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A Long Way from Eden  

Zane Martin's teenage daughter is pregnant. Meg Evan's son is the baby's 

father. Because Zane grew up not knowing who his father was, he'll be 

damned if he'll let his grandchild live with that shame. Meg was forced into 

an abusive marriage because of an un planned pregnancy, so she knows that 

love is the only good reason to marry. Neither Meg nor Zane expects or 

welcomes the attraction that sparks between them. As they await the 

impending birth of their grandchild, old wounds open and long hidden family 

secr ets come to light. The young couple builds a newer, stronger 

relationship, while Meg and Zane reach for a love passionate enough to 

overcome the past -  if they're strong enough to trust it...and each other.  

 

 

 



Chapter One  

"Hey Meg, there's a good - looking  guy in booth six asking to see you."  

Meg stopped rolling out pie dough to stare at Jane. For a split second her old 

fears screamed at her to sprint out the back door of the restaurant and not 

look back. With an effort she forced herself to relax. She had nothing to fear. 

Not after all this time. Would she ever feel completely safe?  

"Why would some guy want to see me?" She struggled to make her voice 

sound casual.  

"Maybe it's the universe's way of saying you need a man. When was the last 

time you had a da te?" Meg poured apple filling in her empty pie shells. "Tom 

and Joe are all the men I need."  

"They don't count. Tom's your son and Joe's like your father." Jane's eyes 

shone with mischief. "I'm talking about an honest to goodness, getting 

naked between the sheets kind of man. Like the guy in booth six. He looks 

good in a suit, but I bet he'd look even better without it."  

"Jane! For Heaven's sakes. The customers will hear you." Meg pulled her 

away from the swinging doors leading into the restaurant. Jane had been 

like a baby sister to her for nearly seventeen years. Though Meg loved her 

dearly, som etimes she was incorrigible. She shook her head as she stared 

into the younger woman's eager blue eyes.  

Jane's blonde curls bounced as she grabbed Meg by the hand and gave a 

tug. "Aren't you even curious to see what the guy wants?"  

Meg held firm. "Probab ly just wants to sell me insurance."  

"Well, whatever he's selling, you should definitely buy." Jane grinned, and 

pulled on her arm once more. "Come at least have a look."  

Meg sighed. "Okay, I'll look, but only because you're driving me crazy."  

She peered over the swinging doors and found she had a clear view of the 

man in booth six. He didn't look familiar, so she relaxed. She studied his 

face, with its long straight nose and dark brows. Because he was scrutinizing 

the menu, she couldn't determi ne the color of his eyes. A lock of dark brown 

hair fell over his forehead and he pushed it away with an impatient gesture.  

She couldn't deny Jane's assessment. Something about the shape of his 

mouth, his strong, determined chin, even the restless tapping  of his fingers 

against the table appealed to her. In another life she might have sat down 

across from him, smiled into his eyes and simply let nature take its course. 



But this wasn't another life, and she wasn't looking for a man in the here 

and now. The pang of regret she felt surprised her. She hadn't regretted the 

lack of a man in her life for a very long time.  

Jane gave her a little nudge towards the doors. "Humor me and at least find 

out what he wants. I'll even finish the pies."  

Meg glanced at the man just as he checked his watch. It was rude to keep 

him waiting, whoever he was. She took a fortifying breath, handed her 

apron to Jane and pushed through the doors.  

She stopped a few feet from his booth. Had Jane mentioned his name? From 

this close, he  appeared tougher than the regular run -of - the -mill 

businessman. A jagged scar ran across the back of his hand, while another 

began at his left temple and disappeared into his eyebrow.  

She cleared her throat when he looked up, extending her hand to him. "I' m 

Meg Evans. You wanted to speak with me?"  

He stood and took her hand in a brief shake, his mouth unsmiling and tense. 

"I'm Zane Martin." He looked around. "Is there somewhere we can speak in 

private?"  

Warning bells clamored in her head. "Anything you ha ve to say to me, you 

can say right here." There was no way she was going anywhere private with 

this guy. She slid into the seat across from his.  

He sat again and laid his hands on the table, his palms flat against the 

smooth brown Formica. Frowning, he sa id, "Are you sure? What I have to 

say is very personal."  

"Look, Mr. Martin, I don't know you. I have no idea what you could possibly 

want to say to me, but whatever it is, I'll hear it right here." She folded her 

arms across her chest.  

He studied her for  a minute, his look enigmatic. She returned his scrutiny, 

wondering how he'd received the scars. Despite their dangerous appearance, 

they didn't take away from the attractiveness of the man.  

He fidgeted for a few seconds, and then suddenly blurted out, "Y our son got 

my daughter pregnant."  

Meg's jaw dropped. Whatever she had been expecting him to say, that 

hadn't been it. She blinked as the information seeped into her brain. She'd 

known Tom was dating a girl, though she'd never met her. But pregnant? No 

wa y. Tom would have said something.  



"I -- I don't believe you."  

He gave a heavy sigh. "Trust me, I wouldn't kid about this."  

She splayed her hands on the table in front of her, her thoughts jumbled. 

"Tom's a university student. He doesn't have time for this. "  

"I can assure you he had enough time to knock up my daughter."  

Meg gasped. "How can you be so crass?"  

He scowled. "How do you want me to be, lady? Any way you look at it, it's a 

bad situation."  

She slumped against her seat. "Well, you're not helping the situation by 

talking like that."  

He waved a hand to dismiss her comment. "That's neither here nor there. 

I'm here to talk about getting these two kids married as soon as possible."  

She straightened at his words and shook her head. "Married? Not blood y 

likely."  

His eyebrows rose. "Now who's being crass?" He leaned forward so that his 

gaze was level with hers. The scar on his face whitened, as his face turned 

an angry red. "Your son has to take responsibility for his actions."  

Meg leaned as far away f rom him as the bench seat would allow. "I'll have to 

talk to Tom. If what you say is true, I'll make sure he shoulders his share of 

the responsibility." She aimed her finger at him. "But just you remember, 

your daughter has to be accountable for this situa tion as well."  

Zane nodded. "Of course. That's why I'm insisting on a marriage right 

away."  

Meg stood and placed her palms flat on the table as she leaned down closer 

to his face, feeling some measure of power by standing over him. "Make no 

mistake, Mr. Martin. Whether Tom is responsible for this pregnancy or not, 

there will not be a marriage between our children."  

He stood as well and she had to straighten to look up into his tense face. 

"Look, Mrs. Evans, try to be reasonable."  

"It's Ms. Evans, and I' m being very reasonable. Pregnancy is not a good 

enough reason for two people to get married." When she realized people in 

nearby booths had stopped talking to listen to their heated conversation, she 

clamped her mouth shut. Heat crept up from her chest to  her face and the 



skin prickled on her scalp. She lowered her voice. "This conversation is 

over."  

He grasped her arm when she tried to walk away. In that moment she had a 

clear sense of déjà vu, a memory of being grabbed in the same way. Her 

whole body te nsed, preparing for the expected blow. When he pulled a 

business card from his breast pocket, she almost collapsed at his feet in 

relief.  

Shaking her arm free, she snatched at the card with trembling fingers. He 

held on to the business card for a moment before releasing it. "Call me after 

you've talked to your son." With a slight nod, he dropped some change on 

the table and walked away. Meg clutched the card between rigid fingers, her 

eyes focused on his straight back and broad shoulders. She almost laughed 

out loud as she recalled Jane's ludicrous suggestion about the man in booth 

six. She had no desire to see this man without his suit. In f act, she had no 

desire to ever see him again.  

* * * *  

As Zane walked out of Joe's Diner, he could feel the eyes of the lovely Ms. 

Evans boring holes into the back of his head. She was lovely, even with her 

long dark hair pulled into a careless ponytail.  

If he had gone to the restaurant with nothing other than food on his mind 

today, he might have pursued a lunch date with her. It had been too long 

since he'd had an interesting dinner companion. Yes, under different 

circumstances, he might have gone after her, just based on the unexplained 

attraction he had experienced when he'd first seen her. Maybe he was just a 

sucker for big brown eyes. Bambi eyes.  

Unfortunately, Bambi had turned into a she -wolf bent on protecting her cub. 

He thought he'd suggested the  only reasonable solution to their 

predicament. Not in his wildest imagination had he expected to come up 

against opposition to the idea of a marriage between their children. As far as 

he could see, it was the only answer.  

He was still reeling from the sh ock of Erin's and Tom's news the previous 

evening. They had discussed Erin's pregnancy for several hours and they 

had all agreed there was no alternative other than marriage.  

Even so, Zane had sensed reluctance in Tom. That had been the catalyst for 

his visit this morning to Joe's Diner, Tom's mother's place of employment. 

Although Meg Evans had balked at the idea of marriage between their 



children, Zane knew it would only be a  matter of time before she came 

around to his way of thinking.  

Pulling his cell phone from the clip on his belt, he punched in a familiar 

number. He leaned against his car while he waited for the phone to ring. It 

was answered almost immediately.  

"Hi Ma.  How are you doing?"  

He pictured his mother's puzzled expression as he waited for her response. 

He rarely called her twice in as many days.  

"I'm just as fine as I was yesterday morning." He heard rustling as she sat 

down. "So Zane, to what do I owe the p leasure of a call from my only child 

two days in a row?"  

"I just wanted to tell you that I love you, Ma." How was he going to break 

the news to her? It would rip her heart in two.  

She gave a quiet laugh. "I know you do, son. So what's happened since 

yest erday that you had to call your dear old ma?"  

He didn't know any other way to tell her, so he decided to just get it over 

with in a rush. "How do you feel about coming to Winnipeg for a wedding?"  

"Zane! You're getting married again? That's wonderful! Wha t's her name? I 

want to meet her."  

He almost choked. His mom sounded so enthusiastic that he almost wished 

he were getting married again, just so he wouldn't break her heart with his 

next words. He cut in on her excited response. "Uh, no Ma, not me. I'm n ot 

getting married."  

He could almost hear her deflating. "You're not? Oh, I'm sorry to jump to 

conclusions, dear, but I really wish you'd find someone to spend the rest of 

your life with."  

"Look who's talking. I don't see you rushing out to buy a wedding  dress."  

He heard her sniff of disdain. "You're changing the subject, Zane."  

"I'm not the only unmarried one."  

"I refuse to get into this discussion. Now tell me the real reason you called."  

He chuckled. He knew he'd get a rise out of her. It served he r right, bugging 

him about getting married when she never had. "Sorry, Ma. I couldn't 

resist."  



She chuckled too. "All right, you're forgiven. Now is someone getting 

married or not?"  

He sighed when he realized he couldn't put off the reason for his call a ny 

longer. "Yeah, Erin's getting married."  

"Erin? Our little Erin? She's not old enough to get married."  

"Ma, she's eighteen."  

"Still too young."  

He couldn't disagree with her, but that wasn't the issue. "She's pregnant."  

"O-o-ohh."  

Her disappointment came through loud and clear over the miles. He could 

only surmise she was remembering back to when she too was unmarried 

and pregnant, just like her granddaughter.  

At last she spoke. "Who's the father?"  

"His name is Tom Evans."  

"And h ow old is he?"  

Zane rotated a shoulder to release the tension. "Around twenty, I think."  

"So you've met him?"  

"Of course, I have Ma. What do you take me for? I like to meet the people 

my daughter hangs around with." Unfortunately his vigilance hadn't st opped 

Erin from becoming pregnant. Maybe he'd failed his daughter, but he'd be 

damned if he'd fail her child. He would not allow his grandchild to grow up 

thinking his father didn't care about him.  

With effort, he forced his old resentments to the back of  his mind. Before he 

could do that, he knew he needed to apologize. "I'm sorry, Ma. I didn't mean 

that to come out like it did."  

Her voice lowered and he could hear the tight emotion she tried to hide. "I 

know you didn't, dear."  

"You did a great job rais ing me on your own. You're the best mother a guy 

could ask for."  

"You can stop sucking up, Zane."  



"I know, but I am so -- " He realized he was about to apologize again. "I just 

don't want Erin's kid to grow up with people thinking he's less than good 

enoug h."  

He heard the catch in her voice as she spoke. "I'm sorry you had to grow up 

that way, son."  

"I know you are, Ma. But hey, I turned out all right didn't I?"  

She gave a forced laugh. "Yeah, you did." He heard her take a deep breath. 

"This Tom Evans. I s...is he nice?"  

Zane pictured Tom in his mind. He was a good looking kid, obviously taking 

after his mother. He forced his thoughts back to the conversation. "Yeah Ma, 

he's nice."  

He'd first met Erin's boyfriend about a month ago and had been impressed 

with Tom's intelligence and dedication to his studies. He'd liked what he had 

seen of the boy. His daughter's news the night before had dampened some 

of his enthusiasm for the young man, but he was willing to work on the 

relationship for Erin's sake. After  all, young Tom would be his son - in - law 

soon enough.  

* * * *  

Meg stumbled through the rest of her shift by operating on a kind of 

automatic pilot. Jane sent curious looks in her direction, obviously noticing 

her distraction. Luckily for Meg, the restaurant  filled with the lunch crowd, 

leaving Jane no opportunity to quiz her. For that small mercy Meg was 

grateful.  

When her shift ended, she fled, too upset to withstand Jane's questions, 

however well -meaning they might be. Instead, she lied about having an 

appointment she was already late for. Thinking about it now as she waited 

for Tom in the kitchen of their apartment, she winced. Would the lies never 

end? She'd told so many over the past seventeen years that it was 

sometimes hard to remember what was fact a nd what was fiction.  

She made herself a cup of her favorite herbal tea, letting the aroma calm 

her. She'd need to be calm to deal with Tom and the predicament he'd 

apparently managed to get into. Meg sighed as she sipped the hot liquid. 

She'd rarely had o ccasion to be disappointed with Tom. He was a wonderful 

son, loving and thoughtful, and he'd given her cause to be proud many 

times over the years. Every time she recalled the day he'd won a full 

scholarship to the engineering program at the university, he r heart filled 



with pride. Life hadn't been easy for them, but the love and support of the 

Evans family had made everything bearable. She gave herself a mental 

shake. Well, almost bearable.  

She shuddered at the memory of the months they'd lived on social 

assistance. Never had she felt so inadequate as a person and as a mother. 

However, with those feelings had come a determination to carve out a better 

life for herself and her son. She had landed a job as a dishwasher at Joe's 

Diner, and Joe and Maria Evans  had taken her in, both as an employee and 

as a daughter. For that and for them, she would always be grateful.  

Meg heard Tom's key turn in the lock.  

He entered, carrying an armful of books and looking tired and disheveled. 

When he saw her drinking tea at the kitchen table, he said, "Hi Mom. I didn't 

expect to see you home so early. Is there anything to eat?" He dumped his 

books on a chair near the door  and came to sit across from her.  

He ran a hand through his hair, the gesture speaking of fatigue and stress. 

Final exams for his third year of engineering loomed ahead like black clouds 

on the horizon. He needed to maintain good marks to keep his scholar ship. 

There was no way Meg could afford to send him to university without it.  

And now Zane Martin was demanding that Tom marry his daughter. No 

wonder her son looked stressed. "I'll make something to eat in a little while. 

There's something I need to talk  to you about first."  

His expression reminded her so much of his father that she had to turn 

away. Sometimes Tom's resemblance to Paul was so eerily similar, her 

breath caught in her throat. She thanked God every day that was where the 

resemblance with hi s father ended.  

Tom rubbed his face in a weary gesture. "There's something I need to talk to 

you about, too." He sighed. "I think you might know what it's about. Has 

Zane Martin spoken to you?"  

She took his hand. "He came to see me at the restaurant this morning. Why 

don 't you tell me your story and we'll compare notes?"  

"You're not going to like what I have to say." Meg squeezed Tom's fingers.  

"Probably not, but I'm not going to love you any less."  

Tom looked away but he didn't remove his hand. He cleared his throat. "I'm 

going to be a father."  



"Oh." Putting a hand to her tight chest, Meg shook her head. "It wasn't any 

easier hearing it from you."  

"I'm sorry, Mom." His voice cracked with emotion. "I don't know how it 

happened."  

Meg experienced a flashback with his w ords. She had uttered a similar 

statement in her own circumstances, but she didn't want to make the same 

mistake her parents had made with her. Even after twenty years, she could 

still hear the recriminations. Taking a deep breath, she tried to focus on th e 

humor of his words. "Oh, I think you know how it happened."  

Tom grimaced and pulled his hand away. He looked up at the ceiling as if the 

water stain in the corner had some answers, then swung his gaze back to 

her. "You know what I mean, Mom."  

All trace s of humor left her. "Yeah, I do." She could barely choke out the 

words.  

He ran his hand through his hair once more and lowered his gaze. "I don't 

know if I'll be able to love this kid and look after it the way you've loved 

me."  

Meg pushed back her chair  and went around the table to hug her son. "Of 

course you will, honey." She pushed back the dark hair from his forehead. 

"You're a loving and caring person."  

He hugged her back. "You taught me well." He buried his head in her 

shoulder but not before she s aw the sheen of tears in his eyes.  

Meg held him close, giving him a moment to compose himself. When he 

pulled out of her embrace, she went back to her chair. A tear slipped down 

her cheek and she wiped at it in surprise. "Sorry about that. I just haven't 

come to grips with the idea of you being a father yet." She forced a smile. 

"So, what are your plans?"  

"Well, Erin's dad wants us to get married."  

Meg tensed, but she pushed back her frustration with Zane Martin's 

demands to focus on her son's needs. "Is  that what you want?"  

He shrugged. "I'm not sure. I haven't really known Erin very long."  

Tom's words had her staring at him in disbelief. "Then what business did you 

have sleeping with her?"  

He shrugged. "It just sort of happened."  



"It just sort of ha ppened? I can't believe you just said that." She heard the 

shrillness in her voice. "Nothing just sort of happens. I thought I'd raised 

you better."  

"I'm sorry, Mom."  

Meg closed her eyes. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that." She shuddered. 

"I sounded  just like my parents."  

Tom sent her a curious look. "Your parents?"  

The situation with Tom and Erin vividly brought back the past, along with all 

the difficult emotions of that time. Of course Tom wouldn't remember his 

biological grandparents. He'd only  been two when he'd last had contact with 

them. Joe and Maria Evans were the only grandparents he knew. The rest of 

his history had been a mixture of fantasy and reality that Meg had created to 

satisfy his curious mind.  

"I mean your biological grandparent s, Tom. You know that I got pregnant 

with you when I was a teenager. My parents were pretty upset at first, but 

they came around after you were born."  

"Just before they died in that plane crash with my Dad and his folks."  

"Yeah." The lies burned in her t hroat, making it difficult to speak. When 

would they ever end?  

"I'm just so confused, Mom."  

Meg leaned forward. "Whatever you do, don't let Erin and her dad force you 

into something you don't want to do."  

"I want to do the right thing."  

"Oh honey, you can still be a father to your child without marrying Erin."  

Tom's head came up and the look he sent her was full of pain and confusion. 

"But my dad married you when you got pregnant, right?"  

Meg's heart twis ted in her chest. She'd given him only enough information 

about his father to satisfy his curiosity as he grew up. He'd asked a lot of 

questions as a young boy and she had concocted a story about how thrilled 

Paul was to be a father and how much he loved T om. She'd invented a 

fairytale family for the three of them that ended when Paul, his parents and 

her parents died in a plane crash on the way to a fishing trip in northern 

Saskatchewan.  



Lying didn't come easy for Meg, but over the years she'd become a ma ster. 

She hated herself for it, but she'd had to protect her son.  

"That was different. Your Dad and I grew up together. We'd known each 

other and each other's family all our lives. You barely know Erin. Can you 

honestly say you love her enough to stay wit h her the rest of your life? 

Because if you can't, it'll be even harder for your child when your marriage 

falls apart."  

Tom scrubbed at his face with his hands in a gesture of weariness. "No, I 

can't honestly say that right now. But I don't want my kid gr owing up 

without knowing his dad like I did."  

Meg swallowed a huge lump in her throat. She turned to stare at the 

philodendron across the room. When had she last watered it? Even though 

she tried to focus on something as mundane as the houseplant, she cou ldn't 

stop thinking about her son's questions. It was because of her that her son 

had grown up without his father.  

Had she done the right thing?  

"Your child won't grow up that way because you won't let him." She clutched 

at the green checked tablecloth as she carefully weighed her words. "For 

now, just concentrate on being the best dad, and the best person, that you 

can be."  

Tom nodded once and re leased a pent up breath. "So you think I can be a 

good dad, even if I don't marry Erin."  

Meg sighed in relief. "I know you can, honey. Maybe sometime in the future 

you and Erin will fall in love and be ready for marriage." Taking a closer look 

at Tom, she  realized her baby was almost all grown up. And now he had a 

baby of his own on the way. She blinked with her next thought. She was 

going to be a grandmother.  

The ringing of the phone interrupted her revelation. Frowning, she got up, 

annoyed to have her t houghts of impending grandmotherhood cut short. 

Zane Martin answered her hello without a similar greeting.  

"Is your son ready to marry my daughter?"  
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Burning Love  

After causing three cooking fires in her apartment, Iris Jensen finds herself 

evicted and homeless. She lands on Riley Benson's doorstep, looking to rent 

a room in the beautiful old home he's restoring. It's only for six weeks until 

Iris leaves Portland, O regon for her new job on a cruise ship.  

Firefighter Riley knows firsthand what a bad tenant she can be. But he needs 

money to finish the work on the house he loves. And something about Iris 

pulls at his hearté  

Meanwhile, in Heaven, two angels watch over the young lovers. Angelica and 

Hildegard work in Heaven's Relationship Division, where angels match 

mortals with their soul mates. The angels believe so strongly in Iris and 

Rileyôs love that they break Heaven's rules to help them. Can the angels 

convince them their love will last a lifetime?  

 



Chapter One  

Riley Bensonôs fire truck screeched to a stop in front of an old brick 

apartment building as smoke belched from a third story window. All was 

chaos on the normally quiet street in Portlandôs Pearl District. Firefighters 

poured water onto the roof of the building from the aerial platform of a 

ladder truck already on site. Police cars and ambulances flanked both sides 

of the street, their flashing lights illuminating the night. The air reeked of 

diesel exha ust and acrid smoke. After five years as a firefighter, the familiar 

smell sent adrenalin rushing through Rileyôs veins.  

He jumped from the truck when it came to a stop and began unrolling hose. 

Police attempted to keep onlookers a safe distance away. Res idents of the 

apartment building milled around in various states of undress. Riley caught 

snippets of angry rumblings from the crowd.  

ñIôll bet itôs that girl from the third floor again. She did this!ò  

ñThat woman is dangerous!ò  

Before Riley could wonder what they were talking about, a womanôs shrill 

scream sounded over all the other noise.  

ñSomeoneôs still in the building! I saw a woman at the window!ò  

Another person shouted, ñYes, I saw her too! In the stairwell, on the second 

floor.ò  

ñThere she is! Sheôs heading up the stairs!ò  

ñShe must be crazy! Why would she run back into a burning building?ò  

Captain Andrews shouted instructions. ñBenson, Carruthers, Smith. Find the 

woman and get her out.ò  

Riley dropped the hose and ran  toward the buildingôs entrance, pulling his 

breathing apparatus over his face as he scrambled over hoses. Though this 

fire was mostly smoke and largely under control, that didnôt mean it wasnôt 

still dangerous. He led the way as the three firefighters for med a single line 

and made their way up the stairs. The smoke grew thicker the higher they 

climbed until Riley could barely see in front of his face.  

ñFrank, Jim!ò Riley called on his radio. ñYou still with me?ò  

Riley felt a hand on his leg. ñRight behind you.ò  

ñBringing up the rear, Riley.ò  



Reassured, Riley pushed on. A moment later he heard coughing and dropped 

to his knees, feeling along the wall until he found the woman. He slipped an 

arm beneath her and hoisted her over his shoulder in the firemanôs carry.  

ñIôve got her,ò he said over the radio. ñLetôs get out of here.ò  

The woman pummeled his back with her small fists. ñNo, no! I have to go 

back! Please, let me go!ò  

A fit of coughing cut off her words. The firefighters rushed down the stairs 

and out of the building. As Riley carried the woman across the lawn to a 

waiting ambulance, a bald man with a paunch wearing boxers and an 

undershirt pointed an accusing finger at them.  

ñItôs her! Itôs the girl who started the fire the last time!ò  

ñShe should be evicted!ò  

ñWeôre not safe as long as she lives here,ò someone else shouted. Riley 

hurried to the ambulance and set the woman down just inside the open 

doors. Was it true? Had she caused a previous fire?  

Dave, the EMT, tried to administer oxygen to th e woman, but she pushed 

aside the mask and jumped from the ambulance, ready to make her escape.  

ñIris, itôs me, Dave. You have to let me help you.ò  

ñNo, no. Please!ò She shoved away the mask once more.  

ñRiley, give me a hand here, will you?ò  

ñSure. You know her?ò Dave grinned. ñWeôve met before. Iris here is a pretty 

rotten cook. When she burns a meal she really burns a meal. Iôve been a 

guest at her little midnight soir®es on previous occasions.ò 

So it was true. Was she some kind of firebug, one of tho se crazy people who 

got their thrills by deliberately setting fires? Riley grasped both of her hands 

in one of his and wrapped one arm around her waist while Dave placed the 

mask over her mouth and nose. He tried to ignore the feel of her soft, warm 

body p ressed tightly against his. She struggled to free herself, but it was a 

lost cause. She couldnôt have been more than five- three and maybe a 

hundred and fifteen pounds. Despite her small stature, her curves were 

generous. Her breasts strained against the th in material of her T -shirt, her 

nipples pebbling to hard peaks in the cool night air. Riley could imagine one 

breast fitting perfectly in the palm of his handé  

Whoa! Where the hell had that come from?  



He abruptly loosened his hold and Iris took the oppor tunity to wrench one 

arm free and push away the mask. ñMy cat. I have to find her. Sheôs all I 

have. Please!ò  

Finally Riley understood. He looked into her face. Her bright blue eyes stood 

out starkly against her smoke -blackened face, pleading with him to 

understand. Tears forged little rivulets of mud down her cheeks. In her eyes 

he read panic and genuine fear. Anyone who loved her cat as much as Iris 

obviously did would never deliberately start a fire that might endanger her 

beloved pet. He had a dog and understood completely. No way had Iris 

started this fire on purpose.  

ñWhatôs your catôs name?ò  

ñWhiskers,ò she rasped before a fit of coughing stopped her.  

ñIôll find her.ò  

At his nod, Dave placed the mask over her mouth and nose again. This time 

Iris didnôt fight him. She sat quietly and closed her eyes as if all the fight 

had drained from her body.  

Riley turned and headed back to the apartment building. He spoke to his 

captain. ñCap, Iôm going back in. The girl says her cat is still in there.ò  

ñPets often go into hiding during a fire,ò Captain Andrews said. He shook his 

head. ñThis is the third fire weôve responded to at Iris Jenningsô apartment 

this year. Itôs a miracle no one has been seriously injured.ò  

Riley glanced back at Iris and nodded glumly. He couldnôt let a pair of pretty 

blue eyes distract him from doing his job, and right now that job was to find 

her cat.  

As he checked his air pack on the front step of the b uilding, he heard a faint 

mewing. Riley removed his helmet and listened, straining to hear the cat 

over the noise of the emergency vehicles. After a moment he heard the 

mewing again and followed the sounds around the side of the building into 

some shrubs.  

ñWhiskers? Is that you? Cômere, Whiskers.ò  

A small gray cat with a white face and paws stepped tentatively from behind 

her hiding place in the bushes. Riley reached a gloved hand toward her, and 

she rubbed her face against it and purred, as if grateful f or rescue. Riley 

scooped her up and carried her back to the ambulance, hoping the cat 



belonged to Iris. He didnôt want to examine too closely his need to ease her 

distress.  

Iris sat just inside the ambulance, her head bowed and her shoulders 

slumped in ut ter despair. The oxygen mask was gone. She looked small and 

helpless as she clutched the thin blue blanket wrapped around her 

shoulders. Riley fought the urge to wrap her in his arms and keep her safe. 

He cleared his suddenly dry throat, shaken by his thou ghts.  

ñIs this Whiskers?ò  

Iris lifted her head, her gaze colliding with his. When she saw the cat in his 

arms her despair dissipated, forgotten along with the blanket as she jumped 

from the ambulance.  

ñOh, Whiskers!ò She reached for the cat and cuddled it in her arms. ñI 

thought Iôd lost you.ò Fresh tears poured from her eyes, making her cheeks 

even muddier. ñIs she okay?ò  

ñSheôs fine. I think she got out of the apartment faster than you did. I found 

her outside.ò  

Iris laughed and hugged the cat close.  ñItôs a good thing youôre smarter than 

me.ò  

Riley watched Iris whisper reassurances to Whiskers, her clear blue eyes 

sparkling with tears. Aside from her amazing eyes, there was nothing 

remarkable about her. Black soot covered her from head to toe, and s he 

smelled strongly of smoke. So why did he feel this pull toward her?  

Get a grip, Benson.  

He turned to Dave. ñDoes Iris need to go to the hospital?ò  

ñIôd like to have her checked more closely at the hospital, maybe have her 

stay overnight for observati on.ò  

ñNo, Iôm fine, really,ò Iris protested. ñNo permanent damage. I donôt need to 

go to the hospital.ò  

ñYou inhaled a lot of smoke, Iris,ò Riley said. ñYou should listen to Dave.ò  

ñIôm fine. See? Iôm not even coughing anymore.ò  

ñSmoke inhalation can be tricky ðò  

ñNo! Iôm not going to the hospital.ò  



Dave glanced at Riley and sighed. ñAll right, but I strongly advise you to visit 

your doctor as soon as possible.ò  

Iris nodded, rubbing her cheek against Whiskersô fur. Riley suspected the 

reason she didnôt want to go to the hospital was because of the cat. Now 

that Irisôs apartment was uninhabitable, Whiskers was as homeless as she 

was. What would she do with the cat if she were stuck in the hospital?  

A Cadillac squealed to a halt next to the ambulance, a nd a short bald man 

hopped out. Riley recognized him immediately and his jaw clenched in 

anger. Joe Gardiner, landlord, real estate developer, and first -class  money -

grubbing louse. Riley knew from bitter experience what Gardiner was 

capable of.  

ñWhat the hell is going on here?ò Gardiner bellowed. A second later he spied 

Iris. ñYou! I should have known youôd be responsible for this!ò  

He made his way toward her, vengeance in his eyes. Riley stepped in front 

of him, blocking his access to Iris. ñAre you trying to ruin me? We just 

finished the repairs from the last fire.ò  

Iris held her cat close. ñIt was an accident. Iôm sorry.ò  

ñOnce is an accident. Three times is arson!ò Gardiner tried to go around 

Riley but he stepped in front of him once more. ñI want you out! Now! Youôll 

never rent one of my properties again, and Iôll make damn sure no one else 

rents to you either.ò  

ñIôm so sorry,ò Iris said. ñI donôt know what happened. I turned on my stove 

to make a grilled cheese sandwich, and the next thing I knew my apartment 

was full of smoke. It was an accident, I swear.ò  

ñYouôll never have another accident in one of my buildings. Consider yourself 

evicted, effective immediately.ò  

ñMy thingsðò  

ñYouôll find whatôs left of them out on the front lawn tomorrow.ò  

Iris lifted her chin a fraction. Gathering her cat close, she walked away from 

the apartment building to a chorus of b oos and hisses from her angry 

neighbors. Riley ran after her.  

ñIris, wait. Do you have someplace to stay? The department can help you if 

you need it.ò  



She didnôt look at him. ñIôll be fine. My friend lives just around the corner. 

Whiskers and I can stay with her.ò  

ñAre you sure? Do you need a ride?ò  

Irisôs chin quivered as she struggled to hold back tears, giving him a glimpse 

of the vulnerability that lay just under the surface of her bravado. Without 

thinking, he reached out to touch her. Her skin fel t warm and alive under his 

hand, and his heart gave an involuntary leap. She glanced at his hand on 

her arm and then lifted her gaze to meet his, a determined smile on her lips.  

ñYouôre very kind, but Iôm fine. Thank you.ò  

Riley dropped his hand and watc hed her disappear into the night with her 

back straight and her head held high. His chest tightened at the sight of Iris 

walking alone down the street. Did she really have a friend around the 

corner willing to take her in? Would she be okay?  

Enough! Iris Jennings was not his responsibility. Her carelessness likely 

caused this fire and probably two others. He was damn lucky he didnôt live 

anywhere near her.  

****  

Meanwhile, in a far, far away placeé  

ñAngelica, now what have you done? I told you not to open the Earth 

window!ò  

Angelica watched with Hildegard as firefighters hosed downed a smoke -

blackened apartment suite on other side of the window. She frowned. This 

hadnôt gone quite as well as sheôd hoped.  

ñWhat in the name of St. Peter were you doing? I only left you alone for ten 

minutes!ò  

ñI was matching a couple of soul mates,ò Angelica said, forcing cheerfulness 

into her voice. ñAfter all, thatôs what we do here in Relationship Division, 

isnôt it?ò  

ñWrong,ò Hildegard said, crossing her arms. ñItôs what I do here in 

Relationship Division. Youôre supposed to be dusting my office, not creating 

havoc on Earth.ò  

Angelica stamped one small foot, all pretense of cheerfulness gone. ñIôve 

been here in Heaven for ages. Iôm supposed to be an angel- in - training, b ut 

nobody will train me to do anything important!ò  



ñWith good reason! You could have killed somebody with that fire.ò  

ñI had the fire under complete control the whole time,ò Angelica said. As 

soon as the lie slipped from her mouth, her truth bracelet lit  up like a 

firecracker, its shrill siren assaulting her ears. Stupid truth bracelet.  Every 

angel - in - training wore one, but hers got more of a workout than most. 

ñOkay, so maybe the fire was a little bit out of control,ò she admitted. The 

truth bracelet sil enced at once. ñBut I did everything else by the book. 

Honestly.ò  

Hildegard marched to the filing cabinet and pulled out a folder bulging with 

papers. Angelica groaned. Not the file again. Was that thing going to follow 

her around Heaven for the rest of t he afterlife?  

Hildegard flipped through the papers. ñYouôve been found unsuitable for 

every job youôve been given in Heaven.ò She pulled a sheaf of papers from 

the file. ñLook at this. When you were assigned to Messenger Division you 

mixed up a couple of communications. A ninety -year -old great -grandmother 

was told she was going to have a baby.ò  

ñIt was an accident. I put the wrong message in the envelope addressed to 

the great -grandmother.ò The incident had ended her career in Messenger 

Division. It had b een a bad day for her and she suspected it hadnôt been so 

good for the great -grandmother either.  

ñThen there was the debacle in the Avenger Division,ò Hildegard continued. 

Angelica closed her eyes in misery. ñDo we have to rehash this again? Canôt 

we just let bygones be bygones?ò From the set of Hildegardôs jaw, Angelica 

guessed the answer to that question was no. Hildegard was as by - the -book 

an angel as sheôd met in Heaven. Everything about her screamed 

businesslike efficiency, from her sensible black loaf ers and brown tweed suit, 

to her steel rimmed glasses and severely pulled back hairstyle. Only the 

elegant lines of her beautiful wings softened her look.  

Hildegard scowled. ñYou nearly sent the entire Avenger squad to exact 

retribution on a poor old corn  farmer in Iowa instead of a drug lord in New 

York City.ò  

ñOkay, so I got the names mixed up. Johnson, Johnston. Anyone could have 

made that mistake.ò  

ñAnd yet no one but you ever has.ò Hildegard flipped through the pages. 

ñAh, my personal favorite. Divine Intervention Division. Theyôre still trying to 



put their computer system back together. How did you manage to foul up an 

entire database? You were only there one day.ò  

ñI work fast, I guess.ò Angelica had no idea what happened. Sheôd accessed 

the database to do a simple search for one of the senior angels and 

somehow sheôd managed to disable the whole system.  

ñWhat are we going to do with you, Angelica? Aside from being totally inept, 

youôre always late for everything.ò  

ñIt takes time to put this look together.ò Angelica gave her blonde curls a 

little shake, making them bounce. ñDo you know how long it takes to get my 

hair just right? And selecting the perfect outfit canôt be rushed.ò  

Angelica smoothed the silk of her Versace gown. One of the best perks in 

Heaven was having access to the fashions of dearly departed designers.  

ñSome of the division heads are saying you should be placed in Service 

Division.ò  

ñWhat! No, not Service Division! I canôt spend eternity cleaning and cooking 

for other angels.ò She held out her newly manicured hands to Hildegard. ñDo 

these look like the hands of an angel destined for a life in service?ò  

ñYou are far too vain for your own good.ò Hildegard shuffled through the file. 

ñYour Heaven entrance exams said you tested off the charts for vanity. But 

according to St. Peter you do have some redeeming qualities. You scored 

well for empathy and kindness.ò  

Angelica beamed. ñThank you.ò  

ñYou also scored extremely high on the stubbornness scale.ò  

ñOh. Is that bad?ò  

ñSometimes. But sometimes stubbornness means youôll stick with a project 

to the end.ò  

ñDoes that mean I can stay here with you in Relationship Division?ò Angelica 

clapped her  hands in glee. ñItôs going to be so much fun working here.ò  

ñI didnôt say that. Donôt start picking out the curtains for your new office just 

yet.ò Hildegard closed the file and placed it back in the cabinet. She glanced 

at the Earth window once more.  

ñWait a minute. Isnôt that Iris Jennings? I was working on her file before I 

got called away to a meeting. What have you done?ò  



ñI told you,ò Angelica said, mustering her tattered confidence. ñI was 

matching her with her soul mate.ò  

Hildegard hit the rewi nd button and watched as the whole scene unfolded, 

from the start of the fire to Irisôs solitary walk in the dark. ñYou nearly 

burned down the building and put everyone in danger. Not to mention 

Whiskers the cat!ò Hildegard shook her head in disbelief. ñIf anything had 

happened to Whiskers it would have been unforgivable.ò  

ñBut everything turned out okay. Everybody, including Whiskers, is fine. I 

had to resort to drastic measures so Iris could meet her soul mate.ò  

ñIôve already matched her with her soul mate!ò Hildegard said, her voice 

rising in irritation. She snapped her fingers and an extremely attractive male 

mortal with dark curly hair and laughing brown eyes grinned at them from 

the other side of the window. ñThis is Antonio from Milan. Iris is heading to 

Greece in six weeks to work on a cruise ship in the Mediterranean. Antonio 

will be working on the same ship. Theyôre going to fall in love immediately 

and forever. End of story, happily ever after.ò  

ñNo, itôs not happily ever after,ò Angelica insisted. ñI saw Irisôs file sitting on 

your desk and I peeked inside. Antonioôs not right for her.ò She had felt it 

the moment sheôd looked into Irisôs eyes.  

ñI matched them on a hundred points of compatibility, like I do all my 

matches. Itôs all very scientific,ò Hildegard said defensively. She picked up 

Irisôs file. ñLook. Theyôre perfect for each other. Both of them love travel and 

adventure. Sheôd be bored comatose if I matched her with a homebody.ò 

ñNo, youôre wrong,ò Angelica said. She snapped her fingers and brought Iris 

back to the window. The girlôs anxiety and loneliness reached out to her and 

grabbed her by the throat. ñI can feel it. She needs a home and security 

much more than she needs adventure. Yes, she loves to travel, but she 

needs someone to c ome home to. She wants a man whoôll always be there 

for her.ò  

ñIôve been doing this for a long time and I say Iris and Antonio are 

simpatico,ò Hildegard said. ñYou canôt just waltz in here and tell me how to 

do my job.ò  

ñIf youôre so good at your job,ò Angelica countered, ñhow come so many 

mortals get divorced?ò  

ñItôs not my fault.ò Hildegard straightened to her full height and gave her 

wings an impatient shake, her face registering her annoyance. ñI make 



excellent matches. If the mortals choose to look elsewhere there is nothing I 

can do to stop them. If youôd studied the policy manual like I told you, youôd 

know that we here in Relationship Division are allowed to orchestrate the 

first meeting between our soul mates but after that itôs all up to them. The 

Divine Leader has forbidden us from any further interference. After all, 

mortals have free will. Far be it from me to question the Divine Leaderôs 

directives.ò  

From the tone of her voice, Angelica suspected Hildegard didnôt exactly 

agree with the Divin e Leader. Perhaps she wasnôt the by- the -book angel 

Angelica believed her to be. Maybe she had a touch of rebel in her after all.  

ñHildy, matching soul mates is what Iôm supposed to be doing here in 

Heaven, Iôm sure of it. This is where Iôm supposed to be.ò  

Hildegard folded her arms across her chest, one eyebrow rising skeptically. 

ñOh, really.ò  

ñYes, really. I can feel when two people belong together. Why donôt we work 

together? With your scientific method and my creative genius we canôt lose.ò  

Hildegard burst out laughing. ñYou are  vain. What am I going to do with you 

Angelica?ò  

ñYouôre going to give me a chance to prove myself,ò Angelica said, seizing 

her opportunity. She grasped Hildegardôs hand and pressed it between both 

of hers. ñLet me prove to you that the match I made for Iris Jennings is the 

best one for her. If she isnôt madly in love by the end of six weeks, I will 

tender my resignation here in Relationship Division and immediately report 

for duty in Service Division.ò  

ñYouôre serious.ò Hildegard sounded surprised.  

ñCompletely.ò  

Hildegard stared into her eyes, her expression unread able. ñSo who did you 

have in mind for Iris?ò  

Sheôs considering it! Angelica could barely contain her excitement. ñHeôs 

right there. The second firefighter from the left. Riley Benson.ò  

ñWell,ò Hildegard said dryly. ñIôll give you points for irony. Matching a girl 

whoôs prone to starting fires with a firefighter. By the way, this fire, was that 

Iris or did you give her a little help?ò  

ñA little of both. Iris put the pan on the stove to heat. I made her forget 

about it. I wanted Iris and Rileyôs first meeting to be unforgettable.ò 



Hildegard snorted. ñIôm sure it was. What makes Riley a better match for Iris 

than Antonio?ò  

ñRiley needs Iris. Antonio doesnôt. And Iris needs Riley. She needs security 

in her life, whether she realizes it or not. They even liv e in the same city. Is 

that kismet or what?ò  

ñOkay, suppose I go along with this ridiculous plan. At the moment Riley 

thinks Iris is a crazy firebug. How are you going to change his mind about 

her? For that matter, how are they even going to meet again? Y ouôve had 

your one chance for a first meeting.ò  

ñI have faith,ò Angelica said. ñThese two belong together. Somehow the 

universe will make it happen.ò  

ñAs long as you  donôt make it happen, Angelica,ò Hildegard warned. ñSetting 

up a second meeting is total ly against policy.ò  

ñI know.ò  

ñIôm serious Angelica. I will only consider your crazy plan if you solemnly 

promise to obey all the rules, including the provision banning second 

meetings.ò  

Angelica held up her right hand. ñI solemnly promise I will not set up a 

second meeting.ò  

ñGood. What about the other rules? Under no circumstances are we allowed 

to go to Earth to befriend, coach, or otherwise influence our matches. The 

Divine Leader absolutely forbids it.ò  

ñIf we canôt go to Earth, how do we know if the match is working?ò  

ñNo problem.ò Hildegard snapped her fingers and a picture of an old house in 

the middle of extensive renovations appeared at the Earth window. ñThis is 

Rileyôs house in Portland, Oregon. We can monitor the situation from here. 

Do yo u agree to follow the rules?ò  

ñI agree to follow the rules.ò  

ñGood. Then in that case I agree to give you a chance to prove yourself with 

this match youôve made between Iris and Riley. If the match works, youôll 

stay here and work with me in Relationship Division. But if they are not 

madly in love and totally commit ted by the end of six weeks, Iris will go on 

her Mediterranean cruise and be matched with Antonio, and you will go to 

Service Division. Do we have a deal?ò  



Hildegard held out her hand. Angelica took a deep breath. Her whole future 

in Heaven depended on Ir is and Riley and the accuracy of her intuition. 

Angelica simply couldnôt allow them to languish in loneliness. She needed to 

fight for them, whatever the risk to her.  

But if she was wrong, if they werenôt soul matesð  

Angelica shivered. She couldnôt bear to think of it. She was far too pretty to 

wear one of those horrid Service uniforms. She shook Hildegardôs hand. 

ñYes, we have a deal.ò  

Hildegard sighed. ñHeaven help us.ò  
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The Girl Most Likely  

Cara McLeod, the girl most likely to have the perfect marriage, is now 

divorced and, in her own words, ñfat, frumpy, and over forty.ò The thought 

of facing former classmates ðand the ex -husband who dumped her ðat her 

high school reunion terrifies her. Cajoled i nto attending by her kids and her 

best friend, Cara enlists help at the gym to lose weight and look great for 

the reunion. Personal Trainer Finn Cooper is more than willing to help ðbut 

does he have to be so to -die - for gorgeous?  

Finn thinks Cara is perfect  just the way she is. Sheôs everything he wants in 

a woman, except for one thing ðshe canôt get past the fact that he's eight 

years younger. To Finn, age and weight are just numbers. But can he 

convince Cara the numbers she worries about add up to only one thing for 

himðlove?  

 

 



 

Chapter One  

You are cordially invited to the 25 th  reunion of Summerville High School 

Class of ó85. 

Hard to believe it's been 25 years since we last walked the halls of 

Summerville High. Wouldn't you like to know what's going on with former 

classmates?  

 Not really.  

Cara McLeod shook her head. High school felt like a lifetime ago. Best it 

remained in the past with the rest of the things sheôd left behind, like her 

marriage. And her waistline.  

The Reunion Committee has worked hard to plan a fabulous, fun - filled three 

day celebration on the last weekend in June at the historic Summerville Inn.   

Bring your spouse or come stag. You won't believe the surprises waiting for 

you!  

Surprises? Cara scowl ed at the embossed invitation. The plugged toilet and 

her carôs dead battery had been all the surprises she could handle this week, 

thank you very much. She stuffed the invitation into the pocket of her 

hoodie and turned her attention back to her job.  

She  consulted her clip board; the personal trainer was first up. As a junior 

assistant, her job on the live local events show at KBST Television was to 

make sure guests of the show were present and accounted for, provided 

with coffee and snacks, and escorted onto the sound stage at the 

appropriate time.  

Even though the guests were adults, in age anyway, the job was a lot like 

her previous work experience ï motherhood. Keep an eagle eye on her 

charges at all times, feed and water when necessary, and lead them by the 

hand to wherever they needed to go.  

She headed to the green room to retrieve the personal trainer. Would her 

ex -husband attend this fancy shindig for their 25 th  high school reunion?  

Cara tried to pushed thoughts of Peter from her mind, but they stuc k like 

stubborn carpet stains. What did she care if he flaunted his latest young, 

skinny girlfriend in front of all their old friends? She wasnôt going anyway. 

She didnôt need a reunion to remind her that few of her high school dreams 



had come to fruition.  She should have left the stupid invitation in the 

mailbox this morning. Why was she torturing herself?  

She opened the door to the green room and Finn Cooper, the personal 

trainer, rose from his chair and smiled at her. For the first time Cara realized 

how  tall he was. Not to mention how Adonis -like. ñMr. Cooper, youôll be our 

first guest, so Iôll take you to the stage now.ò She looked around the empty 

room. ñWhereôs the other guest, the chef?ò  

He cocked his head towards the closed washroom door. ñHeôs been in there 

a while.  I think heôs sick. He looked a little green earlier.ò 

Great. The last time theyôd lost a guest, the floor manager nearly had a 

breakdown. She smiled with what she hoped looked like confidence. ñIôm 

sure heôll be just fine. Letôs get you to the sound stage.ò 

Cara escorted Mr. Cooper to the stage, leaving him in the care of the floor 

manager, before hurrying back to the green room.  She knocked on the 

washroom door.  

ñHello? Are you all right in there?ò She checked her clipboard for the chefôs 

name. ñMr. Bricker?ò 

She heard a low moan. ñIôm sick. Leave me alone.ò 

ñMr. Bricker, are you too ill to appear on camera?ò 

ñOf course Iôm too sick! Damn sushi! I donôt know whether to sit on the toilet 

or stick my head in it.ò 

Cara quickly processed t hat mental picture. The last thing the show needed 

was a guest barfing on the host. Though it could be the most excitement 

theyôd had on the set in months.  

ñI want to go home,ò Bricker whined. 

ñHang in there, sir. Weôll look after you.ò 

She hurried back t o the set and found the floor manager. ñBill, weôve got a 

problem.ò She told him about the chef holed up in the washroom. 

A fine sheen of perspiration broke out on Billôs forehead. ñThatôs just great. 

Do we have any other guests lined up for today?ò 

ñJust the personal trainer.ò 



Jessica, the perky blonde host of Rochester Noon, leaned suggestively 

toward Finn Cooper, batting perfectly made up blue eyes at him.  Cara 

couldnôt blame her. He was one fine looking man. 

Bill started to pace, mopping his sweaty bro w with a hanky as he marched 

back and forth. ñHow are we going to fill an entire hour with one guest? 

Jessica isnôt capable of winging it for that long. She has enough trouble 

interviewing when we provide her with the questions.ò 

ñFirst things first. Iôm going to call a cab and send the chef home. Iôm sure 

youôll think of something.ò 

Cara called a taxi and escorted the chef to the front door to meet it. She 

helped him into the back seat and handed him a plastic bucket, just in case. 

By the time she returned  to the set, a commercial break had been called.  

ñThere she is!ò Jessica shouted, pointing at her. 

Bill grabbed her arm and dragged her to the stage. ñQuick Cara, the 

commercialôs almost over.ò 

ñWait! Whatôs going on? What are you doing?ò 

ñNo time to explain. Youôre going to be our live example of what people can 

expect when they go to see a personal trainer.ò 

ñWhat? Me on live TV? No way!ò 

ñYouôre even wearing workout gear today. Itôs perfect,ò Jessica gushed. 

Cara glanced down at her sweatpants, t -shirt, and hoodie. She didnôt even 

want to think about the state of her hair. ñMy washing machine broke down. 

I ran out of clean clothes.ò She glanced at the trainer who held what looked 

like a giant set of tweezers in his hand. ñWhat is he going to do to me?ò 

ñOh, donôt be such a baby.ò Jessica pulled her up on to the stage. ñItôs for 

the show. Take one for the team.ò 

Cara wrenched her arm away. ñYou take one for the team. You get paid 

more than I do.ò  

ñAnd weôre live in three, two, one ...ò 

Cara froze. Jes sica aimed her hundred watt smile at the camera.  

ñWelcome back to Rochester Noon . Iôm your host Jessica Frampton and 

weôre here today with personal trainer Finn Cooper, who is talking with us 

about nutrition and fitness, and what to expect if you engage th e services of 



a personal trainer. Finn, if someone like KBST staffer Cara, whoôs joined us 

here, were to go to your gym and set up an appointment, what can she 

expect to happen?ò 

ñThe first thing we would do is to have her fill out a medical history form, 

and based on that information we may ask Cara to consult with her doctor 

before engaging in any kind of weight loss or exercise program.ò 

ñAssuming Cara is in reasonably good health for someone her age, what 

happens next?  

Cara ground her teeth at Jessicaôs ñsomeone her ageò crack. She took a lot 

of ribbing for being, at 43, the oldest junior assistant at the station.  

ñThen I would compile information on Cara, such as current height, weight, 

build, and Body Mass Index. I would also have her keep food and exe rcise 

diaries for a week to determine what her current exercise regime and 

nutrition habits look like.ò 

ñNow I see youôve brought one of the tools of your trade with you,ò Jessica 

said, indicating the giant tweezers in the trainerôs hand. ñWhat does this 

instrument do?ò 

ñThese are callipers that measure excess body fat. Ideally, if I pinch your 

waist with the callipers I shouldnôt be able to grab any flesh.ò 

ñWhy donôt we try the callipers on Cara?ò 

Cara glared at Jessica, but could say nothing. When she lo oked up into his 

face, Finn Cooper gave her an apologetic smile. He had deep blue eyes that 

penetrated to her soul, searching for secrets. But they were kind eyes that 

promised her secrets were safe with him.  

ñYou have to take off that big, bulky hoodie, Cara. Finn wonôt be able to get 

an accurate reading with that thing in the way.ò 

There was a reason she wore the oversize hoodie. It covered up the spare 

tire around her middle that Jessica was so anxious to measure. She slowly 

unzipped her hoodie, closing her eyes as she pulled her arms from the 

sleeves and handed the garment to Finn. Though fully clothed, sheôd never 

felt so naked and exposed. She fought the urge to cover her breasts with her 

arms.  

Finn placed the callipers at her waist and closed the two  sections together, 

trapping a healthy dollop of fat. Cara cringed, her face heating with 



embarrassment. He handed her the hoodie and she quickly slipped it back 

on.  

ñOh dear, thatôs quite a lot of fat,ò Jessica said. ñSo Finn, is there anything 

we can do to help her?ò 

Is there anything we can do to help her? Jessica made her sound like a 

beached whale. Next sheôd be calling Greenpeace. 

Finn cleared his throat. ñWell, in conjunction with the all the other tests, I 

would help Cara by designing a diet and exe rcise regime tailored specifically 

for her.ò 

ñI understand youôve brought with you today the questionnaire you have 

potential clients fill out. Why donôt we ask Cara a couple of the questions?ò 

ñAll right.ò Finn glanced at her as if gauging her reaction. Did he really care 

how she felt? She lifted her chin a notch. Finn gave her an almost 

imperceptible nod.  

ñCara, tell me what you currently do for exercise on a daily basis.ò 

ñAhh, well, not very much.ò 

If she were honest, the biggest exercise of her day was  getting up from the 

couch to get a snack from the fridge.  

ñAre you able to walk a city block?ò 

Only if thereôs an ice cream shop at the end of it. ñYes, of course.ò 

ñHave you ever been told you have high blood pressure?ò 

ñNo.ò But much more of this, and my headôs going to explode. 

ñAnd your diet. Do you eat 8 to 10 fruits and vegetables daily?ò 

Does ketchup count?  

ñNo, probably not.ò 

ñDo you have any favourite sports or physical activities that you currently 

engage in, or that you engaged in at one ti me?ò 

Finally, a question she could truthfully answer. ñDancing. I used to love to 

dance. And way back in high school, I was on the cross country team. I liked 

running, though I havenôt done it in years.ò  

They went through several more embarrassingly perso nal questions until 

Jessica changed the subject again.  



ñI understand that in addition to having your clients fill out the questionnaire 

you also conduct a short fitness test at the beginning of the assessment 

process.ò 

ñYes, itôs important to know what kind of fitness level the person starts 

with.ò 

ñCan you show us some of these tests, using Cara as our guinea pig once 

more?ò 

ñWell, okay sure, if Cara is okay with it?ò 

All eyes turned to her. If it was truly up to her, sheôd run screaming from the 

room. Ins tead, she pasted a cheery smile on her face.  

ñYes, of course.ò 

ñAll right then. The first thing I like to determine is a clientôs flexibility. Cara, 

can you bend from the waist and touch your toes?ò 

Cara obediently complied, or at least she tried to. Her h ands hung in midair, 

somewhere around her knees. She knew that at one time she could certainly 

touch her toes. In high school sheôd been part of the cheerleading squad. 

Back then, sheôd performed back flips, front walkovers, split leaps and all 

manner of g ymnastic and dance moves. Sheôd had the flexibility of a rubber 

band.  

But that was a long time ago. Twenty - five years, according to the invitation 

stuffed in her pocket.  

ñThe second test we do is for cardio. We want to see how much endurance 

our clients ar e starting with. We usually use a step machine or a treadmill 

for that test, so we wonôt be able to demonstrate here.ò  

ñPerhaps we can improvise,ò Jessica said with a smile. ñWhat if Cara did 

some jumping jacks to test her cardio?ò 

What if Cara smacked Je ssica with the callipers?  

ñOr maybe jumping jacks are too strenuous for someone her age. I wouldnôt 

want her to injure herself.ò Jessica gave her a smile syrupy enough to throw 

a diabetic into a coma. ñIf she canôt do them, I understand.ò 

That did it. ñNo problem at all, Jessica,ò she said.  

ñCara, perhapsðñ  

ñNo problem, Finn.ò 



She assumed the classic jumping jack pose, arms out at shoulder height, 

legs spread wide. Then she hopped on both feet, bringing her arms to her 

sides and her legs together. She jum ped again and again, inhaling in great 

gasping breaths. Her knees creaked as she landed, and parts of her that she 

thought were solid began to move. If she was going to keep this up, sheôd 

definitely need to buy a more supportive bra.    

When did she get s o out of shape?  

ñThatôs enough, Cara,ò Finn said with a smile. He was probably afraid sheôd 

have a heart attack, live on TV.  So was she.  

Hair escaped from the clip on the top of her head and clung to her face in 

sweaty tendrils. She pushed it out of her e yes with an impatient swipe. One 

of the stage hands stood just outside camera range and signalled to Jessica. 

Cara narrowed her eyes. Did he have what she thought he had in his hands?  

ñHere we go,ò Jessica enthused. ñA most essential tool for determining how 

much weight Cara will need to lose. A scale.ò 

Cara closed her eyes in misery, her humiliation complete. She was going to 

be weighed on camera, in front of everyone she worked with. The whole city 

of Rochester, New York would soon know that her weakness for Doritos had 

resulted in a lot of heavy junk in her trunk.  

 Her only solace was that the ratings for Jessicaôs show had been slipping 

lately. With any luck, nobody was watching.  

The stage hand placed the scale directly in front of Cara and then scurried 

off. Cara stared at the scale, wondering where theyôd found one in the TV 

station. Jessica probably kept it in her dressing room for emergency 

humiliations.  

With a deep breath, she prepared to get on the scale. Maybe, like pulling off 

a banda id, it was best to get it over with fast. She lifted her foot.  

Finn put a hand on her arm to stop her. Cara looked up at him in confusion.  

ñActually Jessica, I prefer not to use a bathroom scale such as this because 

they can be notoriously inaccurate. At t he gym we use a professional scale, 

similar to the kind used in doctorsô offices. Our clients can be assured that 

we use accurate measurement techniques.ò 

Cara threw a grateful smile to Finn and he responded with a slight nod. 

Jessica pursed her lips, look ing less than pleased. ñFine, weôll skip that part.  

Anyway, I see that our time is up for today. Thank you for joining us, Finn. 



Viewers interested in reaching Finn Cooper for their own personal fitness 

assessment can call him at the New Directions Gym. G oodbye everyone. 

Weôll see you tomorrow.ò 

The theme music played. A moment later Bill called, ñWeôre out people. We 

made it to the end of the show!ò 

He shook Finnôs hand, pumping it vigorously. ñThank you so much for 

helping us out. Weôd be happy to have you as a guest on the show again any 

time.ò 

ñThank you. I appreciate that.ò 

Jessica put her hand on his arm. ñI want to extend my personal invitation to 

you, Finn. Please, anytime youôd like to promote your business again, give 

me a call.ò  

She handed him o ne of her business cards. ñListen, Iôm nearly done for the 

day. Why donôt you stick around and we can go out for a drink later?ò 

Finn gave her a polite smile. ñIôm sorry but I have to meet a client at the 

gym.ò 

ñOh, too bad. Another time perhaps?ò 

ñPerhaps,ò he answered with a noncommittal smile. Cara hid her grin. 

Apparently the gorgeous personal trainer wasnôt interested in vapid blondes. 

Her appreciation for the manôs taste went up considerably. 

She walked away, gripping the hairclip between her front te eth as she 

worked her thick hair into a top knot.  

ñCara?ò 

She almost swallowed her clip when Finn tapped her shoulder. Her hair fell 

around her face and into her eyes. She pushed it out of the way as she 

whirled around.  

ñYes? Can I help you?ò 

ñI just wanted to see if you were okay,ò he said.  

ñYeah sure, Iôm fine. A little sweaty and out of breath, but otherwise all 

right.ò 

ñThatôs good. Iôm sorry about the exercises. I know you were unprepared.ò 

Was óunpreparedô a euphemism for desperately out of shape? 



ñWell, hey, anything for the show. You know how glamorous TV is.ò 

Finn chuckled, and a dimple showed in his chiselled cheek. Cara stared at it, 

mesmerized. He was an incredibly good looking man, with dark wavy hair, a 

long, straight nose, and an exquisitely shaped mouth. And those stunning 

blue eyes, which at the moment, were regarding her with warm interest.  

ñWell, I just wanted to say thanks for being such a good sport and to give 

you this.ò He handed her a pamphlet. ñThis entitles you to a free 

consultatio n with me at the gym. Just make an appointment at your 

convenience.ò  

Her face heated with embarrassment yet again. What sheôd interpreted as 

interest was actually a sales pitch. Why would she think that anyone as 

attractive as Finn Cooper would be interes ted in her as anything other than a 

client? Besides, he had to be ten years younger. She forced a smile.  

ñYes, thank you. I appreciate the offer.ò  

She had no intention of ever using the pamphlet.  
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First and Again  

Bridget Grant is back in Paradise. Paradise, North Dakota, that is.  

Sheôs swallowed her pride and moved back to her hometown with her 

daughter after her divorce and the loss of her catering company. Now sheôs 

trying to navigate the strained relationships sheôd left behind ï including her 

first love, Jack Davison.  

Jack nev er forgot Bridget, or the day she left town ï and him. When Bridget 

caters a lunch at Jackôs tourist ranch, old flames reignite. They have more in 

common than ever ï Jackôs also a single parent. Though they both try to 

keep things casual, Bridget, Jack and  their girls are starting to look a lot like 

a family.  

But Bridgetôs only planning to stay in Paradise until sheôs saved enough to 

relaunch her business. Jackôs invested too much in his ranch to leave. And 

with their daughters involved both have a lot mor e at stake than heartbreak. 

How can they risk falling in love?  

 



Chapter One  

It was official. Sheôd hit rock bottom. 

Bridget Grant sighed as she wiped the sticky remains of spilled beer and 

nacho cheese sauce from one of the tables. Was this what her life had come 

down to? Serving wench in her motherôs bar? 

As she lifted her head, she caught several patrons staring at her. When she 

stared back with all the haughty pride she could muster, they quickly looked 

away. Less than a day in Paradise and sheôd been stripped bare, as if she 

were swimming naked in the small - town fishbowl that was her hometown. 

Turning away from the gawkers, she gave the dirty table an angry swipe 

with her cloth.  

Suck it up, Bridget.  

She took a calming breath. It didnôt matter what she did for a living or what 

anyone thought of her. As long as her daughter stayed out of trouble, sheôd 

gladly sling beer and wipe sticky tables.  

The front door opened and a group of people trooped in, the ir exuberance 

drowning out the scratchy music pumping out of the old jukebox. In the 

middle of the pack stood her sister Celia, looking relaxed and happy and full 

of life. Celia let out a squeal and left her group of friends when she saw 

Bridget, throwing her arms around her in a bear hug.   

ñItôs so good to see you,ò Celia said, kissing her cheek. ñWhat has it been, 

five years since weôve seen each other in the flesh?ò 

ñSomething like that.ò She examined her sisterôs face, amazed at how much 

Celia now rese mbled their mother. She had inherited Mavisôs straight blond 

hair and blue eyes along with the petite stature that had always made 

Bridget, with her tall, lanky frame and wildly curling auburn hair, feel like the 

odd man out in her family. Celiaôs face and bare arms were tanned from 

time spent working in the sun, and little laugh lines fanned out around her 

eyes. Bridget got the impression that Celia laughed a lot. Must be nice. 

Divorce and financial ruin had left her without much of a sense of humor.  

ñMaybe if you hadnôt been so stubborn about visiting the city weôd have seen 

each other more often,ò she said. 

Celia took a step away, her eyebrows rising. ñWell, little sister. Itôs awfully 

early in the evening to have your claws out, isnôt it?ò 



Just because h er life had gone to hell didnôt mean she had to take it out on 

Celia. ñYouôre right. Iôm sorry. Iôm glad to see you too.ò 

ñI know you are.ò Celia smiled and took her hand. ñI didnôt think youôd be 

working in the bar tonight. You just got here.ò 

Bridget shr ugged. ñThe girl who usually works Friday nights is sick and Mom 

asked if I would fill in.ò Even though she was tired from days of driving, she 

was glad to have something to do. ñI figured, what the hell. Might as well 

get started.ò 

ñGood for you. Howôs Rebecca?ò  

She sighed. Her fifteen -year -old daughter had remained sullen and silent the 

entire trip to Paradise. ñUnhappy. But I canôt really blame her. Iôve uprooted 

her and plunked her down here.ò 

ñIn the middle of nowhere,ò Celia added.  

ñI didnôt say that.ò 

ñYou didnôt have to. It was there between the lines. It always has been.ò  

ñIôve never fit in here.ò 

ñYouôve never let yourself fit in here.ò Celia shook her head and took a step 

back. ñLetôs not rehash old arguments. Itôs your first night home. I donôt 

want to fight.ò 

ñNeither do I.ò She was too exhausted to get into it with Celia.  

ñI could get Megan and Mike to introduce her to some of their friends. Once 

Rebecca meets some kids her age sheôll feel better about the move.ò 

ñI donôt think anythingôs going to make her feel better about coming here.ò 

Bridgetôs breath hitched. ñSheôs upset about the divorce. I know itôs my 

faultéò  

Hot tears stung her eyes and she was unable to speak around the lump in 

her throat. The last thing she n eeded was to start bawling in front of the bar 

crowd.  

Wouldnôt that be a juicy topic for coffee row gossip? Bridget Grant came 

crawling back to North Dakota with her tail tucked between her legs. That 

girl was always uppity, but you should have seen her c rying her eyes out. 

How the snooty have fallen!   



Celia gave her shoulder a soothing rub. ñI know coming here is tough for you 

and Rebecca. But you shouldnôt take all the blame for the divorce. Ben 

deserves his share.ò 

The way Celia said Benôs name, like it was something distasteful, made her 

feel a little better. But she couldnôt escape the truth. ñI appreciate your 

support, but it really is my fault. The business went under because of me. 

After that, our marriage just unraveled.ò 

The expression of sympathy  in Celiaôs eyes made her want to press her face 

to her sisterôs shoulder and cry out all her hurts and worries. But she 

couldnôt do that. There was a room full of people watching them and she had 

work to do. Besides, she and Celia had never had a crying -on-each -otherôs-

shoulders kind of relationship.   

For one aching moment, she wished they had.  

ñThereôs my girls.ò   

Bridgetôs mother Mavis approached with a smile, wrapping an arm around 

her shoulder. ñItôs so good to have both my daughters home again.ò 

Celia smiled at Mavis and gave her cheek a little kiss. It was a simple 

gesture, but spoke volumes to Bridget. The special relationship between her 

mother and sister had made her feel like an outsider in her own family for 

years.  

Would things have been different if her father had remained in the picture?   

She brushed away the self -pity and moved out of Mavisôs embrace. ñIôd 

better get back to work. What can I get you to drink, Celia?ò 

ñIôll have a beer, but first I want you to meet some people. I think youôll 

remember most of them.ò 

Bridget took a deep breath, pasted a smile on her face and turned to greet 

Celiaôs friends. Some were strangers to her but she recognized several of 

them. One face in particular was very familiar. Tina Marcotte, now Tina 

Wilson, had been one of the most popular girls in their class. Sheôd taken 

great delight in tormenting Bridget all through high school, teasing her about 

her hair, the glasses sheôd worn back then, her clothes. Sheôd made fun of 

her opin ions and ambitions, and had gossiped about her endlessly. Had Tina 

changed in the intervening years or was she the same bitch sheôd been back 

then?  



Bridget took their order and brought their drinks. A short time later Celiaôs 

husband Gavin joined them.  

ñHello, Gavin. Itôs good to see you again.ò She smiled and extended her 

hand. Sheôd always liked her sisterôs husband. He was good-hearted and 

hardworking, a salt of the earth kind of guy. The exact opposite of Ben.  

ñWelcome to Paradise, Bridget,ò he said with a grin. He ignored her 

outstretched hand and enveloped her in a warm hug.  

The bell over the door tinkled and a man walked into the bar. Bridget almost 

dropped her tray. What the hell was Jack Davison doing here? Heôd moved 

away from Paradise years ago.  

Surprise quickly gave way to embarrassment. If she had to meet Jack again 

after all these years, why did it have to be now, at the lowest point in her 

life?  

As he took a seat, her brother - in - law clapped him on the back.  

ñHey, you made it.ò Gavin turned to her. ñYou remember my brother Jack, 

donôt you?  I think he was a grade ahead of you in school.ò 

ñOf course Bridget remembers Jack,ò Tina Wilson piped up. ñThey dated in 

high school, remember?ò 

Trust Tina to remember ancient history.  

Memories flooded back. Clapping madly as Jack Davison scored the winning 

touchdown for their high school football team. Her heart racing when he 

singled her out to dance at the Fall Ball. The sweetness of their first kiss. 

The thrill of her first love and the anguish when it end ed. When I ended it .  

His gaze locked with hers and she wondered how he remembered it, if he 

remembered it at all.   

Jack looked lean and fit and very attractive. His sandy -colored hair was free 

of gray, and though a few lines etched his face, they only mad e him more 

handsome. His eyes, fringed by thick, dark lashes, were still the same shade 

of cornflower blue sheôd always loved. Back in the day, one look from those 

beautiful eyes could turn her knees to water.  

Damn it, why did he still have to look so goo d?  

ñHello, Jack.ò She extended her hand.   

ñHello.ò He clasped her hand in a firm shake.  



Nerves skittered down her spine. ñSo what are you doing in Paradise?ò Celia 

had told her years ago that he had married a girl in Houston. Her telephone 

conversations with her sister had been brief over the years, mostly centering 

on their husbands and children. She hadnôt wanted to hear news of her old 

life. ñAre you here visiting Celia and Gavin?ò 

ñNo, I moved back to Paradise a few years ago. Gavin tells me youôre going 

to be living here for awhile.ò 

ñYes.ò She started gathering empty glasses from the table, aware of the 

interested glances from Celia and Gavinôs friends. For the most part, they 

werenôt being malicious, just curious, but her private life was just that; 

private.  

Tina smiled and leaned forward. ñAnd youôve been living in San Francisco all 

these years, Bridget. It must be exciti ng to live in a big city. What did you 

do there?ò 

ñLots of things, but mostly I helped run my ex-husbandôs business.ò 

ñBridgetôs being modest,ò Celia said. ñSheôs a graduate of the Culinary 

Institute of America. She was head chef of the catering company sh e and 

her husband owned.ò 

ñReally?ò Bridget detected a slightly mocking tone in Tinaôs voice. ñI imagine 

you catered a lot of fancy affairs .ò 

ñA few.ò Was the emphasis on affairs  some kind of dig, a double entendre? 

She rejected the idea. How could Tina kn ow about Benôs affair? She glanced 

toward her mother, mentally willing her to call so sheôd have an excuse to 

leave. Unfortunately, her mother was engrossed in conversation with some 

older patrons, leaving her no means of escape.   

ñSo why did you leave your catering company?ò 

ñTina, maybe Bridget doesnôt want to talk about it,ò Celia said, a note of 

warning in her voice.   

Tina had always had a knack for finding her weak spots and going straight 

for the jugular. Bridgetôs only hope was to show no fear.   

ñThatôs okay, Celia,ò she said. She turned to Tina with what she hoped was a 

composed expression on her face. ñThe business went under.ò 

ñReally? What a shame. What went wrong?ò 



The massive lawsuit might have had something to do with it.  ñIt was 

probably the downturn in the economy.ò 

ñThatôs too bad. And I understand your husband left you after that.ò   

Her heart dropped into  her stomach. She lifted her eyes to Tinaôs and in that 

moment she hated the woman. Though Tinaôs face was the picture of 

innocent inquiry, the predatory gleam in her eyes revealed the enjoyment 

she took in asking these humiliating questions.   

ñIt was an amicable split.ò 

ñBut to leave you without any money and then to take up with a younger 

woman. Well, thatôs just too much.ò 

She heard her sisterôs sharp intake of breath before an embarrassed hush 

fell over the group.   

ñKnock it off, Tina,ò Jack said. 

Tina gave him an indignant glare. ñI was just trying to express my sympathy 

for Bridgetôs situation.ò 

He didnôt look convinced. ñSympathy, my ass.ò 

Bridget glanced at the horrified expression on her sisterôs face. In a moment 

of weakness, sheôd phoned and confided the circumstances of her divorce to 

Celia. How could Tina have known Ben had left her for a woman fifteen years 

younger unless Celia had told her? Was this how sisters treated each other? 

Did one betray confidences and then sit back and watch while t he other was 

publicly humiliated and ridiculed?   

She could never trust her again.   

Gavin coughed self - consciously. He and the others at the table appeared 

uncomfortable, but she was past caring about anyone elseôs discomfort. 

Anger welled up inside her, anger at Tina, at Celia, at Ben, at the world in 

general.   

ñItôs okay, Jack. Tinaôs right. My husband did dump me for a younger 

woman. But hey, my lifeôs an open book. Maybe there are other details of 

my personal life youôd like to discuss.  Perhaps you want to know my bra 

size or maybe my bank account balance, though Iôve got to warn you, 

neither is very big. Go ahead, ask me anything.ò  

They stared at each other for what seemed like ages until Tina shook her 

head, looking chastised.  



ñYouôre right, itôs none of my business,ò she said, sounding remorseful. ñI 

just wondered what brought you back to Paradise after all these years.ò   

There were many reasons for coming home ðpoverty, hopelessness, a 

broken heart. But she had no intention of baring her soul to Tina Wilson.  

ñI came back to Paradise because I need some space. And plenty of 

privacy.ò 

She turned away, her hands shaking as she clutched the empty glasses, but 

not before she caught what looked like amusement in Jack Davisonôs eyes. 

His expression made her even angrier. How dare he laugh at her?  

The glasses clinked together as she haphazardly loaded them into the 

dishwasher behind the bar. One night in Paradise and sheôd already been 

humiliated. Welcome home, Bridget . If she had enough money for gas and if 

she thought her old Chevy could withstand the return trip, sheôd pack up her 

daughter and their few meager possessions and head back to San Francisco. 

Why on earth had she ever come back here?  

The answer was simple. She had no place else to go.  
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One More Second Chance  

Dr. Alex Campbell has an agenda ðfinish his contract to provide medical 

services in Maine, pay off his medical school debt, and head back to his  real 

life in San Diego. But when he meets Julia, all his carefully laid plans are put 

in jeopardy.  

Julia Stewart, Lobster Coveôs high school principal, swears sheôll never let 

another man drag her away from the home she loves. Her aging parents 

need her,  and the Cove is where she wants to raise her daughter. When her 

motherôs illness brings her and the big city doctor closer together, panic sets 

in. Her marriage taught her men donôt stay.  

Can she put aside the heartaches of the past and trust Alex enough  to 

accept the love heôs offering? Or will her fear of abandonment mean sheôll 

send him away forever?  

 

 



Chapter One  

 

ñIôm sorry to barge in, Principal Stewart, but thereôs a phone call for you on 

line one that I think you should take. It sounds urgent.ò 

Julia Stewart knew Beth, long - time secretary at Lobster Cove High School, 

wouldnôt interrupt mid- reprimand unless it was important. She gave her a 

slight nod, then turned her attention to the two teenage boys sitting on the 

other side of her desk.  

ñLooks like youôve been saved by the bell. For now. Weôll schedule another 

little chat about smoking on school property later. Go with Mrs. Anderson.ò 

They couldnôt leave fast enough. Beth threw her a worried look as she closed 

the door behind them. Julia  picked up her phone. ñHello, Principal Stewart 

speaking.ò 

ñJulia, Iôm sorry. It wasnôt my fault. I didnôt know. Iôm so sorry.ò Her mother 

sobbed, her words nearly incomprehensible.  

She gripped the handset. ñMom? Whatôs going on?ò 

ñShe fell. Iôm so sorry, so sorry.ò  

Juliaôs heart thumped painfully. ñYou mean Ava fell? Where did she fall? Is 

she okay?ò 

ñShe was in the basement. I didnôt know. It was an accident. Iôm so sorry.ò 

ñMom! Whatôs going on? Is Ava all right?ò 

There was a thud, as if her mother had dropped the phone. Julia jumped to 

her feet, alarmed. What was going on at her parentsô house? Where was her 

daughter?  

ñMom? Mom!ò 

She heard voices but couldnôt make out what was being said. Finally she 

heard her fatherôs voice on the line. 

ñItôs all right, Julia. Ava had an accident. She fell part way down the 

basement steps.ò 

ñOh, my God!ò Her heart lodged in her throat. ñIs she all right? Is she 

conscious?ò 



ñYes, yes, sheôs banged up, but sheôs alert. I think she needs to go to the 

hospital, t hough. Her arm may be broken.ò 

Julia brought her trembling hand to her mouth to cover a sob. Dear God. My 

poor baby.  

ñIôll meet you at the hospital.ò 

ñI think itôs best if you pick Ava up and take her there yourself. Sheôs very 

upset and she wants her mot her.ò 

ñBut it would be faster if you took her. By the time I drive to your houseðò 

ñDonôt argue with me, Julia!ò he said sharply. ñYour daughter needs you. Get 

over here, now!ò 

For a second, she couldnôt speak. Her father rarely raised his voice. For him 

to do so now told her the situation was very serious.  

ñIôll be right there.ò 

She slammed down the receiver, grabbed her purse and jacket, and ran out 

of her office.  

ñAvaôs had an accident. Iôve got to go,ò she said to Beth on her way out. 

Pushing her arms i nto the sleeves of her jacket, she shoved open the door 

and dashed to the parking lot. A steady April rain chilled her to the bone by 

the time she reached her car. Of all the days to forget her umbrella.  

Careening off with a squeal of tires, she headed for  her parentsô house. The 

weather forecast had called for heavy fog to roll in off the Atlantic and 

blanket Mount Desert Island, the little corner of Maine Julia called home. For 

once, theyôd gotten it right. Her windshield wipers worked overtime to take 

aw ay the moisture, but could do nothing to help her see through the misty 

soup. She pressed on, gripping the steering wheel, knowing she was driving 

faster than prudent. But she desperately needed to get to her five -year -old 

to see for herself that she was o kay.   

Finally she pulled into her parentsô driveway and ran from the car, not 

bothering to turn off the ignition. As soon as she opened the back door, she 

could hear Ava crying.  

ñMommy! I want Mommy!ò 

Julia found her in the kitchen, sitting in her grandfa therôs lap, her right arm 

cradled protectively against her chest. Tears streamed down her face. Julia 

kneeled by her fatherôs chair. 



ñIôm here, baby. Itôs all right now.ò She kissed Avaôs forehead and noticed a 

bruise above her right eye.  

ñIt hurts, Mommy!ò 

ñI know, sweetheart. Weôre going to make it better.ò She turned to her 

father. ñIôll put you in the back seat of my car. You can hold Ava on your 

lap.ò 

ñYouôll have to take her,ò he said, not meeting her eyes. ñYour motherôs 

upset. I need to stay with her.ò 

She couldnôt believe he wouldnôt help her take Ava to the hospital. ñDad, you 

have to come with us.ò 

ñIôm sorry, Julia. Your mother needs me.ò 

What the hell was going on? Until today, sheôd believed her father would do 

anything for Ava. How coul d he abandon them both like this?  

She didnôt have time to argue. Scooping Ava into her arms, she wordlessly 

followed her father to the back door. He opened it for her, then ran ahead to 

open the passenger door of her car. Julia carefully placed Ava on the seat 

and closed the door. When she lifted her head, she met her fatherôs eyes 

and read the pain in them before he turned away.  

ñLet us know how you make out,ò he said, his voice cracking. 

Julia nodded and got in the car. Once Avaôs injuries had been addressed, 

sheôd find out exactly what had happened and why her father refused to 

come with her. But for now, all she wanted was to ease her daughterôs pain. 

The hospital emergency room was busy for a Tuesday afternoon. After being 

seen by a triage nurse, they were ushered into an examining room. Julia 

held Ava on her lap, trying not to touch her injured arm. Even the smallest 

jostle made her howl. Julia wanted to howl herself, but instead she 

whispered soft, reassuring words and choked back her own distres s.  

Her daughterôs sobs wrenched her heart. How had this happened? Ava knew 

she wasnôt supposed to play on the stairs. It was an old house, with steep, 

uncarpeted basement stairs. Sheôd told Ava to stay out of the basement 

when she was at her grandparentsô house. But she was only five; why hadnôt 

her parents kept her safe?  

Finally the door to the examining room opened and a tall, dark -haired man 

wearing a white lab coat entered, followed by a nurse. Juliaôs heart fell. 

Sheôd hoped Dr. Willson would see them. Sheôd known Henry Willson since 



she was Avaôs age, and she trusted him. She wasnôt keen on entrusting her 

daughterôs care to someone sheôd never met and had only heard rumors 

about.  

He smiled at Ava and knelt to look at her at eye level. He touched her k nee 

gently.  

ñHi, Ava. Iôm Dr. Campbell. Can you tell me what happened?ò 

She snuggled closer to Julia. ñI fell.ò 

ñWhere did you fall?ò 

ñDown the basement stairs at Grandma and Grandpaôs house.ò 

ñI explained all this to the triage nurse,ò Julia said impatiently. ñIs Dr. 

Willson on duty today? Heôs Avaôs doctor.ò 

Eyes the color of deepest, darkest chocolate flashed at her from an 

unsmiling face. ñDr. Willson is off today. Iôm the only doctor in the ER.ò He 

turned his attention back to Ava. ñWould it be okay if your mom puts you on 

the examining table? Iôm going to take a look at your arm.ò 

Ava nodded, her chin trembling. He rose, and Julia tried to do likewise, but 

her arm had fallen asleep while holding Ava, and she simply didnôt have the 

strength to raise her . Seeing she was unable to move, the doctor lifted Ava 

from her arms and gently placed her on the table, turning her so she was 

lying on her back with her head on the pillow. Julia rubbed the pins and 

needles from her arm.  

He touched the bump on Avaôs forehead that Julia had noticed, then ran his 

fingers through her blonde hair, likely checking for more abrasions. He lifted 

her left arm and examined the scrapes that were visible below the sleeve of 

her T -shirt. Then he gently probed her right arm, but when Ava cried out, he 

retreated.  

ñIôm sorry. Your arm really hurts, doesnôt it?ò 

ñYes,ò she said. Her chin wobbled, and Julia had to look away, afraid she 

was going to cry, too.  

ñDoes it hurt anywhere else?ò 

ñOn my legs.ò 

Dr. Campbell carefully pushed up Avaôs jeans to reveal her shins and knees. 

They were badly scraped, the skin rubbed raw in some places and beginning 

to bruise in others. He looked over his shoulder and spoke to the nurse.  



ñLetôs get Ava into x- ray as soon as possible. I want pictures of tha t arm.ò 

He turned to Ava, and gently fingered the bump on her head once more. 

ñAnd I want a skeletal survey.ò 

ñWhatôs a skeletal survey?ò Julia asked. 

ñItôs a series of x- rays of all the bones in the body, or most of them, 

anyway. Itôs commonly used in a trauma such as this to check for broken 

bones.ò He spoke to the nurse once more. ñIn the meantime, letôs give Ava 

something for the pain and get a splint on that arm to keep it in place.ò 

ñYes, Doctor.ò 

Ava looked up at Dr. Campbell, her eyes shiny with tea rs. ñIs it going to 

hurt?ò 

ñThe x-rays? No, I promise they wonôt hurt. Itôs sort of like getting your 

picture taken, only itôs a picture of your insides.ò He smoothed her wayward 

curls with a gentle hand. ñWeôre going to take a lot of x-rays, so itôs going to 

take a long time, maybe an hour or more. Do you think you can be brave for 

that long?ò 

She nodded solemnly. ñYes.ò  

ñI knew you could,ò he said with a grin. 

Despite her pain, Ava grinned back at him. The expression on her face told 

Julia she had comple te trust in him.  

Ava was soon fitted with a splint that kept her right arm immobile and was 

given a dose of childrenôs strength ibuprofen. Dr. Campbell touched her good 

arm.  

ñI have to go look after some of my other patients now, but Iôll be back after 

your x -rays are done.ò 

ñPromise?ò 

ñI promise. I might bring someone with me to talk to you. Is that okay?ò 

ñOkay.ò 

Julia wondered who he was talking about. And why was he asking Ava rather 

than her?  

With a curt nod in her direction, he left the room.  Shortly after that, an 

orderly arrived to wheel Ava to the x - ray department. The doctor had been 

right about the x - rays; they took over an hour to complete. Ava was 



required to stand, sit, lie down, and flip over so that every angle of her body 

could be x - rayed. By the end, she was cranky and uncomfortable, but true 

to her promise to Dr. Campbell, she didnôt cry once. The fact that the 

painkillers had kicked in by then helped, too.  

Finally the x -ray technician was satisfied theyôd taken enough pictures, and 

they were sent back to the examining room. Fifteen minutes went by, then a 

half hour, then an hour. Where the hell was Dr. Campbell?  

ñI wanna go home,ò Ava wailed. 

Julia knew exactly how she felt. Both of them were exhausted, hungry, and 

close to their  breaking points. Ava grew restless. Too uncomfortable to sit on 

Juliaôs lap any longer, she stretched out on the floor. 

ñHoney, why donôt you lie down on the table? You might be more 

comfortable.ò 

ñNo!ò she cried. ñI wanna go home.ò 

She kicked at Juliaôs chair, then cried out when her shin connected with a 

chair leg, probably hitting one of her many bruises. She started to cry, her 

high -pitched wails growing increasingly more distraught with each passing 

moment. Julia got down on her knees beside her and tried to soothe her, 

hoping to avoid a total meltdown.   

ñItôs going to be okay, baby. Weôll get you fixed up soon. I promise.ò 

ñI wanna go home!ò 

Dr. Campbell chose that moment to enter the room. To Juliaôs complete and 

utter shock, A va scrambled to her feet and ran to him, throwing her good 

arm around his legs.  

ñCan I go home now?ò she whimpered. 

He seemed taken aback. So was Julia. Ava was normally shy around people 

she didnôt know, especially men. But somehow sheôd come to believe she 

could trust the doctor.  

Julia wasnôt so sure if she trusted him, especially when she noticed a woman 

in a business suit entering the room behind the doctor and Nurse Linda. She 

closed the door behind her.  

Dr. Campbell quickly regained his equilibrium. He picked Ava up in his arms, 

being careful not to hurt her, and set her on the examining table.  

ñHey, whatôs going on? I thought you were being a brave girl.ò 



Tears slipped down Avaôs cheeks. ñMy arm hurts.ò 

Julia couldnôt stand it any longer. She pulled herself to her full height and 

glared at the doctor. ñIf you hadnôt made us wait here for so long, Ava might 

have been able to endure. But sheôs tired and sheôs hungry and sheôs in 

pain. When are you going to do something about it?ò 

Dr. Campbell regarded h er with cold eyes. ñWeôre going to cast Avaôs arm 

right away. But first we have some questions.ò 

ñWhat questions?ò Julia was as baffled as she was angry. She wanted to 

shout at him, tell him where he could stick his questions, but held back 

because of Ava.  

The woman in the business suit spoke up. ñMy name is Sharon. Iôm with 

Child Protective Services. Iôd like to have a few words alone with Ava.ò 

Julia stared mutely at the woman. Child Protective Services? Her stomach 

lurched. Dear God, did they think this was something more than an 

accident?  

ñCan I speak to you in the hallway for a moment, Mrs. Stewart?ò Dr. 

Campbell said.  

Ava looked up at Julia, her lower lip trembling. ñDonôt go, Mommy.ò 

ñItôs only for a minute, baby, I promise. Iôll be right outside the door, and Iôll 

come back as soon as I can. Okay?ò 

ñI promise it will only take a minute,ò Dr. Campbell said, his tone quiet and 

reassuring. ñSharon and Nurse Linda will stay with you, and Sharonôs going 

to talk with you for a minute. Is that all right?ò 

A tear slipped down Avaôs cheek, and Julia nearly told the doctor she wasnôt 

going anywhere. But then Ava nodded slowly. ñOkay.ò 

Dr. Campbell gave Ava a warm smile and patted her knee. ñI knew you were 

a brave girl. We wonôt be long.ò When he turned to Julia, the smile was 

gone.  

She followed him out of the  examining room and stepped to one side as he 

closed the door. His jaw clenched as he turned to look at her, and fear 

wrapped itself around her heart and squeezed.  

ñWhat did the x-ray find?ò she asked. 

ñA spiral fracture of the right arm.ò He paused for a moment and took a 

deep breath as if trying to control his emotions. ñIôve seen this kind of injury 



before. A fracture like this can be the result of a fall, but it can also be an 

indication of child abuse. An arm as small as Avaôs will break like a twig if itôs 

twisted hard enough. Iôm obligated to contact the authorities if I suspect 

abuse.ò 

Julia stared at him in mute shock, her brain struggling to process his words, 

as if trying to translate some unintelligible language. The words child abuse  

rang in he r ears. Finally she found her voice.  

ñYou think someone deliberately hurt her?ò 

ñHer injuries are consistent with abuse.ò 

ñI donôt give a damn what theyôre consistent with. Ava has not been 

mistreated. My mother said she fell down the stairs, and if thatôs what she 

said, then thatôs what happened.ò 

ñI believe thereôs more to the story than a simple fall.ò 

ñIf it comes down to believing you or believing my mother, Iôm going with 

my mother.ò 

ñPerhaps you donôt know your mother as well as you think you do.ò 

Julia sucked in a breath and stared into Dr. Campbellôs dark, accusing eyes. 

The idea that her mother would hurt Ava was ridiculous. She adored Ava, 

would do anything for heré  

She blinked and looked away, remembering an incident the other day. Sheôd 

heard h er yelling at Ava about the milk sheôd spilled on the kitchen floor, 

making such a huge deal of it that Ava had cried. It had struck her as 

strange, since she couldnôt remember her mother yelling at anyone, ever. 

She wasnôt as patient as she used to be. And how did she explain her 

strange phone call telling her Ava had been hurt? Of course sheôd been 

upset, but her mother had been nearly incoherent with distress. Was 

something going on she wasnôt aware of? She was seventy-one now. Maybe 

looking after a ramb unctious five -year -old was too much for her.  

No. She shook her head to reject the disloyal thought. Dr. Campbell was the 

one who was wrong.  

ñI know my mother. She didnôt do this. It was an accident.ò 

ñWeôll soon find out. Sharon is questioning Ava now.ò 

Julia stared at the door. ñSheôll be scared, all by herself.ò 



ñSharonôs very good at what she does. She has a way of making kids feel 

comfortable.ò 

Julia turned on him, the anger and despair sheôd been holding inside spilling 

out. ñAnd you? Do you enjoy upsetting five -year -olds and turning familiesô 

lives upside down? Does it make you feel powerful to sic the authorities on 

us?ò 

ñLook, Mrs. Stewart, I take no pleasure in bringing in the authorities. But 

Iôve seen child abuse, up close and personal, and I can tell you itôs damn 

ugly. The things parents and caregivers are capable of doing to defenseless 

childrenéò  

He stopped abruptly, his chest heaving. Closing his eyes, he averted his face 

and took a deep breath. When he turned back to her, his steel y control was 

back in place. ñSo yeah, if I have even the smallest suspicion that a child has 

been abused, Iôm going to ask questions. And Iôm not going to apologize for 

it.ò  

It was Juliaôs turn to look away. How had it come to this? What was going on 

wit h her parents?  

Sharon emerged from the examining room and closed the door. ñApparently, 

Ava went down the stairs to get her teddy bear and tripped on a box of 

laundry detergent that had been left on the stairs.ò 

ñMr. Fizz,ò Julia said with a moan. This was all because of a teddy bear?  

ñExcuse me?ò Sharon asked. 

Julia swallowed the sob that wanted to escape. ñMr. Fizz is the bear. Avaôs 

had him since she was a baby. She takes him everywhere.ò How had Mr. 

Fizz ended up in the basement?  

ñDoes your mother normally watch Ava while youôre at work, Mrs. Stewart?ò 

Sharon asked.  

ñNo. My regular babysitter had an appointment today. Avaôs in kindergarten 

part -time. She only goes to the sitter when sheôs not at school.ò  

Sharon turned to Dr. Campbell. ñWhat were the results of the skeletal 

survey?ò 

ñThere were no other broken bones aside from her right arm, and no 

indication of any previous breaks. Her medical records show no history of 

trips to the ER for any sort of similar trauma.ò 



Sharon nodded. ñGood. Given what Ava has told me, I think we can safely 

conclude that her injuries we re the result of an unfortunate accident. Mrs. 

Stewart, Iôm sorry we put you through the wringer. I hope you understand 

that whenever thereôs any question about a childôs safety, we need to look 

into it.ò 

As an educator, Julia understood. Sheôd asked questions about a studentôs 

bruises a few times during her career. She knew it was important not to turn 

a blind eye. But as a parent, it was devastating to be on the other end of 

those questions. Sheôd never felt more helpless in her life.  

She managed a simpl e nod. ñCan I go to Ava now?ò 

ñOf course.ò 

The doctor followed her into the examining room. The nurse had cleaned 

Avaôs scrapes, bandaging one on her left elbow with a Band-Aid emblazoned 

with the face of a cartoon character.  

ñYouôre almost done, Ava,ò Dr. Campbell said. ñWeôre going to send you to 

the cast room now. Whatôs your favorite color?ò 

ñPink,ò she said without hesitation. 

The doctor grinned, the smile transforming his face from intense to carefree. 

ñI think we can arrange for you to have a cast in that color.ò He turned to 

Julia, all business once more. ñFortunately, even though the fracture is a 

spiral, it has clean edges that fit together well, so we can cast it without Ava 

having to undergo surgery. Iôm going to use a fiberglass cast so we can take 

some x -rays while itôs in place and make sure the arm is healing properly.ò 

Julia took a deep breath and pushed down the tears of stress and exhaustion 

that wanted to fall. ñHow long will she have to wear the cast?ò 

ñAbout a month. Please make a follow-up appointment so we can check on 

Ava in a week.ò 

She nodded, too tired and upset to do much else. The doctor smiled at Ava.  

ñIôve got to go now, but I know our cast technician will take real good care 

of you. Youôve been a very brave girl, Ava. Iôll see you at your next 

appointment.ò 

Like hell he will. Julia would make damn sure they saw Dr. Willson next 

time. She didnôt want to see Dr. Campbell ever again.   

But in a town as small as Lobster Cove, Maine, that likely wasnôt an option. 
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Chill Out  

Renata Cabral needs to hide for the weekend. Her cousinôs Valentineôs Day 

wedding means sheôll face embarrassing questions from her large, extended 

family. Questions like ñWhy arenôt you married yet?ò Since the breakup of 

her last relationship, sheôs not ready to answer that question. She invents a 

work -related excuse and escapes to a friendôs lakeside cottage.  

Noah Brownlee has been hiding for two years. But now heôs ready to come 

home and mend his broken relationship with his brother. When a friend 

offer s the use of his lakeside cottage, Noah arrives in the middle of a 

blizzard with his English Mastiff, only to find the place is already occupied. 

With her big brown eyes and quirky sense of humor, Renata stirs feelings he 

thought long dead.  

As the blizzard  rages, the candy hearts predict love. Can Valentineôs Day 

work its magic between them?  

 



Chapter One  

His breath was hot on her face. Renata moaned as he licked the shell of her 

ear, his wet tongue rasping over her sensitive skin. Blindly, she reached up 

to touch his smooth hair, his soft beard, his wet noseé 

Wait. His what?  

Renata woke with a start. And came face to muzzle with the biggest dog 

sheôd ever seen in her life. Or perhaps it was a pony. She wasnôt awake 

enough to tell.  

ñHoly crap!ò 

At her high -pitched squeal, the dog backed away from the sofa where sheôd 

fallen asleep after arriving at her friendôs cottage. Renata climbed over the 

top of the sofa, then peeked over the edge and raised her fists. How boxing 

was going to help if the beas t decided to rip her throat out, she had no idea, 

but she wasnôt going down without a fight. 

ñWhere the hell did you come from?ò 

ñHeôs with me.ò 

Renata jumped at the sound of the deep male voice coming from behind her. 

She whirled to face him, her heart in  her throat. A long -haired man with a 

unkempt brown beard was in the kitchen, unloading groceries from white 

plastic bags. He looked as big and scary as the dog.  

She lifted her fists a little higher, trying to disguise her fear, as she informed 

him, ñMy husband is upstairs. With a gun. All I have to do is scream, and 

heôll be down here in a flash.ò 

ñRelax, nobodyôs going to hurt you. Itôs Renata, isnôt it?ò 

Alarm bells clamored in her head. ñHow do you know my name?ò 

ñTyler told me. Heôs an old friend. He loaned me the use of the cottage for a 

few weeks, but apparently he and Caroline had a miscommunication about 

who was staying here this weekend.ò 

Caroline Montgomery was her best friend and business partner. She and her 

husband Tyler owned the cottage in q uestion. It was located on the shores 

of Falcon Lake, a little over an hourôs drive from Winnipeg, and Caroline had 

offered it to her as a refuge this Valentine weekend.  

ñI donôt believe you. Caroline would have contacted me. How do I know 

youôre not a thief?ò 



He held up a can of soup. ñDo most thieves bring their own groceries to a 

heist?ò 

She frowned. He had a point. Still, it freaked her out that some stranger had 

just waltzed through the door while she was sleeping.  

ñHow did you get in? Iôm sure I locked the door.ò 

ñTyler left a key. I called out, but you didnôt wake up. Do you always sleep 

like the dead?ò 

She glared at him. Her sleeping habits were none of his damn business. 

Sheôd arrived exhausted after working full tilt since six that morning so she 

could clear her desk and get away for the weekend. He was the one with 

some explaining to do.  

Keeping one eye on the dog, she grabbed her purse and pulled out her 

phone. ñIôm calling Caroline to check your story.ò 

ñKnock yourself out.ò 

She saw immediately that sheôd missed a phone call and several texts from 

Caroline. She really had been sleeping like the dead. She scrolled to the first 

text.  

Sorry, sorry, sorry! Just found out Tyler told his friend Noah he could stay at 

the cottage. Noa h just called saying he was almost there! Going to kill Tyler!  

ñCrap.ò 

He raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. So this Noah person was legit. 

Renata wanted to scream in frustration. All sheôd wanted was a peaceful 

couple of days alone to read romance novel s and hide out from her family. 

Was that so much to ask for?  

She scrolled to the next text.  

Where are u? Understand if youôre not speaking to me. All Tylerôs fault! 

ñSo youôre a friend of Tylerôs?ò 

ñYeah, we go all the way back to elementary school. Iôve been out of the 

country and needed a place to stay, and Tyler offered. Iôm Noah Brownlee, 

by the way.ò 

ñRenata Cabral. Caroline and I own an accounting business together.ò 

ñSo she said. Iôm sorry about this.ò 



ñNot as sorry as I am.ò 

Carolineôs subsequent texts were progressively more frantic, and more than 

a little weird.  

Is he there yet? Are u not answering cuz youôre dazzled by his good looks? 

#smokinghot! Text me all the juicy details!  

Smoking hot? Renata glanced surreptitiously at the hairy man in the kitchen. 

She didnôt mind a man with a little scruff, but this guy had taken scruffy to 

new lows. The faded plaid shirt and beat up denim jeans made him look 

more homeless than handsome, but she had to admit he had broad 

shoulders and a trim, ath letic build.  

Will make it up to u! Spa day with mani/pedi. My treat! Call me, please!  

Tyler is so dead! Went out to the lake to leave key for Noah & didnôt tell me. 

The jerk!  

Okay, now Iôm getting worried. Where are u? Could have sworn Noah wasnôt 

an axe m urderer. Call me!  

It was time to put her friend out of her misery. Renata dialed her number.  

ñHi, Caroline.ò 

ñRenata! Thank God! Are you okay?ò 

ñYes, of course. I fell asleep, thatôs all.ò 

ñIs Noah there?ò 

ñYeah, heôs here.ò 

ñIôm so sorry. Itôs all Tylerôs fault.ò 

ñDonôt be mean to poor Tyler. You didnôt tell him youôd given me the keys, 

either, did you?ò 

ñWell, noéò 

ñLook, itôs not a big deal. I can be home in just over an hour.ò As much as 

she hated the idea of driving back to Winnipeg in the middle of th e night and 

possibly having to face her family, the thought of staying in a remote 

cottage with a man she didnôt know was even more unpalatable. Even if he 

wasnôt an axe murderer. ñWhat time is it?ò 

ñNearly midnight. Iôm sorry. I know how much you wanted to be out of the 

city over Valentineôs Day.ò 



ñMaybe Iôll check into a hotel under a fictitious name. That should keep my 

mother off my trail.ò 

ñWould it really be that terrible to go to the wedding?ò 

Renata shivered. ñWorse than terrible. You know my family.ò 

ñKevinôs not worth all this trouble, you know.ò 

ñI know.ò She swallowed. ñIôm just not ready to deal with it, especially this 

weekend.ò 

ñIôm so sorry.ò 

She couldnôt help chuckling. ñSo youôve said. Maybe this is a good time to 

ask about borrowing your new Italian leather purse.ò 

ñWeôll talk on Monday and see if Iôm still feeling guilty.ò 

ñIôm kidding, Caro.ò 

ñIôm not. Promise me youôll call as soon as you get home. I wonôt be able to 

sleep until I know youôre safe and sound.ò 

ñI promise. Goodnight.ò 

She ended the call and turned to face Noah. ñIôll pack my things and be on 

my way.ò 

He continued to put away canned goods. ñYou might want to reconsider.ò 

ñWhy?ò 

ñTake a look outside. The snowôs coming down pretty hard, and the roads 

are bad. Iôd offer to leave myself, but I almost didnôt make it here.ò 

Renata made her way to the front door, taking a wide berth around the dog, 

who watched her every move, his massive head resting on outstretc hed 

front legs. When she opened the door, a gust of wind nearly ripped it out of 

her hands. Noah hadnôt been kidding. She could barely see her car through 

the heavy, swirling snow. With a groan of frustration, she pushed the door 

shut. Sheôd lived on the Canadian prairies all her life, and a little snow and 

cold didnôt bother her. But she wasnôt stupid. Driving a hundred and twenty 

kilometers through a blinding blizzard in the dark was a really dumb idea.  

ñItôs not safe for you to be out there. You should stay the night,ò Noah said. 

ñBy morning the storm will have blown itself out and you can be on your 

merry way.ò 



She knew it was the only solution, but not a comfortable one. What did she 

really know about this guy, aside from his friendship with Tyler?  

She glanced toward the door, and sighed. She didnôt have any choice. 

ñYouôre right. Thanks.ò 

He rolled his broad shoulders and stretched. ñItôs late, and Iôm tired. Where 

are the bedrooms?ò 

ñUpstairs.ò Renata pointed to the staircase. ñIôve already got my things in 

one of the guest rooms.ò 

Noah snapped his fingers. ñCome on, Spike. Time for bed.ò 

ñSpike? Thatôs the beastôs name?ò 

The dog lumbered over to him, and Noah scratched his ears. ñHey, you can 

say whatever you like about me, but donôt insult my dog. Heôs a great guy. 

Why donôt you pet him? He loves a good scratch.ò 

Renata shuddered. ñNo, thanks.ò 

ñSeriously, you donôt have to be scared of him. Heôs a big softie, arenôt you, 

boy?ò 

The dogôs tongue lolled out the side of his mouth as Noah vigorously 

scratc hed his flanks. He didnôt seem aggressive, but he was just so 

incredibly big.  

ñAre you afraid of dogs?ò he asked. 

ñNot normally. But youôve got to admit Spike is pretty intimidating.ò 

ñEnglish Mastiffs are known as gentle giants for a reason. If they were any 

more laid back, theyôd be comatose.ò 

Renata couldnôt help but smile at that. ñSo Spike has never bitten anyone?ò 

ñNo, but heôs nearly drowned a few people in slobber. Why donôt you say 

hello? If weôre going to be roomies for a while, I donôt want you to be 

scared. I swear he wonôt hurt you.ò 

ñI donôt knowéò 

ñIôll be right here, Renata. I wonôt let anything happen to you.ò 

Renata blinked at him, momentarily arrested by the kindness in his strikingly 

blue eyes. She took a deep breath and started toward th em. When she was 



within touching distance of the dog, she stopped, afraid to take her eyes off 

him.  

ñNow what?ò 

ñHold out your hand and let him sniff it.ò 

ñIf I stick my hand under his nose, can you guarantee Iôll get all five fingers 

back?ò 

ñI guarantee your fingers are safe.ò 

ñOkay, youôd better be right.ò 

Tentatively, she reached out her hand. Spike sniffed it for a moment, then 

ran his wet tongue over her palm. Surprised, she pulled her hand back.  

ñItôs okay. Heôs just saying he likes you,ò Noah said with a grin. He had a 

nice smile with even, white teeth. For a moment Renata found herself 

wondering what he looked like under the whiskers.  

She pulled her gaze away from Noah, and  extended her hand to Spike once 

more. This time she was prepared when he licked it.  

ñWhy donôt you try a scratch behind his ears? He loves that.ò 

Renata lifted her hand to Spikeôs huge head, gently rubbing at first, then 

using her nails to scratch. Spike bowed his head and leaned into her hand. 

When she stopped, he looked up at her with adoring eyes.  

ñHe really does like me!ò 

Noah grinned. ñSure he does, but donôt let it go to your head. He likes pretty 

much everyone.ò 

Renata ran her hand along Spikeôs back. ñMaybe, but weôve got something 

special going on, donôt we, sweetie?ò 

In answer, the dog licked her hand once more.  

ñYouôre right. Spike is a sweet guy. Like the saying goes, you canôt judge a 

book by its cover.ò 

She wondered if the same was true for No ah. Was there a sweet guy lurking 

under his hairy cover? Or was he the kind of guy who would take advantage 

of their situation?  

The smile left his face. ñLook, you donôt have to worry about me. Iôm not 

going to push my way into your room in the middle of t he night.ò 



Renata blushed and wondered if heôd read her mind. ñThank you.ò 

ñI hope youôll respect my privacy, as well.ò 

She stared at him, stunned. Was he actually worried about her making 

advances? ñI wouldnôt dream of disturbing you.ò 

ñGood. As long as we understand each other.ò 

ñDonôt worry. Your message is loud and clear.ò 

She watched them climb the stairs, seething at his parting words. Spike 

turned his head halfway up and gave her a doleful glance, as if apologizing 

for his masterôs rude remark. 

She couldnôt wait to leave in the morning. 
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Rescue Me  

Book One in the Victorian Mansion Series  

Chelsea Andrews canôt decide whoôs more dangerous; the creep on the 

Toronto city bus, or the handsome stranger who rescues her. Was he just 

acting as he claimed, or is he that weird in real life? She doesnôt stick around 

to find out. Fate intervenes when out of work actor Matt Malone sublets the 

apartment next door, and Chelsea discovers the most dangerous thing about 

her charming new neighbor is the damage heôs inflicting on her heart. 

Or is it? Soon after Matt moves in, strange romantic notes begin showing up 

at the art gallery where Chelsea works. Then sheôs followed home from the 

bus stop late one night, and her apartment is broken into. Despite her 

growing feelings for Matt, all the evidence points to him as the culprit. Is 

Matt the kind, funny, sincere man sheôs falling in love with, or is he some 

kind of flowery - letter -writing stalker? Will the real Matt Malone please stand 

up?   

 



Chapter One  

Who said Princesses don't use public tr ansit?   

Matt Maloneôs gaze landed on the pretty blonde the minute he stepped on 

the bus. Something about the way she held her head struck him as regal. He 

thought about saying hello, and maybe sitting in the seat next to her. But 

then she lifted her gaze and stared at him with an icy ñDonôt talk to meò 

expression in her green eyes. It was obvious she wanted nothing to do with 

him.  

Just as well. This Princess was a cool one and he wasnôt wearing his thermal 

underwear.  

He moved past the Ice Princess and gra bbed a seat a few rows down. The 

city sped by in a blur of neon and flashing traffic lights. Cars filled the 

streets, and several people strolled along the sidewalks. Even at midnight, 

Toronto hummed with life.  

Matt sighed and turned away, feeling out of t une with the city tonight. He 

had bigger problems than being rejected by the Ice Princess. His rent was 

going up and if he didnôt find a cheaper place soon, heôd be forced to move 

back in with his parents. He suppressed a shudder. Damn, it, he was nearly 

thirty years old, too old to live with Mommy and Daddy. He could hear the 

razing from his siblings already; Mattôs such a failure as an actor, he canôt 

even support himself. What a loser! With a sigh, he grabbed his phone and 

perused online óFor Rentô ads. 

The bus rumbled to a halt at the next stop and he looked up as a wild -eyed 

man stepped on board. Matt sat straighter, his senses on full alert. 

Something was off with this guy. His gut warned him of some sort of 

instability, perhaps drug addiction or menta l illness.  

The man glanced around the bus, his furtive gaze darting from one occupant 

to the next before settling on the Ice Princess. Mattôs blood ran cold when he 

saw the feral curling of his lips and the lascivious gleam in his eyes. So, not 

only unstab le, some kind of pervert as well. The Ice Princess was in big 

trouble.  

The Perv sat directly in front of her, then turned and stared at her, the scary 

smile still on his face. The Ice Princess did her best to ignore him, 

alternating between studying her ma gazine and staring out the window. But 

the Perv didnôt budge. If someone didnôt step in soon, heôd likely graduate to 

touching and beyond. Mattôs gut twisted. He had two sisters, and the 



thought of either of them in this situation made him sick. He hoped t hat if 

they were ever in trouble, someone would help.  

Matt looked around the bus. A couple of teenagers were engaged in a lip -

lock near the back. An elderly man determinedly ignored what was going on 

in front of him. The bus driver stared straight ahead, not sparing a glance 

for his passengers. Matt sighed. Apparently, he was the only one who gave a 

damn. A plan began to formulate in his head.  

He was about to put his plan in motion when the Ice Princess picked up her 

things and moved to a seat on the oppos ite side of the bus. Matt relaxed. 

Hopefully, the Perv would get the hint and leave her alone. Instead he 

followed her, taking up a position in the seat in front of her and continuing 

to stare, his smile a little wider now, and a little wilder. Matt prayed  the Ice 

Princess wouldnôt leave the bus, because as sure as God made little green 

apples, the Perv would follow her. He didnôt want to think about what might 

happen then.  

The Ice Princess needed help. It was up to him to play the hero.  

And him without hi s cape and tights.  

Matt went over his plan one more time. Yes, thatôs how Iôll handle it. It takes 

a pervert to recognize a pervert.  

He could do it; he was, after all, an actor. An out -of -work, barely able to 

scrape by on the two voice -over commercials i n the last six months actor, 

but an actor none the less. He ruffled his hair, going for the Iôm- really -

strange -and - I -havenôt-combed -my -hair - in -a-week look. Then he skipped 

down the aisle and slid into the seat beside the Perv.  

ñHi Mister. My nameôs Norman, Norman Bates. Whatôs your name?ò  

The Perv curled his lip, but said nothing. Matt focused on him, alert to any 

sudden moves, or any sudden appearance of a weapon. If he handled this 

wrong, the Ice Princess wouldnôt be the only one who got hurt. 

ñBeautiful night in the city, isnôt it? I love Toronto, do you love Toronto? My 

favorite city, my favorite city.ò Matt rocked back and forth in his seat and 

tried for a vacant look. The Perv relaxed, dismissing him as a harmless idiot. 

Matt smiled to himself. The le ss wary he was the better.  

ñDo you like TV? I love TV. My mommy lets me watch all I like. I like 

Sesame Street and Dora the Explorer.ò Matt broke into his best lunatic 

rendition of the Sesame Street theme song. The Perv stared at him. At least 

heôd diverted his attention away from the Ice Princess.  



ñMy favorite show in the whole wide world is óThe Simpsonsô. I love óThe 

Simpsonsô. Do you love óThe Simpsonsô? Homer is so funny.ò Mattôs maniacal 

laughter echoed through the bus. The Perv slid as far away from him as he 

could, giving him a look of distaste. Where was the Academy Awards 

committee when he did his best work?  

Now to move in for the kill. He edged closer to the Perv, laying a hand on his 

knee.  

ñWill you be my friend? My special friend? My mommy says I can bring home 

playmates any time I like. I like to bring home someone to play with.ò He 

gave the Perv another smile, one he hoped conveyed the message that he 

wasnôt quite as harmless as he looked.  

The Perv got the message loud and clear. He pulle d the cord to signal the 

bus driver to stop and leapt over Matt in his haste to get away. The bus 

pulled over and came to a stop. In case the Perv had second thoughts about 

leaving the bus, Matt rose to his feet and let out a plaintive wail.  

ñWait! Donôt you want to play with me anymore?ò 

The Perv pushed open the doors and ran down the street, disappearing into 

the night. Matt smiled in satisfaction. Too bad they hadnôt seen that bit of 

acting at his last audition.  

He turned his attention to the Ice Princess, who sat rigid in her seat, staring 

at him with huge green eyes that told him sheôd sooner have taken her 

chances with the Perv. Perhaps heôd played the lunatic a little too 

convincingly.  

ñIôm sorry, Miss. I didnôt mean to frighten you. I saw the way that guy was 

staring at you and I knew I had to do somethingò. He gave her his patented 

Matt Malone smile, the one heôd used on many occasions, both personal and 

professional, to melt a womanôs heart. In return, the Ice Princess gave him 

the same frigi d glare sheôd bestowed on him earlier. 

But despite her cool demeanor, Matt sensed her fear. A wave of 

protectiveness flooded over him. He was the knight in shining armor to the 

Ice Princessôs damsel in distress. 

ñReally, Iôm one of the good guys. Ask anybody.ò 

Her eyebrows rose. ñSo, are you telling me you were pretending to be 

demented?ò 

ñI was acting.ò 



ñWhatever. If you were so anxious to help, why didnôt you throw him off the 

bus?ò 

ñViolence isnôt my style. Iôm a lover, not a fighter.ò 

The Ice Princessôs already fair skin paled alarmingly. She stared at him as if 

heôd sprouted horns. Perhaps heôd chosen his words unwisely. Now she was 

convinced he was a pervert, too.  

ñLet me rephrase that. I feel itôs better to let words settle a problem rather 

than fists .ò 

She gripped her purse and briefcase with white -knuckled determination, 

looking unconvinced by his little speech. Matt watched her eyes, sure she 

was calculating the distance to the exit. Slowly, she scooted across her seat, 

preparing to make a run for i t.  

ñThank you for helping me. I appreciate your concern.ò She rose and pulled 

the cord. Matt rose as well.  

ñYouôre sure youôll be all right? I could walk you to your house, make sure 

the Perv isnôt waiting for you.ò 

ñNo!ò 

He saw the panic in her eyes and s at back down.  

ñNo,ò she repeated, with an obvious effort to remain calm. ñThank you. Iôll 

be fine.ò 

She moved to the front exit and waited for the bus to come to a stop. When 

the doors opened, she hesitated and looked directly at him. For a second, he 

saw vulnerability and a trace of uncertainty in her eyes. Without thinking, he 

stood and walked toward her. Panic flared in her eyes once more. She 

hurried down the steps and out the door. As the bus pulled away from the 

curb, Matt watched the small figure rec ede in the distance and the dark.  

He hadnôt even gotten her name. 
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Take a Chance on Me  

Teacher Darcy Ferris loves travel almost as much as she loves her Toronto 

neighborhood. But no matter how far she roams, she always returns to the 

genteelly shabby  Victorian mansion where she grew up, the last place her 

father lived. Darcyôs world is turned upside-down when the Victorian is 

slated for demolition.  

Since architect Nick Cummingsô motherôs death, his father has retreated 

from his real estate developing  business, and from life. In a desperate 

attempt to interest his father in living again, Nick buys a beat -up Victorian 

mansion and draws up plans to replace it with a Victorian - inspired condo. 

But he doesnôt expect such opposition from his new tenant, Darcy Ferris. Nor 

does he expect to fall in love with her.  

Nick and Darcy must come to terms with the past before they can forge a 

future together. And theyôll need to take the biggest chance of all ï on love.  

 



Chapter One  

ñHurry up, Stanley. Iôve got to get to work.ò 

Darcy Ferris tugged on Stanleyôs leash, but the pug ignored her and 

continued to sniff at a spot next to the sidewalk as if it held the secrets of 

the universe. The highlight of Stanleyôs day was a leisurely walk around 

Leslieville, the Toron to neighborhood the two of them called home, and he 

wasnôt about to be hurried.  

Darcy sighed and checked her watch. ñYou know, Stanley, I could pick you 

up and carry you home. Some dog sitters would do that.ò 

Stanley looked up her with a comical grin and went right back to sniffing. He 

knew as well as she did that cutting his walk short was an empty threat. 

Stanley was Gramma's pride and joy, and Darcy would do anything for her 

grandmother, which meant she would do anything for Stanley. Besides, at 

nearly twenty - five pounds, he was too heavy for her to carry any distance, 

something sheôd discovered on another of Stanleyôs stubborn days. The 

pudgy pug never met a meal he didnôt like. The little glutton.  

Darcy sighed again and accepted the inevitable. She might as well enjoy the 

beautiful June afternoon. If she ran late, she could always take a cab to 

work instead of the bus.  

ñI can hardly wait till Grammaôs cast comes off and she can walk you 

herself.ò Darcy tugged on the leash once more, finally getting Stanleyôs full 

attention. With a haughty eye - roll, he deigned to fall into step beside her.  

Sheôd loved this neighborhood since childhood. With its tree lined streets, 

quaint shops and cozy older homes, Leslieville had a small - town village feel. 

As they walked, Darcy listened to the birds singing in the trees, their 

exuberance cheering her. The quiet calmness made it hard to believe how 

close the neighborhood was from the bustling heart of downtown Toronto. 

Leslieville had everything she nee ded, everything she wanted. It was home.  

If that was the case , she asked herself for the thousandth time, why do I 

keep leaving? As usual she had no answer.  

They walked past shops to Greenwood Park, an oasis in the center of the 

neighborhood. Darcy led S tanley to the dog drinking fountain where he 

greedily quenched his thirst. She unfastened his leash so he could run free in 

the dog -friendly park, but a curious Great Dane came too close for Stanleyôs 

comfort and he scurried back to her side, his tail betw een his legs.  



Darcy laughed as she attached the leash back onto his harness. ñCome on, 

Mr. Chicken. Time to go.ò 

After a circle around the childrenôs play equipment, where excited little ones 

celebrated the end of the school year, they headed for home.  

Two doors from her house, Stanley stopped to sniff around the base of a 

tree. Darcy glanced at the derelict house behind the tree, her heart heavy. 

She touched the rickety gate that hung on rusty hinges. Only a hint of her 

grandmotherôs favorite color of blue remained on the weathered boards. It 

had been her job to paint the gate every summer, and every summer theyôd 

argued over the color. Darcy wanted to paint it bright white, but Gramma 

insisted on blue, so blue it had been. Gramma had taken such pride in her 

home.  

And now look at it. In ten years, it had gone from a cherished home to an 

eyesore. The once trim hedge was overgrown and the small front yard 

sported weeds nearly as tall as Darcy. The front porch floor looked as if it 

were sinking into the grou nd, and the front door and main floor windows had 

been boarded up. No one had been able to live in the house for a couple of 

years. The neglect angered Darcy even as it saddened her.   

She tugged on Stanleyôs leash. ñCome on, buddy. Time to go home.ò 

At th e Victorian mansion where she rented her small, one -bedroom 

apartment, her landlady, Mrs. Ross, stood on the front porch with a man. A 

tall, very attractive man. He turned his head to look at Darcy and stunning 

blue eyes met her gaze. Her breath caught in her throat. She stared at him, 

feeling light -headed and weak in the knees. In the second it took to look into 

his eyes, Darcy had the oddest sensation she understood all his hopes and 

dreams, understood him, even though sheôd never met him before. It was as 

if she could look into his soul to see the man he was. The weirdest thing was 

that she sensed he could do the same.  

How odd . She blinked a couple of times and forced herself to look away. Her 

hands shook as they gripped Stanleyôs leash. Good grief, she was acting as if 

sheôd never seen a good- looking man before.  

Mrs. Ross smiled at her. ñThere you are, Darcy. I want to introduce you to 

Nick Cummings. Heôs going to be living here.ò 

Living here?  Darcy tamped down a spark of excitement. She climbed the 

fron t porch stairs and for once Stanley followed her willingly, scrambling up 

the wooden stairs on his sturdy little legs. He immediately went to Nick 



Cummings and sniffed his shoes. Nick stepped back as if uncomfortable with 

the attention.  

ñCute dog.ò He glanced nervously at Stanley,  

Was he afraid of dogs? She reminded herself that not everyone loved dogs 

the way she and her grandmother did. Jenny Ferris believed firmly that 

anyone who didnôt like dogs wasnôt worth knowing. Darcyôs initial excitement 

at meetin g Nick slipped a notch.  

ñThanks. Donôt worry, Stanleyôs very friendly. And heôs only here temporarily 

while Iôm dog sitting.ò  

The pug appeared unusually fascinated with Nickôs shoes, giving the leather 

a couple of licks. She pulled on his leash.  

ñStanley, sit.ò As usual, he ignored her.  

Darcy ignored him back and extended her hand to Nick. Up close, she could 

see that his eyes were the same shade of blue her grandmotherôs gate had 

been. That had to be a good omen. ñIôm Darcy Ferris. Which apartment are 

you moving into, the vacant one on the second or the attic apartment on the 

third floor?ò 

ñThe one on the second floor.ò Nick shook her hand and smiled, displaying 

even, white teeth. His dark hair fell rakishly across his forehead. ñMrs. Ross 

tells me youôre across the hall, so I guess weôll be neighbors.ò 

ñNickôs an architect,ò Mrs. Ross supplied. ñHe owns his own firm.ò 

ñActually, my father owns the firm. And itôs a real estate company, not an 

architectural firm.ò 

Mrs. Ross frowned. ñBut I thought you were an architect.ò 

ñI am. Iôm managing my dadôs business while heôsérecovering.ò 

Darcy wondered what Nickôs father was recovering from, but it was hardly a 

question a person asked at first meeting. ñIôm sure youôre going to enjoy 

living here.ò 

ñDarcy, thereôs something you should know.ò Mrs. Rossô voice was 

uncharacteristically serious. ñNick has bought the Victorian. He made me an 

offer I couldnôt refuse.ò 

Darcy ripped her attention from Nick Cummings' handsome face and focused 

on Mrs. Ross, positive her jaw was on the ground. Mrs. Ross had been a 

fixture in the neighborhood for twenty years. Darcy had known her since she 



was fourteen, the year she moved in with her grandmother. ñYou sold the 

house? Where will you live? What are you going to do?ò  

ñIôve been thinking about selling the house for a while. Itôs getting to be too 

much for me to look after. My sister bought a condo in Florida and invited 

me to move in with her, and now that David ðDavidôs my grandson,ò she 

said, turning briefly to Nick. ñAnyway, now that Davidôs away at university 

and doing well, thereôs nothing keeping me here any longer. Nickôs offer on 

the house came at the perfect time. Iôm looking forward to snow- free 

winters.ò 

ñIôm happy for you, Mrs. R.ò Still, the idea of anyone but Mrs. Ross owning 

the Victorian was unsettling. She squeezed the older womanôs hand before 

turning back to Nick. ñSo, I guess youôre my new landlord as well as my 

neighbor. What plans do you have for the future of the house?ò 

The flash of guilt she caught in his eyes startled her. He cleared his throat. 

ñWhat kind of plans do you mean?ò  

A cold sliver of fear raced down her back. Sheôd always assumed the 

Victorian would be around forever, safe from harm. But, sheôd assumed her 

grandmotherôs house would be safe, too.  

She couldnôt stand by and watch the Victorian meet the same fate. The 

mansion was too precious to her. Despite the weird sensation sheôd had the 

moment she first saw him, she didnôt know anything about Nick Cummings. 

ñAre you planning any upgrades to the house? Is my rent going up? Are you 

going to rent the vacant apartment on the third floor? Will you allow me to 

sublet my apartment when I leave for Thailand later this summer?ò 

She fired questions at him so fast, she wasnôt surprised when he took a step 

back in self defense. But she wasnôt letting him off the hook. Darcy opened 

her mouth to ask another question, but Mrs. Ross laid a restraining hand on 

her arm.  

ñLet the man get moved in before you bombard him.ò She turned to Nick. 

ñWe talked about Darcyôs trip, remember? Sheôs a teacher. Iôve been 

allowing her to sublet her apartment every time she heads off on one of her 

overseas teaching assignments. Darcy always finds someone nice, and weôve 

never had any problems. Sheôs a very special tenant. She grew up in this 

house, you know.ò 

ñYou grew up here? In this house?ò Nick sounded surprised. 



ñI lived here with my mom and dad until I was eight. It was still a single-

family home in those days.ò Her mother had always said the mansion was 

too big for only thre e people, but her father had loved it, so Darcy had, too.  

ñAnd then I bought it and turned it into four apartments, including my own,ò 

Mrs. Ross said.  

ñI see.ò Nick turned to Darcy, but his eyes didnôt quite meet hers. ñI donôt 

have any plans to raise your  rent. But as far as subletting your apartment, I 

prefer to find tenants myself.ò 

His gaze shifted from a point just above her head back to Mrs. Ross. It gave 

Darcy pause. ñBut Iôd still be able to come back here after my teaching 

assignment is over. Iôd still be able to leave my furniture, right?ò 

ñWeôll have to see.ò 

Alarm bells went off in Darcyôs head. ñWhat exactly does óweôll have to seeô 

mean?ò 

Before he could answer, a throaty growl drew her attention. As she looked 

down, Stanley lifted his leg and peed on Nickôs leg.   

ñStanley! No! Bad dog!ò 

Mortified, she jerked on the leash and pulled Stanley away. ñOh, my gosh, 

Iôm sorry. Iôll pay for dry cleaning, of course.ò  

Nick shook his leg. Pee dripped off the toe of his leather shoe. ñItôs okay.ò 

Stanley  barked, his body wriggling with fury as he struggled to get at NIck. 

Darcyôs face heated in embarrassment. ñI donôt know whatôs got into him. 

Iôm so sorry.ò 

ñI think Iôd better go in.ò He moved toward the door but kept his eyes on 

Stanley. Stanley respond ed with a volley of barks and snarls.  

As soon as Nick slipped inside and closed the door, Stanley quieted. Darcy 

was sure he wore a self -satisfied smirk on his little pug face.  

ñMy goodness, what was that about?ò Mrs. Ross asked. 

ñI have no idea.ò Darcy eyed the puddle of pee on the porch floor. ñIôm sorry 

about the mess. Iôll put Stanley in his kennel and clean this up right away.ò 

She stepped inside the house with Stanley and he scrambled up the stairs to 

their apartment as if his upset of a momen t ago was completely forgotten. 

Darcy hurried inside and closed the door before Nick emerged from his 



apartment across the hall and the dog had another meltdown. Could a dog 

have a split personality? For a few moments, Stanley had abandoned his 

usual comic  pug persona and channelled an angry Rottweiler.  

Or had Stanley picked up on her suspicion that Nick was hiding something?  

After coaxing the dog into his kennel with a cookie bribe, Darcy grabbed 

some paper towel and ran downstairs to wipe up the puddle on the porch 

floor. In all the time sheôd known Stanley, sheôd never seen him show any 

aggression toward anyone. That he would suddenly exhibit such behavior 

toward Nick Cummings had to mean something.  

She cleaned up the mess and threw the soggy paper tow els into the garbage 

can at the side of the house. When she returned to the front porch, Nick was 

coming out of the house. Darcyôs face heated in embarrassment once again. 

ñIôm so sorry. Like I said, Iôll pay for your dry-cleaning.ò 

He waved his hand. ñReally, itôs not necessary. I threw the pants in the 

washing machine. Theyôll be fine.ò 

ñBut your shoeséò Darcy cringed as she remembered the pee sliding down 

his expensive - looking leather shoe. It'd put a big hole in her budget if she 

had to replace them. Sh eôd have to work a lot of extra shifts at Maloneôs to 

make up for it.  

ñI wiped them off and theyôre like new. Better than new. Did you know that 

in the Middle Ages people used urine to tan leather? Stunk to high heaven 

but the leather was very supple. The tanners couldnôt live anywhere near a 

town because of the stench, though.ò 

Darcy grinned, and some of the tension left her body. ñYouôre making that 

up.ò 

ñNo, I swear.ò He crossed his hand over his chest. ñScoutôs honor.ò 

She laughed, as heôd obviously intended her to. Some people would have 

made a big deal about Stanleyôs indiscretion, but heôd been very decent 

about it. He had the loveliest, kindest smile, and the bluest eyes. A woman 

could get lost in those eyesé 

Blinking, she looked away. She didnôt want to get lost. She was quite happy 

exactly where she was. Besides, she had no idea if she could trust him. Nick 

hadnôt clarified whether sheôd have an apartment to come home to once she 

got back from Thailand. Nor had he said what he had planned for the 

Victorian. Unfortunately, she didnôt have time to grill him about her concerns 

or sheôd be late for work. 



ñIôll try to keep Stanley out of firing range from now on.ò She deliberately 

stepped away from him. ñIôve got to run. Gotta get ready for work.ò 

ñI thought Mrs. Ross said you were a teacher. Isnôt school out for the 

summer?ò  

ñYeah, today was the last day of school and I set my fourth graders free. Iôm 

off to my second job. I wait tables at Maloneôs Irish Pub on the Danforth.ò 

She opened the door, anxious  to make her escape. ñIôll see you around, 

Nick. Bye.ò 

ñBye, Darcy.ò 

She hurried into the house and up the stairs, unsettled by her momentary 

tumble into Nickôs blue eyes.  

But what worried her more was the gut feeling that Nick Cummings was 

hiding somethi ng. Something that was going to affect her.  

****  

Nick retrieved the last box from his car and hauled it up the stairs to his 

apartment. He set the box on the kitchen table and looked around, 

appreciating the original ornate crown mouldings and the wide ba seboards 

that adorned the room . What he didnôt appreciate so much was the peeling 

wallpaper and the crack in the ceiling.  Home sweet crumbling home. At least 

temporarily.  

With a sigh, he tackled the boxes, unpacking the things heôd use 

immediately and sta cking the boxes containing items he wouldnôt need for a 

while in a corner of the apartment. Where he was going to live once the 

Victorian was demolished, he had no idea. Heôd already sold his condo to 

raise part of the money to fund this project.  

If worse  came to worse, he could stay with his dad for awhile. He sighed at 

the prospect of living in his childhood bedroom again. Even though heôd 

begun this project for his dad, he hoped he never got that desperate.  

Too bad the old Victorian mansion wouldnôt be around much longer. He 

glanced up at the twelve - foot ceilings. In a neighborhood of semi -detached 

and smaller single - family homes, the Victorian stood out. Larger and more 

elegant, as were the two neighboring houses heôd purchased, he wondered 

whoôd built it and why. As an architect, he admired the generous proportions 

and the quirkiness of the old house. But the inspection report stated the 

house needed major repairs, including a new roof and upgrades to the 

plumbing. The inspector also suspected the whol e house needed to be 



rewired. Mrs. Ross had probably let things slide the last few years knowing 

sheôd be selling the place. 

If he planned to live in the house instead of tearing it down to build a new 

condo, heôd play up the high ceilings and the fabulous mouldings. You 

couldnôt get baseboards like that anymore, at least not without paying a 

fortune to a master carpenter to create them. Maybe he could turn the place 

back into a single - family home, bring it back to its former glory ð 

Stop.  

That wasnôt going to happen. Nick had bought this property, and the two 

houses next to it, so he could help his dad. Heôd designed a multi- family 

building that fit seamlessly with the existing architecture on the street. The 

house two doors down was ready to collapse on its  own. He was simply 

putting it out of its misery.  

He had nothing to apologize for. So, why did he feel the need to tell Darcy 

he was sorry?  

Maybe because heôd been so drawn to her from the moment heôd first seen 

her. Heôd never experienced anything like it beforeðinstant attraction, total 

captivation. But it was more than that. He got her, understood her right 

down to her marrow. She was warm and sweet and caring.  

Had she experienced the same weir d sensation? If she had, she certainly got 

over it quickly. As soon as she suspected he was keeping something from 

her.  

Sheôd definitely sensed he wasnôt telling her the whole truth, and he hated 

not being honest with her. Heôd been thrown off guard by learning sheôd 

lived there as a child. Obviously, she was nostalgic about the house, but 

there was no need to upset her by telling her the houses were coming down 

until all his plans were in place. Besides, he was doing the neighborhood a 

favor by getting rid  of the decay and building decent homes that owners, 

and neighbors, could be proud of.  

Yet the thought of tearing down this house and the two others made his 

chest ache.  

Damn.  

He put the thought out of his mind as he pulled out his cell phone and 

punched in his fatherôs number. 

ñHello?ò Jason Cummings sounded winded. 



ñSorry I made you run, Dad. How are you?ò 

ñYou ask me that every day, and every day I tell you the same thing. Iôm 

about the same as I was yesterday and the day before that. Nothing 

changes he re.ò 

Nick fervently wished something would change. Since his motherôs death 

nine months ago, his dad had shown little interest in anything.  

ñI moved into my apartment in Leslieville. Iôm waiting for demolition permits 

for the three buildings. Once theyôre gone, I can get to work on the condo. 

Did you have a chance to look over the plans I sent you?ò  

Nick was desperate to interest Jason in something. When his mom got sick 

two years ago, his dad put all his real estate projects either on hold or sold 

them t o other developers so he could devote all his time and energy to 

Nickôs mother Kate. Jason had done everything he could to keep Kate alive 

and after she died, he retreated from life. It was his retreat that had 

prompted Nick to leave his job working with a n architectural firm in 

downtown Toronto and take over the running of his dadôs real estate 

business. Real estate development wasnôt his thing, but he figured Jason 

needed a project, something to keep him busy and engaged with people. So, 

he come up with t he condo project. Nick was now the proud owner of three 

run -down houses in Leslieville. And an enormous debt. Unfortunately, Jason 

has shown little interest in being part of his project.  

ñI looked.ò 

ñAnd?ò 

ñItôs a nice condo.ò 

ñThatôs it? Nice? I was hoping for more input than that.ò 

ñWell, it is nice. I like that you made it four stories. It wonôt be so high that 

it will stick out in the neighborhood. The style fits in quite nicely. Itôs got a 

Victorian vibe.ò  

ñThatôs what I was going for. I was worried about adding an elevator. It will 

add significantly to the cost. Do you think it's worth it?ò Nick already knew 

the answer to this question, but he was desperate to get some sort of 

response from his dad.  

ñItôs a big expense for sure, but itôs worth it. Itôll make the whole building 

more desirable. Who wants to schlep groceries up multiple flights of stairs?ò 

ñIôm glad you think it's a good idea.ò  



Conversation ground to a halt. Nick scrambled for something to say, but this 

was nothing new. Heôd always been closer to his mother than his dad. Heôd 

never run out of things to talk about with her. Nick and his dad had always 

been something of a mystery to each other. They never quite saw eye to eye 

on anything. But Jason seemed to approve of his plans for the c ondo, so that 

was something.  

Nick tipped his head back and stared at the crack in the beautiful ceiling. 

God, he missed his mom.  

ñI really wish youôd come on board with me on this project, Dad. I could use 

your expertise.ò 

He heard his dad sigh. ñI donôt know, son. Real estate development seems 

so pointless now.ò 

ñYou built homes for a lot of people, Dad. Thatôs not pointless.ò 

ñI suppose not.ò He sighed again.  

ñI need you on this project, Dad.ò Desperation clawed at his throat. ñI know 

itôs been hard without Mom ðò 

ñHard? Hard doesnôt begin to cover it, Nick.ò 

He squeezed his eyes shut. The pain of losing his mother was still raw, but 

he hadnôt allowed himself to grieve. Heôd been too focused on his dad.  

He tried again. ñYou wouldnôt have to come into the office full - time. Maybe a 

day or two a week to start. Iôll need you in my corner if Iôm going to have a 

chance of getting this project done right.ò 

The silence stretched to the point where Nick wasnôt sure Jason was 

listening. ñDad? Are you still there?ò 

ñIôm here, Nick.ò Jason cleared his throat. ñOkay, Iôll come into the office 

next week. Iôve been neglecting my duties for too long. I owe it to you and 

the rest of the staff to do my share.ò 

Nick sagged in relief and dropped onto the sofa. ñThanks Dad. I really 

appreciate it. Iôll see you next week.ò 

He ended the call and threw his phone down next to him. Maybe his dad was 

finally turning a corner. He hoped this project would interest him enough to 

bring back his old spark.  

If not, he didnôt know where to turn.  
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