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CHAPTER 1 

Ashley Morris dug her fingernails into her thighs 

under the table at Aggie’s Café. Would this guy ever 

let her get a word in? Not that she cared anymore. The 

potential for a second date was non-existent. Glancing 

at her watch, she sighed. How could it only be 8:00 

PM? She was so ready to leave this man to his 

narcissism and never look back. 

‚I just feel like women don’t appreciate all that I 

have to offer.‛ Nick gave a casual shrug, as if what he 

was saying was completely normal, even humble. ‚I 

mean, I’m more than just a handsome face, y’know? 

I’m smart. And kind. And funny.‛ 

He was none of those things. Maybe a tad 

handsome before he opened his mouth, but that façade 

disappeared after the first few words he’d uttered on 

their date. Ashley tried not to cringe as she stared at 

him in disbelief. Was this really the same person she’d 

chatted with online the past couple weeks? How could 

their first in-person date be such a disaster? The 

creepy, uncomfortable length of their initial hug made 

it clear that something was off, but their conversation 

this past hour left no room for doubt.  

She bounced her legs up and down as he talked 

about his latest ex-girlfriend’s flaws. Great first-date 
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conversation topic, buddy. Come on, server. Bring us the 

check and put me out of my misery. A few minutes later, 

the bill finally came, and a sliver of hope wedged into 

her soul.  

She took advantage of a rare momentary lull in 

Nick’s dialog to interject. ‚Hey, I’m getting tired. I 

think I’ll call it a night.‛ Reaching for her glass, she 

took one last sip of water. 

Nick scratched his five o’clock shadow. ‚OK. So, 

when can I see you again? Would you like to catch a 

movie tomorrow night?‛ 

Ashley nearly spit out her water. She somehow 

managed to swallow it, then forced out a few coughs to 

clear her throat. Was this man clueless? Did he 

honestly feel as if they were compatible? As if there 

was a spark? Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, 

she searched for the words to let the guy down easy. 

‚Um, actually, I<I don’t think<‛ Wow, this was 

awkward. ‚I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’m sorry, I 

just don’t feel as though we have a connection, you 

know?‛ 

Nick’s eyes narrowed, and a flicker of anger 

washed over his face. ‚I can’t say that I do, babe.‛ 

Babe? Ashley grimaced at the term he’d given her 

a few days ago after they’d been chatting for over a 

week. The term of endearment seemed so much more 

natural when all their interaction consisted of was 

innocent online flirting and bold texts. But now that 

they’d met in person, the nickname didn’t sit well with 

her. 

This was the last time she’d use the online dating 
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app that led her here. In addition to Nick, the previous 

two guys she’d met were a waste of a Saturday night. 

Why did dating have to be this difficult? ‚Well, as I 

said, I’m really sorry. Tonight was nice—‛ OK, that 

was a lie. ‚But I don’t think we’re right for each other.‛ 

The anger reflected in Nick’s features dissipated, 

replaced by a crooked grin as he sat up straight in his 

chair. ‚Well, you’re entitled to your opinion. But I 

won’t give up that easily.‛ 

His words sent an uninvited shiver down her 

spine. His behavior had gone from awkward to 

disturbing. She had to make it clear. ‚Nick, please. I’m 

not interested.‛ After digging through her purse, she 

threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table and stood. 

‚Here’s some money for my meal. I wish you all the 

best.‛ Then she turned to walk away. 

‚Wait! Ashley!‛ Nick called. 

She froze. Should she even give him the 

satisfaction of turning around? What was left to say? 

Still, she hated making anyone feel slighted. Darn her 

caring personality. Shoulders slumped, she faced him.  

He held out the small bouquet of daisies that he’d 

handed her when she’d first walked in. ‚At least take 

these.‛ 

A stab of guilt shot through her. Ashley reached 

for the flowers and gave a polite nod. The gesture was 

sweet, but her negative opinion toward the guy was 

steadfast. Walking out of the restaurant toward her car, 

she sucked in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, 

thankful to be done with this night. The nerves she’d 

experienced earlier in the day were replaced with a 
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passive annoyance at all the time wasted chatting with 

this man. And to think she’d bought a new outfit for 

him! How had she been so fooled by their online 

connection? And what did he mean he wasn’t giving 

up that easily? She shook her head, hoping to shake off 

the eeriness of the evening as well. 

Ten minutes later, she turned onto her street and 

watched the familiar landscape pass by through the 

window. The old colonials and farmhouses in her neck 

of the woods weren’t all that large, but they were each 

set on about an acre of land, so there was a lot of space 

between her and her neighbors. 

At last, she pulled into the driveway of her house. 

Calling it hers still felt strange. She’d inherited her 

childhood home in January when Mom passed away 

from her battle with cancer. Ashley loved growing up 

in the quaint Iowa town of Capshaw Village. The 

population was under one thousand—the perfect 

community for her small-town personality. But living 

alone in the four-bedroom, two-story colonial took 

some getting used to. 

Her brother moved over a thousand miles away 

after college, and their dad died when they were in 

high school, so Ashley was the natural beneficiary of 

the house. Which was a blessing, as she’d never be able 

to afford it on her own. And now that it was solely 

hers, she noticed things that needed fixing everywhere 

she looked. Even in the dark with just the porch light 

illuminating it, the exterior stood out like a sore thumb. 

The paint was dull and peeling, in dire need of a fresh 

coat. Some of the inside walls could use a facelift as 
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well.  

Once inside, she found a vase for the flowers and 

set them in the middle of the kitchen table. While she 

didn’t cherish their source, there was no sense in 

letting them go to waste. Besides, they brightened up 

her kitchen, and daisies were her favorite. She rubbed 

her chin. Had she mentioned that fact to Nick, or was 

his flower choice a coincidence? 

Settling into her living room sofa, Ashley searched 

online for local painters and made a note to call for 

quotes on Monday. Such a big project would be pricey, 

but she got a recent promotion at the marketing agency 

where she’d worked since college. After five years, she 

was finally making decent money, and long overdue 

home improvements were the perfect way to spend it.  

On Monday, Ashley called the painting companies 

from work. The middle of autumn may not have been 

the best time for painting her home’s exterior, but she 

was finally in the place to take action, and she didn’t 

want to wait a minute longer. One gave her a steep 

quote over the phone, but the other two wanted to 

come to the house to quote the job in person. She set up 

times for them to stop by the next day and hoped her 

supervisor would let her rearrange her schedule to 

accommodate the appointments. 

Kevin had always been flexible in the past, and she 

trusted this time would be no different. She grew close 

to him after her mom took a turn for the worse last 

year. Kevin let her work from home on occasion and 

was understanding whenever she needed to leave the 

office for a last-minute appointment. And toward the 
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very end, he was a huge moral support for her as well. 

After jotting down her painting appointments, she 

knocked on his open office door to get his attention.  

Kevin stopped typing on his computer and waved 

her in.  

‚Hi, there. I was wondering if I could start work 

an hour early tomorrow and leave here by three. I have 

a couple personal appointments at the end of the day.‛ 

Kevin glanced at his monitor, probably perusing 

the department calendar. ‚Sure, that shouldn’t be a 

problem.‛ 

Ashley smiled. ‚Thanks, I appreciate it.‛ 

‚Sure thing. Everything all right?‛ 

‚Oh, yeah. I’m just getting some estimates to paint 

my house, and those were the only times that worked.‛ 

Kevin leaned back in his chair. ‚Sounds fun. A 

nice change after everything you’ve been through this 

past year, huh?‛ 

‚Yeah, I suppose so.‛ They exchanged knowing 

glances, and she bit her lip as the personal moments 

they’d shared last year sprang to mind. Such as the 

time she broke down in his office after he’d asked how 

things were going. She’d tried to speak, but then totally 

lost it—scared for her mom, embarrassed and ashamed 

by her behavior, defeated by life itself. But Kevin had 

closed the door and handed her a tissue, offering 

nothing more than a listening ear and a gentle hand on 

her shoulder to show he cared. The exchange was 

personal yet professional, and she respected him even 

more after that. 

He'd gone through his own rough patch a few 
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years back, even before he was promoted to his current 

manager role. A nasty car accident put him in the 

hospital for weeks and left him with a serious leg 

injury that he never fully recovered from. Although it 

was subtle, he now sported a permanent limp. Her 

heart felt heavy every time she saw his laborious walk. 

Despite how honorably he’d handled the situation 

with her mom, she was determined not to let her 

outburst happen again. And after her mom’s passing, 

she’d promptly reverted their relationship back to that 

of manager-and-employee. Things had been back to 

normal between them for several months now, but it 

was still good to know she had a boss with a heart. 

She swallowed and smiled, banishing those 

thoughts from her head and forcing herself back to the 

present. ‚Thanks again.‛ 

‚No problem. Hey, do you mind closing my door 

on your way out?‛ He sat up straight in his chair again. 

‚I have to hop on a call in a few minutes.‛ 

‚Of course not.‛ Ashley closed his door and 

returned to her desk, excited at the prospect of giving 

her house a much-needed facelift. 

~*~ 

Monday evening, Ashley arranged some snacks 

and drinks on the coffee table for her weekly movie 

night with her best friend, Stacie. She brought up the 

streaming service, chose the movie they’d decided on 

last week, and hit pause.  

A few minutes later, Stacie breezed in, plopped in 
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her usual spot, and grabbed the bowl of popcorn from 

the coffee table. ‚How did your date go on Saturday?‛ 

she asked. 

‚Uh, not good.‛ Ashley reached for her drink, her 

stomach clenching. 

‚Why? What happened?‛ 

‚Oh, Stacie. I felt so close when we talked online, 

but this guy was as arrogant as they come. And he 

gave off a creepy vibe, too.‛ 

‚Shoot, I was hoping this would be the one. Do 

you have his picture? I want a visual.‛ 

Ashley reached for her phone and pulled up the 

dating site’s messaging app. 

Stacie peered over her shoulder. ‚Whoa, are all 

those messages from him?‛ 

Ashley squirmed. They were endearing two weeks 

ago, but now they made her uneasy. ‚Yeah, he went a 

little overboard. The sheer volume probably should 

have been a red flag, huh? Wait a minute.‛ She scrolled 

to the top. ‚This one’s new.‛ Why was he still 

messaging her?  

‚Uh oh, someone who can’t take no for an 

answer?‛ Stacie asked. 

A wave of dread engulfed Ashley. She read the 

message out loud. ‚Dear Ashley, I had a wonderful 

time the other night. I know you think it won’t work 

between us, but all I can say is you’re wrong. And I’ll 

prove it to you. I love you, and there’s no way I’ll let 

you go that easily. You will be mine.‛ 
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CHAPTER 2 

‚That is pretty high on the creepy scale, Ash.‛ 

Stacie’s forehead creased. 

‚I know.‛ Ashley swallowed, her mouth suddenly 

dry. I love you? Where had that come from? ‚In person, 

this guy was smug and clueless. He didn’t even seem 

like the person in the messages that came over the past 

couple weeks.‛ 

Stacie frowned. ‚Will you write him back?‛ 

‚I think it’s best to ignore him. He’ll get the hint, 

right? I mean, he doesn’t know where I live. All our 

communication is through the dating app’s chat and 

messaging function. I didn’t even give him my last 

name. If I don’t respond, he’ll have no choice but to 

move on.‛  

‚I suppose.‛ Stacie’s response didn’t sound 

convincing. ‚I guess ignoring him is the best route, but 

I don’t like it. You will be mine? That’s not normal.‛ 

‚I agree. But his pride was probably wounded 

when I turned him down. It’ll blow over.‛ Maybe she 

would keep his messages though, just in case things 

escalated. The idea made her shudder, but she created 

a new folder and moved all of Nick’s messages into it.  

They finished watching their movie, and then 

Stacie headed home.  
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Ashley’s workday on Tuesday was uneventful, 

and she was home for her 3:30 PM appointment with 

Tucker’s Painting. A middle-aged man pulled up in an 

old truck, his white overalls splattered with various 

colors of paint. 

She greeted him with a firm handshake. His hands 

were rough and cracked, and multi-colored paint 

stains dotted his fingers.  

‚You must be Ashley. I’m Shawn Tucker.‛ His 

voice was deep but kind. 

‚Nice to meet you, Shawn. Thanks for coming.‛ 

‚No problem. So, you want the whole exterior 

painted?‛ He took a step back on the porch and 

scanned the house with an analytical expression. 

‚That’s right. Can you give me an estimate on how 

much it would cost?‛ 

Shawn nodded and walked around the whole 

house. He was writing on a pad when he came back.  

Ashley held the front door open, and he glanced 

up. ‚Did you mention some interior painting to be 

done as well?‛ 

‚Yes. I’d need you to remove the kitchen 

wallpaper and paint the entire kitchen and living 

room. Can you add the indoor painting to your 

estimate?‛ 

Shawn took out a tape measure and jotted more 

notes. ‚That’s a rough estimate of what it’ll cost for my 

team to do everything you want.‛ He handed her the 

paper.  

‚Thank you. I’ll get back with you.‛ 

Shawn nodded and left.  
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A half hour later, a car door slammed outside.  

When she answered the door, the man on her 

porch sported faded jeans and a cream, ribbed sweater. 

He had messy brown hair, a chiseled jaw, and 

sophisticated stubble covering his cheeks and chin. 

‚Hi, I’m Jackson Russo from J&C Paints and Design.‛ 

His voice was smooth, and the extended hand she 

shook was softer than Shawn’s. 

‚I’m Ashley. Thanks for coming.‛  

His musky scent caused Ashley’s knees to wobble. 

Stay focused on the paint job, Ash. Things haven’t been 

working out in the dating department. 

She waved him inside and closed the front door as 

they headed toward her kitchen. ‚So, you probably 

saw the awful exterior as you pulled in.‛ 

Jackson chuckled. ‚It isn’t that bad.‛ 

‚I would like an estimate for repainting the whole 

exterior. I also want to remove the wallpaper and have 

the living room and kitchen painted.‛  

Jackson surveyed his surroundings. ‚Yeah, this is 

a bit outdated. Did you just buy the place?‛  

‚No. I inherited it, and I’m ready to make some 

changes.‛ 

Jackson ran a hand through his hair. He was 

sporting one of those rubber bracelets with an 

inscription promoting a cure for leukemia. Cancer took 

her mom’s life, and she swallowed hard at the emotion 

that band evoked. 

Jackson walked toward the front door. ‚Let me 

look around back and see how much time I think the 

project will take. I’ll give you an estimate in a few.‛ 
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‚OK, take your time. You can let yourself back in 

when you’re done.‛ She returned to the dinner 

preparations she’d begun before Jakson’s arrival.  

A few minutes later, the front door creaked open 

and slammed shut.  

Ashley dried her hands and turned at the sound. 

Maybe a new screen door should be her next home 

improvement. 

Jackson sat at the kitchen table. He glanced up and 

smiled when they made eye contact.  

She cleared her throat. ‚Do you have some figures 

for me?‛ 

‚Almost.‛ He pulled out a chair and motioned for 

Ashley to sit.  

You don’t have to ask me twice. As she sat, she 

caught a trace of cologne, and a wave of warmth 

washed over her. She knew nothing about this man, so 

she’d be wise not to let her attraction take hold. 

Besides, someone as soft spoken and good-looking as 

Jackson must have a wife or a girlfriend. 

He showed her several color swatches. ‚I’m a one-

man business, so it’ll probably take a good week or 

two to get this all done, including removing the 

wallpaper. And it depends on how complex the 

patterns are that you have in mind for your living 

room and kitchen.‛ 

‚Designs?‛ Ashley raised her eyebrows. 

‚Yeah, like if you want multiple colors, designs—

that kind of thing. I’m an artist, not just a painter.‛ 

Jackson shrugged. ‚But I can do whatever you want. I 

personally think less is more, so going with all one flat 
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color is a valid option too.‛ 

Ashley gazed at the hundreds of colors. Why was 

picking a color so overwhelming? ‚Wow, I guess I 

didn’t realize I’d have so many decisions to make. I’m 

still getting used to the responsibilities of 

homeownership.‛ 

Jackson stared at her with genuine interest.  

‚My mom passed away nine months ago. I spent 

so much of my adult life taking care of her and 

maintaining the status quo, it feels strange to be 

making changes. I want to be sure that whatever I do 

makes her proud.‛ She lowered her gaze, unsure why 

she was talking about such a deep subject to a stranger. 

‚Sorry, I know it sounds silly. It’s just paint, right?‛ 

Jackson leaned back in his chair and stretched his 

arm out, placing it on the back of her chair in a 

nonchalant fashion. ‚Not at all. I’m sorry about your 

mom. Losing someone is always hard, and it sounds as 

though it’s still pretty fresh. But don’t worry, you don’t 

have to make any decisions right now.‛ He removed 

his arm from behind her and reached for a piece of 

paper on the table. He shoved it her way, his rubber 

bracelet coming back into view. ‚Here’s what I’d 

charge for your whole project. I even have a line item 

there for the backsplash if you want. Tilework isn’t 

part of my typical offering, but I’ve done it a dozen 

times for myself or friends, so I’d be happy to help 

with that, too.‛ 

She nodded, trying to ignore the way his sweet 

words and proximity made her stomach flutter and 

instead peered at his estimate on the table. His quote 
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was much lower than the other two she’d received. 

And this included the backsplash? Talk about 

generous. ‚Why don’t I give you a call tomorrow to let 

you know what I decide? Does that work for you? I’ve 

had a few different estimates, so I want to compare 

them.‛ Not that she needed to. His price was right, and 

he gave off a more trustworthy vibe than the other two 

companies. But sleeping on a decision such as this still 

seemed wise. 

‚Sure thing.‛ He handed her a small card. ‚Here’s 

my number for your convenience.‛ 

‚Thanks.‛ Ashley turned the card over in her hand 

as Jackson gathered his things. ‚What does the C stand 

for?‛ 

He stood but stopped in his tracks. ‚I’m sorry?‛ 

‚In J&C. I assume the J is for Jackson. What’s the C 

for?‛ 

‚Oh.‛ He pushed in his chair, so Ashley stood and 

followed suit. ‚It’s<it’s for my sister, Carlene.‛ 

Jackson bit his lip and lowered his gaze. ‚She’s sort of 

my artistic inspiration.‛  

‚That’s sweet.‛ Ashley felt compelled to ask him 

more, but this was the first time his expression had 

turned serious, so she didn’t want to press him for 

personal details. 

Jackson gestured toward the flowers on the table. 

‚Those are nice. Any occasion?‛ 

The way he changed the subject so quickly didn’t 

go unnoticed. Should she tell him who they were from? 

She let out a small guffaw remembering how she got 

them. ‚Uh. Well, long story short, they’re from a guy I 
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met online. We had a first date the other night.‛ 

Jackson’s eyebrows raised. ‚Oh, yeah? How’d it 

go?‛ 

Ashley chuckled and shook her head. ‚Not great. 

Total disaster, in fact. But he insisted I keep the 

flowers, so what’s a girl to do?‛ 

An amused expression passed over Jackson’s face. 

‚Sorry to hear. I’ve not had great luck in the online 

dating department myself, so I can sympathize.‛ 

Ashley lowered her gaze, unsure what to say next 

but oddly relieved that Jackson appeared to be single. 

Good grief, why was she so intrigued by this man? 

‚Well, thanks for the sympathy. And thanks again for 

coming out.‛ 

‚You’re welcome.‛ He finished gathering his stack 

of materials and headed to the front door.  

She followed and extended her arm for another 

handshake, a formality that seemed like a fitting way 

to end their appointment. Though for some strange 

reason, she didn’t want him to go. Something inside 

her longed to get to know this man better. Dare she ask 

him to stay for dinner? She was making more than 

enough food to go around. Nah, she didn’t want to put 

the guy on the spot. They just met, and eating dinner in 

someone’s home was a bit intimate for two strangers. 

Especially when one of them made it clear he didn’t 

want to talk about personal matters like family. 

Jackson turned to leave. He was outside heading 

toward his truck when Ashley opened her front door 

and spontaneously called after him. ‚Hey!‛ She 

wouldn’t invite him to dinner, but she might as well 
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save herself a phone call the next day. 

Jackson turned to face her. ‚Yeah?‛ 

‚You, uh<You got the job. If you want it, that is.‛ 

He started to walk back toward the house. ‚Wait, 

you’ve made your decision already?‛ 

She shrugged. ‚Yeah. I can tell you’d do a great 

job, and your quote is within my budget. Do you know 

when you’ll be able to start?‛ 

His head tilted as if in thought. ‚Well, I have to 

finish up a project for a friend by the twentieth. But 

October isn’t my busiest month, so my schedule is 

open after that. I could start within a couple weeks if 

that works for you.‛  

Ashley smiled, at peace with her decision and 

excited that she was moving forward with this massive 

project. ‚Cool, and no rush. I mean, I still need to pick 

out the colors, and—‛ 

‚Here.‛ Jackson shifted the items in his hands as 

he closed the remaining space between them. He 

handed her two large color swatches. ‚You can pick 

them out on your own and let me know when you’re 

ready.‛ 

She stared at the swatches, then glanced up. 

‚Sounds good. I’ll call you later this week then. Thanks 

again.‛  

Jackson flashed her another adorable grin. ‚My 

pleasure. Have a good night.‛ And then he left. 

A sense of relief settled in Ashley’s chest knowing 

this wasn’t the last time she’d be seeing Jackson Russo. 

An unfamiliar, maroon-colored car parked across 

the street started its engine and slowly drove in the 
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direction of Jackson’s car. Ashley tried to catch a 

glimpse of the driver, but the windows were tinted. 

She squinted to make out the license plate, but she 

couldn’t get a good angle. 

She pursed her lips. That was strange. No one had 

approached the maroon car on foot during her entire 

exchange with Jackson. Had the person been sitting in 

the car the whole time? Her sleepy neighborhood 

rarely had visitors, so whose vehicle had it been? She 

closed the door, trying not to think about who had 

been lurking on the street. But she made extra sure to 

lock and bolt the front door before heading back to the 

kitchen for dinner. 


