw you talking to Dad. Tell me you’re not still annoyed about the resort plans. It’s just not—”


“I know, I know, it’s just not good timing,” he interrupted his brother. “I heard it from Dad again tonight. The fact that you guys can’t see how this will improve the overall profit of the organization baffles me. You both have made your decision, but it doesn’t mean I have to agree with it or like it or even follow it.”


“What have you got planned, little brother?” Suspicion laced Adam’s every word.


“Nothing,” Dan sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. He wanted off the phone. “Nothing at all. Look I need to go. I’ll speak to you later. Bye.”


Adam’s answering goodbye faded as he pulled the phone away from his ear. He tossed it and his keys onto the coffee table in his lounge room, right on top of the plans he’d shown to his family this afternoon. He sat down on the couch and picked them up. Every time he looked at them, he got excited. The possibilities were endless.


His phone buzzed for a second time and he knew who it would be without having to check caller ID. He picked it up and connected the call.


“Hey, Chad, I’m fine.”


His younger brother’s chuckle drifted down the line. “I should be mad at you for slinking out on me. I had so much more fun planned for you. One of Jen’s friends was eyeing you earlier. Seems she likes the brooding, silent, suit type. Guess there’s no accounting for taste.”


“Bro, I don’t need you to do any matchmaking, thanks. I can find my own dates; I’ve never had to rely on you or Adam to set me up.”


“What about Becky and her sister, Trina?”


Dan burst out laughing. He could always count on Chad to lighten his mood. “Man, that was the date from hell and besides, you tricked me into going with you.”


“Who knew Trina was an octopus in disguise?”


Dan recalled how Trina’s hands seemed to have a life of their own—all over his body. “Well I don’t plan on falling into the trap you and Adam have fallen into. I’ve got my life planned out and getting married isn’t even listed among the pages at present.”


“Famous last words, bro, famous last words. Careful, it’s contagious you know. Even the old man’s got hit.”


Just like that, Dan’s good mood evaporated. He didn’t need any reminders about his father and Patty. “Yeah well, not happening here. I’ve got too much to do before I’d even consider entering into a serious relationship with someone.”


Dan glanced down at the computer that had fired up when he’d dropped his keys on the table. A picture of a stunning wooden structure surrounded by lush green trees glared out at him. A plan quickly flared to life in his brain. He wanted to get away and what better place to do that than the resort he wanted Emerald Paradise Resort to emulate? That Kulang Resort was on the other side of the world was the perfect solution to his problem with being surrounded by sickening happiness.


“Listen Chad, I’m going to take a trip. I’ll probably be gone for a couple of weeks. When I get there I’ll call you.”


“Whoa, man, what?”


If anyone could understand his frustrations, it would be Chad. Chad had fought tooth and nail for his plans. The fact that microbrewery had put his resort on the back burner should annoy him, but he was proud of his little brother and he couldn’t hold it against him.


“I need to get away, bro. I need some space to deal with everything that’s happening around here. I just can’t deal with seeing—”


“Okay, I get it.” Chad interrupted. “Look, just let me know when you get to wherever you’re going and I’ll break the news to Dad and Adam that you’ve done a runner.”


“I’ve not done a runner, I’m going on a scouting trip.”


“The less I know, the less trouble I’ll get into,” Chad said on a laugh. “I got your back, Dan.”


“Thanks, Chad, I owe you.”


“Big time, bro. Take care.”


As Chad disconnected the call, Dan opened up a search engine and typed in the website for an airline. Half an hour later he had his flights and accommodations booked. In three days he’d be in Australia inspecting Kulang Resort. He would make the changes to his resort, even if he had to use his own money.


• • •


Rochelle Harris straightened the flowers on the reception desk. The perfume from the lilies was subtle but refreshing. She straightened a magazine and gave a slight nod, satisfied that the area looked neat but welcoming.


She loved her job. There was nothing more fulfilling than seeing people enter the resort tired and in desperate need of relaxation and then check out with an abundance of energy and eagerly booking their next visit to the resort. To know it was all because of her innovative marketing techniques to draw the guests in was even more satisfying.


It wasn’t hard to relax, not when surrounded by luscious, healthy rainforest and treatments meant to restore a tired soul. Even she made sure she booked in for a weekly hot stone massage to ensure her energy levels were constantly on an even level.


As she gave the reception area another once over, she noticed a man walking into the resort. He strode confidently in through the doors; even she could see the self-assurance emanating from him. She pegged him as a successful businessman, and he probably had a glossy, perfectly made up woman following behind him.


Except he didn’t. He didn’t waver in his strides, as if he was waiting for someone to catch up with him.


She made her way a bit closer to the reception desk. It wasn’t unusual but it definitely wasn’t common for a single man to come to the resort. She moved behind the counter, smiling at one of the staff as she did so. She’d been known to help out with guest check-in if things were busy. It wasn’t part of her job description, but it was a great way to hear what people thought of the resort. She’d come up with several ways to streamline various aspects of the resort by listening to guests.


“Good morning, sir, and welcome to Kulang Resort.”


Rochelle smiled as she heard the front desk clerk greet her mystery guest. She had no idea why she was so interested in him. He’d piqued her curiosity the moment he’d walked through the door. She risked a glance at him and looked quickly away. Up close he was even more magnetic. She tried to ignore the increase in her heart rate. She wasn’t normally one who liked a five o’clock shadow on a man, but on this guest it was extremely sexy.


She pushed the thought away. It was not good policy to get involved with the guests. It could be detrimental to her career. She’d made the mistake once and she wasn’t going to do it again. Not to mention she wasn’t going to let attraction to a man sway her from her path in life. Before she even considered getting seriously involved again, she was going to make sure she had financial security. She wasn’t going to rely on anyone for the ability to purchase the things she wanted, when she wanted them.


She was on track to have a decent deposit on a house, and her share portfolio was performing rather nicely. Not bad for a girl who had to start working at fifteen in a beauty salon and then go to school part-time so she could get her marketing degree. However, that was in the past and she had carved out her own future. She was in control of her destiny and she didn’t need to get distracted from that by a handsome stranger. Especially a guest of the resort.


“Good morning, my name’s Daniel Whitman and I have a reservation.”


Daniel Whitman.


Why did that name ring a bell? She racked her brain, trying to see if there was something that would trigger where she knew the name. He was American; she got that from his accent.


Was he a returning guest? No, she didn’t think he was. But then again it wasn’t like she knew all the guests who had ever stayed at the resort.


Daniel Whitman.


It was bugging her that she couldn’t remember.


“I see you haven’t booked in for any for the treatments the resort offers, Mr. Whitman. Is there something in particular you’d like?”


Rochelle couldn’t help the smile that broke out over her face. She’d trained the staff to ensure the guests were aware of all the services the resort offered.


“I haven’t made up my mind what I’d like to try, but when I do I’ll let you know. Your resort has so much to offer, it’s almost too hard to choose.”


There was nothing in what he said that should have caused her memory to unlock, but she suddenly knew who Daniel Whitman was. He was the person who had been emailing her to get information about the resort. She’d not responded because she wasn’t sure if he was legitimate. She had been too caught up with the new marketing and expansion plans she’d been working on to take time to do proper research on the resort he said he was from.


Now was the perfect opportunity to find out why he was here and what he wanted from her. If he wanted anything that is. She took a step forward and held out her hand toward him.


“Good morning, Mr. Whitman, I’m Rochelle Harris, marketing manager at Kulang Resort. You’ve been emailing me, right?”


Rochelle wasn’t prepared for the sensations that shot through her the moment Daniel grasped her hand. It took everything in her to shake his hand professionally and not pull away and tuck it behind her back.


“Ms. Harris, finally we connect.” His voice had lowered fractionally and the hint of a smile he sent her way did nothing to quell the feelings that were starting to override her good sense.


He sounded so calm, as if their hands touching didn’t affect him in any way. It probably didn’t; it was probably nothing new to him at all. The feelings she was experiencing were thanks her being super sensitive as to why he was here at the resort.


“I wouldn’t say connect, Mr. Whitman, but welcome to the resort. I hope you enjoy your stay with us.”


He looked her up and done, and she worked hard to control the slow rise of heat she could feel building inside of her.


“Everything I’ve seen so far leads me to believe I’m going to enjoy my time here very much.”


“Excellent. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to contact any of our staff. We’ll be more than happy to help you decide on any of the services we offer. We do have a range of treatments, especially designed for our male guests. Enjoy your stay, Mr. Whitman.”


Rochelle moved away from the desk and from the man who had screwed up her equilibrium in a way she’d never experienced before.


She reached the safety of her office and closed the door. Leaning against the solid wood, she took a few deep breaths. Never before had a guest rattled her like Daniel Whitman had. She knew he was here to find out information about the resort. She would make sure she kept out of his way for the duration of his stay. If he had any questions she would refer them to her assistant, Melanie. It probably wasn’t the most professional thing to do, but it was the only way she knew she could handle the situation.


For the sake of her career and to keep her focus on her lifelong goals, avoiding Daniel Whitman was a top priority now.
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A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy, Book Five


From Ashley’s Allegiance by Robyn Neeley


Deputy Sheriff Jacob Sanders didn’t know what he did to deserve this, but it could arguably be the best day of his life.


“Uncuff me.” Ashley Whitman twisted her hands from behind her back. “This is so not happening.” She stood outside the Emerald Springs sheriff’s station in a skin-revealing pink tank top and tight, black yoga pants. Her long, wavy, blonde hair curved around her neck in a messy ponytail. “You can’t arrest me.”


Jacob stood behind her, trying his best to hide the smile that threatened any minute to overtake his entire face. He’d waited for a moment like this since high school. Now that it was here, he wanted to savor every single glorious second.


Ashley blew out a breath. “Are you going to stand back there? Say something.”


“Okay, princess.” His voice was deep and in control. “This is how it’s going to work. I’ll escort you inside where we’ll be taking your picture. Then one of those French nails of yours will get a little dirty.”


“You’re fingerprinting me?” She struggled. “This is ridiculous. You can’t arrest me. I’m … I’m … I’m a Whitman!”


Jacob threw his head back and let out a hearty laugh. Watching Ashley squirm was priceless. “Don’t think your pedigree is going to help you out now.”


“Whatever. When do I get my phone call?”


“After I hand you over.” Truth be told, he’d already gone ahead and made that call for her while she stewed in the back seat of his squad car. That person should be arriving any second.


As if on cue, Chad Whitman zipped into the parking lot in his Jeep Wrangler. The sides and top had been chucked and an indie rock tune blared from the radio. While Jacob enjoyed riding shotgun along with his buddy every once in a while through the dirt roads of the Skagit Valley, he had busted Chad a time or two for his alternative taste. He was more a country music, boots kickin’ kind of guy.


Jacob thought Chad, the youngest of the Whitman boys and his pal since high school, would be the best one to come get Ashley after he was done messing with her. God knows she probably wouldn’t allow Jacob to drive her home. He’d hinted to Chad it wasn’t anything serious and that he was just teaching her a lesson.


Chad jumped out of his Jeep and greeted them. “I knew this day would come. What’d my beautiful cousin do, deputy?” he asked, his voice deadpan.


“Nothing,” Ashley responded through gritted teeth. “I did absolutely nothing to deserve this law enforcement brutality.”


Chad looked down at her cuffed hands. “Geez, Ashley, it’s only 9 AM.”


“Just get me out of these, please.” She nodded behind her shoulder.


“Care to fill me in?” Chad asked Jacob.


“It was all a misunderstanding,” she answered for him.


Jacob laughed sarcastically. “I wouldn’t exactly call assaulting an officer of the law a misunderstanding.”


“Oh, please. I barely touched you.” She turned to Chad. “Some of the girls, including your bride-to-be, were doing some stretches in the park. We do a little Zumba a few morning before work. That’s hardly a crime. I’m certified, for God’s sake.”


Chad raised a curious eyebrow. “That’s where Jen ran off to at the crack of dawn?”


Jacob had forgotten that his buddy was newly engaged. Lucky man. Jen had turned his own head when she first blew into town. He’d never admit that to Chad.


Ashley glared at Jacob. “Some of the girls asked me to help them get in shape for Zoe and Adam’s wedding.”


“Jen doesn’t need it,” Chad retorted. “She’s perfect just the way she is.”


Jacob jumped in. “Um … can we get back to the issue at hand?” He adjusted his deputy hat. It’d been raining in Emerald Springs over the last week, but today the morning sun beat down on his head. “We’ve had some complaints.”


“Complaints?” Chad asked.


Ashley sighed. “So our music was a bit loud. I’ll turn it down next time.”


Jacob smirked. “I’m not talking about the music.” His gaze slid up Ashley’s workout attire, resting on her pink top. Actually, more like workout bra. Wrapped around her chest, it didn’t leave much to the imagination. Not that Jacob thought of her in that way. It was Ashley Whitman, after all. She got under his skin on a good day.


Chad grew impatient. “Then what did they do? Is Jen in trouble? I should call her.” He reached in his pocket for his cell phone.


Ashley wiggled her hands behind her back. “Um … earth to Chad. She’s not the one in handcuffs. Your innocent cousin could use a little help here!”


Jacob tried his best not to smile at the Christmas present in front of him. Not ready to return it, he grabbed Ashley’s arm and led her inside the station. “There have been some complaints about the women showing off too much skin,” he explained to Chad, pointing to Ashley’s top. “They’ve been distracting the men’s running club.”


“Seriously?” Chad raised a more than curious eyebrow. “The men have been complaining?”


Jacob laughed. “More like their wives.”


Ashley rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. It’s not like we’re sleeping with any of their husbands.”


Chad came up beside her and yanked her ponytail. “None of you better be. So why did you hit Jacob?”


Ashley shrugged.


“She wouldn’t leave, so I grabbed her arm. That’s when she went all Fight Club.” Jacob karate chopped the air.


“I barely touched you. Trust me, Jacob Sanders, there would be a mark if I hit you hard.”


Chad inserted himself between the two, pulling Jacob aside to talk privately. “Okay, you and I know you are not going to arrest her. Can you take the handcuffs off before she totally loses it?”


Jacob smirked at his buddy. Although the feud between the Sanders and the Whitmans ran deep since their fathers dissolved their partnership in WhitSand Farm twenty years ago, Jacob had never held a grudge. His sister, Colleen, on the other hand, would rather starve than eat anything containing ingredients from the Whitman farm. Now that she seemed to be craving everything in sight, perhaps her taste buds would cave in.


He’d grown up hanging out with Chad and his two older brothers, Adam and Daniel, and he and Chad had played varsity baseball together in high school. Still friends, they would often catch a game at The Rusty Tap over beers.


“Hey, how’s engagement life?” he asked, prolonging the inevitable release of the blonde spitfire.


Chad grinned. “It’s freakin’ awesome. You should try it sometime.”


“Nah.” Jacob shook his head. That wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. “I think I’m more suited for the bachelor life. No one to bail out of trouble.” His gaze rested on Ashley. “No one to get on your nerves …”


“So, you going to let her go soon?” Chad asked. “I need to drop her off at her condo and then get to the diner. Jen and I have a meeting with the staff to go over the summer menu and update them on the microbrewery.”


“How’s that going?” Jacob asked. As the manager of Emerald Eats, Chad had recently begun renovations to expand the family diner to include a microbrewery. Jen would soon run the restaurant with him as the brew mistress, a job that apparently she was very good at.


“We’ll be opening in five months. Definitely in time for the World Series. Maybe even the playoffs.”


Jacob chuckled. “Smart man. What’s it going to be called again?”


“Emerald Burgers & Brews. We felt we needed to get ‘brew’ in there to promote the microbrewery.”


“Good call.” Jacob could see Ashley attempting to stretch her arms. The cuffs were probably itching her skin at this point.


“How about I talk to Daniel and we’ll let the ladies do their Zumba at the resort. Hell, they can do it in the aerobic studio naked if they’d like. No one will see them.”


Jacob ignored the tightening of his groin at Chad’s suggested compromise and shook his head. Typical Whitman. Always had a quick solution that often involved some location around town. Hell, that was easy—they owned most of the businesses in it.


He continued to watch Ashley, who was now engaged in sweet talk with the intake officer, Mack, behind the counter. Dirty old man. Mack, at sixty, would cave to a pretty face, and Ashley Whitman certainly had one.


Mack—and every guy in Emerald Springs, for that matter—didn’t know her like Jacob did. In high school he’d seen right through her as the egotistic, drama queen she was. There, however, was one incident toward the end of their senior year that he chalked up to as a temporary lapse in sanity.


“Come on, Jacob.” Chad slapped his back. “Beer’s on me if you let her go. We can watch the Sox murder the Yankees. I just brewed some Porch Swing last night.”


That got his attention. “The beer with the pear and lime?”


“Grapefruit, ginger, and lime,” Chad corrected proudly.


“That’s some good shit.” Jacob had never intended to arrest Ashley, but Chad’s offer sealed the deal. A game and a cold beer or two tonight, catching up with his buddy, sounded good. “Fine. I'll write her up a warning.”


“You seriously can’t be ticketing me?” Ashley turned and faced him. “I was so right to turn you down in high school. Thank God I didn’t go to prom with you. You deserved to go alone.” Jacob’s body tensed. And there it was. The incident he’d buried so deep in the back of his mind, he thought he’d need one of his sister’s bulldozers to excavate it, but Ashley had so easily dug the painful memory out with her sharp tongue. He turned and walked past her, motioning to Mack as he headed for the door. “Book her.”
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A Sneak Peek from Emerald Springs Legacy, Book Two


Colleen’s Choice by Holley Trent


Colleen Sanders took a bracing breath before mashing the last few digits of the number she never expected to dial again. Slinking off her seat edge, she took sanctuary beneath her abused cherry desk, gripping the edge of her phone base as she went.


Her father had stripped the carpet from the big office two years past and had never gotten around to replacing it. The staff lingering in the hall could probably hear every blink—every whisper—even through her closed door.


She curled into the corner, drawing her knees up to her chin as her target picked up his extension.


“Greg Quinton.”


“Greg. Hi.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and lowered her voice to a whisper. “How are you?”


“Great. That you, Colleen? Sounds like your rasp.”


“Yeah, it’s me.”


“Was just thinking about you—talking about you, actually—at the retreat last week. Miss you around here.”


She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, and mentally berated herself for her lachrymose tendencies as of late. Ball-busting Colleen had never been a crier. She hadn’t even cried during that one lacrosse match freshman year when a freak collision resulted in her dislocated shoulder and broken nose, although she had introduced the Emerald Springs residents in attendance to the less refined components of her vocabulary. The official had tossed her a yellow card for that outburst. She’d framed it.


“Miss all of you, too,” she confessed.


“Hey, can you speak up? I can hardly hear you.”


“No. Listen, do you … ” She closed her eyes and willed her churning gut to calm. This was just Greg. Out of all the calls she’d had to make in recent weeks, this should have been an easy one. Another deep breath. “Listen, do you have any work for me?”


“Work?”


There was surprise in Greg’s voice, and Colleen couldn’t tell if it was pleasant or otherwise.


“Yes. Got any design work for me?”


A pause. Greg rustled some papers on his end of the call in Seattle, and there was a thump, followed by a loud, squealing whine.


Colleen yanked the phone back from her ear and held it away until the infernal racket ceased.


Greg came back on the line. “Sorry! Sorry.”


Colleen put the phone back against her ear and whispered, “What happened?”


“Got so excited I dropped the phone. We’re short some boot designs and have been in a frenzy trying to develop new motifs. I’m pretty sure the timing of your phone call is in direct response to the bargains I made with at least three pagan gods last night.”


Her shoulders fell with her relief, and she blew out a breath. “Can you pay me up-front?”


Another pause. “How are things at the farm? Any better?”


“No.” Why bother explaining? Greg already knew the dirt.


“Damn. Hey, I’ll walk the invoice up to accounting right now. We’ll try to get the check cut before FedEx gets here. I’ll send you specs as soon as I’m back at my desk.”


“Greg, thank you. Really. Thank you. You’re getting me out of some serious hot water.”


He laughed, and Colleen heard the sound of his heels clacking against the concrete floors at the Markson Outfitters corporate headquarters. Already on the move, Greg was. Colleen had learned a lot about efficiency working under that guy for all those years.


“Pays to have friends in high places, huh?” he asked. “Don’t worry about it. You’re doing me a massive favor. When you see the deadline, you’ll understand.”


Colleen laughed, too, and couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard that sound coming out of her mouth. Things in her life hadn’t been conducive to laughter in the past few months. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll look for your email.”


“Bye, love.”


She put the phone in its base and crawled out from her hidey-hole. No sooner had she’d pulled up to her feet than the phone rang again, the display flashing an interoffice extension. She sighed and set the phone on the desktop before stabbing the speaker button. “Yes, Kate?”


“Colleen, you have some visitors here to see you,” her secretary said.


Damn it. Kate had her on speakerphone on her end, too. That meant her dependable assistant had probably already told whoever it was that Colleen was unavailable, but they had insisted on having an audience. She couldn’t bluff her way out of this visit as easily as she had with Sam Whitman earlier in the morning. Sam—marketing director at the neighboring Emerald Tea Farm—wasn’t there to pay her any money, and she sure as shit didn’t owe them any, so in her book, a meeting was unnecessary. Mercenary, true, but she couldn’t turn Split Acres Farm around if she was on her ass engaging in idle chitchat all day. As it was, she was already digging the farm out of a grave that was filling in faster than she could shovel clear.


“And who are the visitors?” she asked, rubbing the bridge of her nose again.


“The septic tank contractor has finished his work and wants to talk to you … and Alan’s here.”


“Who’s Alan?”


Kate had said “Alan” in manner indicating Colleen should already know that. She didn’t.


“I … think you should talk to him.”


That didn’t sound good. Did she owe someone a paycheck and had forgotten?


No, that couldn’t be it. She’d been staring over the foreman’s shoulder for four weeks, approving every timecard to make sure he didn’t let any overtime slip in. She’d issued pay for every single one of those hours.


“Fine. Let me just…” she opened and shut her desk drawer twice “…finish up the filing I’m doing, and I’ll be right out.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Kate clicked off.


“Damn it.” The matronly assistant never called Colleen “ma’am” unless the situation required a certain performance. It was their unofficial code word.


Colleen shoved her socked feet into the powder blue floral-print rain boots awaiting her near the door and used the small mirror hung over the file cabinets to smooth the lumps from her hair. If someone suggested she had dressed in the dark that morning, the statement wouldn’t have been so far from the truth. Being in a perpetual state of exhaustion, she rarely had her eyes open before arriving at Split Acres Farm’s operations office, and Kate had poured that first pot of coffee down her gullet. Further, her lights were on the fritz at the old house. Sometimes they worked, sometimes they didn’t, and sometimes she got a shock. Literally.


She looked haggard in that reflection. Until recently, she’d looked her age, maybe a little under it. She got good genes from her mother’s side, but from her father’s side, she got a major headache in the form of four hundred acres of unprofitable farmland. She was thirty-two but feeling pretty damn close to retirement age. No wonder her mother had always been so tired when Colleen and her brother, Jacob, were growing up. There was just so much to do, and she was doing it with far less staff than her parents ever had.


Oh well. She wasn’t trying to win a sash and tiara. She just needed to deal with two visitors as efficiently and painlessly as possible.


She straightened her spine, smoothed her expression into the unreadable blank she always met the public with, and pulled open the door.


Showtime.


She was already talking before she’d cleared the end of the long corridor of mostly empty offices, and had her hand extended for the contractor to shake. “Thanks for coming out so fast, Bart.” She caught a glimpse of a tall, dark-haired man lingering near the entryway, but she let him remain in her periphery for the time being. One thing at a time.


Bart switched his clipboard to his left hand and wrapped his big, rough, right hand around hers. “You should have called weeks ago when the plumbing started backing up. Would have been less of a problem.”


She was perfectly aware of that. Less of a problem, but no less expensive to fix.


“Everything is in working order, then? Tanks are empty?”


He nodded and handed the clipboard over to her. He crooked his thumb toward the door. “Your custodian here looked it over and said it was fine. Signed off on the work. I just need a check.”


All the words made sense. They were English, after all, but they didn’t seem to apply to her particular situation. She squared her shoulders and cocked up her favored eyebrow. “I’m sorry?”


Bart took the clipboard back and pointed to something printed in the terms. “Payable upon completion. I guess you don’t have a line of credit?”


Her teeth clenched, and she sucked a sobering breath through her nose. Damn you, Daddy. She’d waited as long as she did to call them in the first place because she expected to have money to pay the bill in the thirty days it took it to come due. Now she’d have to go rob Peter to pay Paul again.


She took the clipboard back and raised her chin, hoping to garner some sense of authority in the situation, but on the inside she was crumbling. Mess after mess, it never let up. How much more could she take?


“And my custodian signed off on it, you said?” She brought the paper up to her eyes and squinted at the scrawled signature. Alan … something-or-other.


Finally, she gave the man more than just her peripheral vision. She stared at him dead-on, expecting him to flinch and blanch like all the others did, but he lifted a hand in greeting and grinned.


Her jaw fell open, and she was stunned momentarily by the blue of his eyes, his chiseled jaw, his dark hair—deliciously unkempt and tickling the top of his collar—and the strong forearms her eyes skimmed down to as he twirled a ratchet wrench between long, tanned fingers.


A stranger, and if she had to guess, her father was to blame for him being there. Why did he agree to let her come home and do the job if he wasn’t going to get out of the way to let her do it?


She closed her mouth and swallowed, turning her attention back to Bart. “Have a seat. I’ll go cut you a check.”


Bart shrugged, shuffled across the worn carpet, and plopped into one of the vinyl chairs near the door.


“Alan,” she said, spinning on her boot heel and striding toward the hall. “Why don’t you join me in my office and tell me about the work while I run this check through Quickbooks?”


“Yes, certainly, Colleen.”


She stumbled a bit over her own feet, glad that no one, beyond the corporate sheltie lounging brazenly in the middle of the hall, could see it. She stepped over the dog and concentrated on her breathing as she approached her office.


Dear lord, he had an accent.


Get a grip, woman.


By the time she plopped her butt in her desk chair and punched her computer monitor button, her supposed custodian joined her in the office, and the blush inching up her neck had receded.


“Close the door, please.”


He gave her a speculative look but put his hand on the doorknob and pushed.


She ducked her head behind her computer monitor, clicking her mouse blindly at nothing in particular. She couldn’t see straight for some reason, and she didn’t think it was low blood sugar


Gorgeous man. Too bad she’d have to fire him.
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