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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.
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Chapter One
"Hey Meg, there'sa  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 ada te?" Meg poured apple filling in her empty pie shells. "Tom
and Joe are all the men | 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 | 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 | have to
say is very personal.”

"Look, Mr. Martin, | don't know you. | 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
way. Tom would have said something.



"l -- I don't believe you."
He gave a heavy sigh. "Trust me, | 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. "

"l 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 déja 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.

* k% %

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 | was yesterday morning." He heard rustling as she sat
down. "So Zane, to what do | owe the p leasure of a call from my only child
two days in a row?"

"l 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. "l 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? |
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 | really wish you'd find someone to spend the rest of
your life with."

"Look who's talking. | 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."

"l 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. | 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-0-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, | think."

"So you've met him?"

"Of course, | have Ma. What do you take me for? | 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. | didn't mean

that to come out like it did."

Her voice lowered and he could hear the tight emotion she tried to hide. "
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, butlam 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, | turned out all right didn't 1?"

She gave a forced laugh. "Yeah, you did." He heard her take a deep breath.
"This Tom Evans. | 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
ap pointment 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. | 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
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 | 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 | 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 | 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.
going to be a father.”

ship.



"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
humor of his words. "Oh, | 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 | mean, Mom."

All trace s of humor left her. "Yeah, | 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. | 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. | 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? | can't believe you just said that." She heard the
shrillness in her voice. "Nothing just sort of happens. | thought I'd raised
you better."

"I'm sorry, Mom."

Meg closed her eyes. "I'm sorry, | 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 | got pregnant
with you when | 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."

"l 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
guestions 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 | 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, |
can't honestly say that right now. But | don't want my kid gr owing up
without knowing his dad like | 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 | can be a
good dad, even if | 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 hert 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 heart e

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
Rileyds | ove that they break Heaven's
convince them their love will last a lifetime?
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Chapter One

Riley Bensonédés fire truck screeched to a stop
apartment building as smoke belched from a third story window. All was
chaos on the normally quiet staté&iefightearsn Por t |l an

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 Ril eyos

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.

Al 6l l bet 1 toéos that girl from the third floor
AThat woman i s dangerous! o

Before Riley could wonder what they were talk
scream sounded over all the other noise.

ASomeoneds stild] in the building! I saw a wom
Anot her person shouted, fAYes, | saw her too!

fl oor . O

AThere she is! Sheds heading up the stairs!o
AShe must be crazy! Why would she run back 1in
Captain Andrews shouted instructions. fABenson

woman and get her out. o

Riley dropped the hose and ran toward the buildingds entranc
breathing apparatus over his face as he scrambled over hoses. Though this

fire was mostly smoke and | argely under contr
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.

AFrank, Jim!o Riley called on his radio. AdYou
Riley felt a hand on dhiysoul. e&g. ARi ght behin

ABringing up the rear, Riley. o



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 oweary.hi s shou

Al 6ve got her, 0 he said over the radio. fdALeto
The woman pummel ed his back with her small fi
back! Please, | et me go!o

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.

Altés her! ltés the girl who started the fire
AShe sdhdowl evicted! o

AWebre not safe as | ong as she |ives here, 0 s
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.

Alris, 1 tds me, Dave. You have to | et me help
ANO, no. Pl ease! 0 She shoved away the mask on
ARi |l ey, give me a hand here, will you??o

ASure.kiow her 20 Dave grinned. AWebdbve met bef c
rotten cook. When she burns a meal she really
guest at her little midnight soir®es on previ
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

|l ost cause. She coul dndt hthreeeandbmaybena mor e t han
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 h

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. AMy cat. | h
have. Pl easel! 0

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 lIris
started this fire on purpose.

AWhat 6s your catdéds name?0

ot

Whi skers, 0 she rasped before a fit of coughi

A

Al ol | find her. o

At his nod, Dave placed the mask over her mouth and nose again. This time
l ris didndét fight him. She sat quietly and cl
had drained from her body.

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

capt ain. ACap, | 6m going back in. The girl say:
APets often go into hiding during a fire, o Ca
head. AThis is the third fire webdbve responded
this year. |l tddsome mhasacdeem seriously injured.
Riley glanced back at I ris and nodded gl umly.
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.

AWhi skers? | s that you? Cbébmere, Whiskers. o

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



bel onged to I ris. He didndét want to examine t
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.

~

ifils this Whiskers??9

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.

AOh, Whiskers! o She reachedi fornthercat mandift
thought 16d | ost you.0 Fresh tears poured fro
even muddier. Als she okay?bo

AShebs fine. I think she got out of the apart
her outside. o

Iris laughed and hugged the cat close. Ailtés a good thing youodre
me . 0

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. ADoes IlIris need to go to t

Al 6d | i ke to have her checked more closely at
stay overnight for observati on. 0

ANo, |l 6m fine, really, o0 Iris protested. fANo p
go to the hospital.o

AYou i nhaled a | ot of smoke, Il ris, o Riley sai
Al 6m fine. See? |1 6m not even coughing anymor e
ASmoke i nhal atrickpdAocan b

ANoO! |l &m not going to the hospital.o



Dave glanced at Riley and sighed. AAIll right,
your doctor as soon as possible. o

l ris nodded, rubbing her cheek against Whiske
reason s hwantdoigata the hospital was because of the cat. Now

that I risds apartment was wuninhabitabl e, Whis
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.

AWhat htelnd i s going on here?0 Gardiner bell owe
l ris. AYou! I should have known youb6d be resp

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

of him, blocking his accegdosruintme? Werjusts. A Are you
finished the repairs from the | ast fire.o

l ris held her cat close. fAlt was an accident.
AOnce i s an accident. Three times is arson! o
Riley but he stepped in front of him once mor
never rent one of my properties again, and 1260
rents to you either. o

Al &m so sorry, o0 Ilris said. il dondt know what
to make a grilled cheese sandwich, and the next thing | knew my apartment

was full of smoke. It was an accident, |l swea
AYouol | never have anot her angs Codsaertiourseti one of
evicted, effective I mmediately. o

AMy t Biongs

AYoudbll find whatos | eft of them out on the f
Iris lifted her chin a fraction. Gathering her cat close, she walked away from

the apartment building to a chorus of b 0o0s and hisses from her angry

neighbors. Riley ran after her.

Al ris, wait. Do you have someplace to stay? T

you need it.o
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AWith good reason! You could have killed some
A had the fire under complete control the wh
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.

AOkay, so maybe the fire was a |ittle bit out
truth braceletsi enced at once. fABut | did everything

Honestly. o

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?

Hil degard flipped through the papers. AYouodve
every job youdve been given in Heaven. o0 She p
the file. ALook at this. When you were assign

mixed up a couple of  communications. A ninety  -year -old great -grandmother
was told she was going to have a baby. o0

Al't was an accident. |l put the wrong message
thegreat -gr andmot her . 06 The incident had ended her
Division.lthadb een a bad day for her and she suspect
good for the great  -grandmother either.

AThen there was the debacle in the Avenger Di
Angelica closed her eyes in misery. fADo we ha
wejust | et bygones be bygones?0 From the set of
guessed the answer to that question was no. Hildegard was as by -the -book
an angel as shebéd met in Heaven. Everything a
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.

Hi l degard scowl ed. AYou nearly sent the entir
retribution on a poor old corn farmer in lowa instead of a drug lord in New
York City.o

AfOkay, so |I got the names mixed up. Johnson,
made that mistake. 0

And yet no one bud HMoudegyerdhfabi pped through
Ah, my personal favorite. Divine I nterventio

ot N



put their computer system back together. How did you manage to foul up an
entire database? You were only there one day.

Al wor kl fgawses,s. 0 Angelica had no idea what harpg
the database to do a simple search for one of the senior angels and
somehow shed6d managed to disable the whole sy

AWhat are we going to do with you, Angtlica?
youbre always | ate for everything. o
Al't takes time to put this |l ook together. o An

little shake, making them bounce. fADo you kno
hair just right? And selecting t.hoke perfect ou

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.

ASome of the division heads are saying you sh
Division. o

AWhat'! No, noitviSsiranl!lcel Dcanét spend eternity
for other angels. o0 She held out her newly man
these | ook |Ii ke the hands of an angel destine

AYou are far too vain for yo ffledthooughthgfieod . 6 Hi |
AYour Heaven entrance exams said you tested o
according to St. Peter you do have some redeeming qualities. You scored

well for empathy and kindness. 0

Angelica beamed. AThank you. oo

AYou also scored extremely high on the stubbo
A Oh. I s that bad?o

ASometi mes. But sometimes stubbornness means

o the end. o

—+

ADoes that mean | can stay here with you in R
clappedher hands in glee. Altbds going to be so muc
Al didndt say that. Donét start picking out t
yet. o0 Hildegard closed the file and placed it

at the Earth window once more.

iWait a minute. l snét that I ris Jennings? | wa
got called away to a meeting. What have you d



Al told you, 0 Angelica said, mustering her ta
mat ching her with her soul mate. o

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

from the start of the fire to Irisds solitary
burned down the building and put everyone in danger. Not to mention

Whi skers the cat! o Hil degard s haoyhinghacer head i

happened to Whiskers it would have been unfor
ABut everything turned out okay. Everybody, i
had to resort to drastic measures so I|Iris cou
Al 6ve already matched aher owiHti H dreggrargo wslai, h e

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. AThi s ngtes Antoni
Greece in six weeks to work on a cruise ship in the Mediterranean. Antonio

wi || be working on the same ship. Theydére goi
and forever. End of story, happily ever after
ANo, i1itds not happily eved. afflt esra w |Anigsed si cfai lie
your desk and | peeked inside. Antoniobs not

the moment shedd | ooked into Irisbs eyes.

Al matched them on a hundred points of compat
mat ches. | t 6s ailcl, oveHiyl dsecgiaerndt isfai d defensively
l risdés file. ALook. Theyodére perfect for each

adventure. Shedd be bored comatose i f | mat c h
ANo, youbre wrong, 06 Angel i ca s ainddrougiilnse snappe
back to the window. The girl és anxiety and | o
grabbed her by the throat. Al can feel it. Sh
much more than she needs adventure. Yes, she loves to travel, but she

needs someonetoc ome home to. She wants a man whool |
for her. o

Al 6ve been doing this for a long time and | s
simpatico, 0 Hildegard said. AYou candét just w
do my job. o

Al f youdre so goormgalti yaoauacoy otbe e A, Ahow come
mortals get divorced?0o0

Altés not my fault.o Hildegard straightened t
wings an i mpatient shake, her face registerin



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

can do to stop them. I f youdd studied the pol
know that we here in Relationship Division are allowed to orchestrate the
first meeting between our soul mates hbut afte
Divine Leader has forbidden us from any further interference. After all,
mortals have free will. Far be it from me to

directives. 0

From the tone of her voice, Angelica suspecte
agree withtheDivin e Leader . Per haps stheebookaasgaldot t he by
Angelica believed her to be. Maybe she had a touch of rebel in her after all.

AHIi | dy, matching soul mates is what | O0m suppo
Heaven, Il 6m sure of i1it. This is where I 6m sup

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

AYes, really. I can feel when two people belo
together? With your scientific method and my

Hi l degard bur st o udre Jaia. ¥What amn going té d6 evith you
Angelica?o

AYoubretgoghyge me a chance to prove myself, 6 o
her opportunity. She grasped Hil degardbdés hand

of hers. fALet me prove to you that the match
best one for her. | f sblythe endsohsixtveeksaldill y i n | ove
tender my resignation here in Relationship Division and immediately report

for duty in Service Division.o

AYoubre serious. o0 Hildegard sounded surprised
ACompl etely. o

Hildegard stared into her eyes, her expression unread abl e. ASo who did
have in mind for 1lris?0o0

nsiAnegreilnigc a tcloul d barely contain her e

Sheds co
there. The second firefighter from the

right

AWell , 0 Hil degard said dryly. nl éinglagiyi ve you
whobs prone to starting fires with a firefigh
l ris or did you give her a I|ittle help?o0

AA |ittle of both. Il ris put the pan on the st

about it. I wanted | ritsi moghdt Rilde ywrsf dri gettt anelee



Hil degard snorted. Al &dm sure it was. What mak
than Antonio?0

ARi |l ey needs I ris. Antonio doesndét. And Il ris
in her life, whether she realizes it or not. They even liv e in the same city. Is
that kismet or what?0

AOkay, suppose | go along with this ridiculou
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 oudve had

your one chance for a first meeting. o

A have faith, o Angelica said. fAThese two bel
uni verse wil/ make it happen. o

AAs | oyog daswn 6t make it happen, Angelica, o Hild
up a second meeting is total |l y against policy. o

Al know. O

Al 6m serious Angelica. |l will only consider 'y

promise to obey all the rules, including the provision banning second
meetings. o0

Angelica held up her right hand. fupasol emnly
second meeting. 0O

AfGood. What about the other rules? Under no c
to go to Earth to befriend, coach, or otherwise influence our matches. The
Divine Leader absolutely forbids it.o

Alf we candt go to Eartthe mawcdoiwe wlomdkw nigf? o

ANo problem. o6 Hildegard snapped her fingers a
the middle of extensive renovations appeared
Rileybs house in Portland, Oregon. We can mon
Doyou agree to follow the rules?o

Al agree to follow the rules. o

AGood. Then in that case | agree to give you
this match youdve made between I ris and Riley
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 ?0



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 couldnét allow them to | angui
fight for them, whatever the risk to her.

But if she was wrong, i f 6they werenét soul ma
Angelica shiver ed. t6thiekofat.cShd waafar too poettyaa

wear one of those horrid Service uniforms. Sh
AfYes, we have a deal . o

Hil degard sighed. AHeaven help us. o
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The Girl Most Likely

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

di vorced and, in her own words, dAfat, frumpy,
of facing former classmates 0 and the ex -husband who dumped her & at 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 0 but

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

Finn thinks Caraisperfect |j ust the way she is. Sheobds every
a woman, except for one thing 0she candét get past the fact t
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

him & love?
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Chapter One

You are cordially invited to the 25 th reunion of Summerville High School
Class of 685.

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 thi
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 cardéds dead battery had been all the surpr
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 i 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 " 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 f

She didnot need a reunion to remind her t hat



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 -li ke. AMr. Cooper, youc
first guest, so |16l take you to the stage no
room. fAWhereds the other guest, the chef?0

He cocked his head towards the cl| omsmthdre was hr oo

a whil e. |l think hedés sick. He |l ooked a | itt
Great. The | ast time theyoéd | ost a guest, the f|
breakdown. She smiled with what she hoped | oo
sure heol | be justu ftfion¢é heLesb@sndget age . 0

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.

AHel |l o? Are you all right in there?0e8bses chec
name. i Mr . Bricker ?20

She heard a | ow moan. il 6m si ck. Leave me al o
A Mr . Bricker, are you too ill to appear on ca
nof course I &6m too sick! Damn sushil I donot
or stick my head in it.o

Cara quickly processedt hat mental picture. The last thing the show needed
was a guest barfing on the host. Though it could be the most excitement

theydd had on the set in months.
Al want to go home, 0 Bricker whined.
AHang in there, sir. Weol|l |l ook after you. oo

She hurriedbackt o t he set and found the floor manage
problem. 0 She told him about the chef holed wu

A fine sheen of perspiration broke out on Bil
Do we have any other guests |ined up for toda

AJutshe personal trainer. o0



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

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

coul dndét bl ame her. He was one fine |l ooking m
Bill started to pace, mopping his sweaty bro w with a hanky as he marched

back and forth. fAHow are we going to fill an

Jessica isnb6t capable of winging it for that

interviewing when we provide her with the que

AFirst thingsindngrtsa .cdlolm @ cab and send the ci
youdl!l think of something. o

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.

AThere she is!d Jessica shouted, pointing at

Bill grabbed her arm and dragged her to the s
commercial 6s al most over. o

AWait! Whatodés going on? What are you doing?o

ANo timeplain. Youdre going to be our live ex
expect when they go to see a personal trainer
AWhat ? Me on | ive TV? No way! o

AYoubre even wearing workout gear today. | t 6s
Cara glanced down at her sweatpants, t -shi rt, and hoodie. She dic
want to think about the state of her hair. M
|l ran out of clean clothes. o0 She glanced at t
|l i ke a giant set of tweezers in his ?®mand. @ Wh
AOh, dondt be such a baby. o Jessica pulled he
the show. Take one for the team. oo

Cara wrenched he ioudakenonedorntaeyteam.i¥ou get paid
more than | do. o

NnAnd wedre |live in three, t wo , one .. .0
Cara froze. Jes sica aimed her hundred watt smile at the camera.

A Wel come bRadhdstertNoon . |l 6m your host Jessica Franm
webre here today with personal trainer Finn C
about nutrition and fitness, and what to expect if you engage th e services of



a personal trainer. Finn, i f someone | i ke KBS
here, were to go to your gym and set up an appointment, what can she
expect to happen?o0

AThe first thing we would do is to have her f
and based on that information we may ask Cara to consult with her doctor

bef ore engaging in any kind of weight | o0oss or
AAssuming Cara is in reasonably good health f

happens next?

Cara ground her t eflestohmeaotn el ehsesri caagbesd cr ack. She
of ribbing for being, at 43, the oldest junior assistant at the station.

AThen | would compile information on Cara, su
build, and Body Mass Index. | would also have her keep food and exe rcise

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

nutrition habits Il ook |ike.o

ANow | see youobve brought one of the tools of
said, indicating the giant tweezers in the tr
instrument do?0o0

AThese are callipers that measure excess body
wai st with the callipers | shouldndét be abl e
AWhy dondét we try the callipers on Cara?o

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.

AYou have to take off t haarta.biFg,n nb uwoknyd th dboed iaeb,l
an accurate reading with that thing in the wa

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

sl eeves and handed the garment to Finn. Thoug
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.

AOh dear, thatés quite a |l ot of fat, o Jessica
wecando t o hel p her ?o0

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

beached whal e. Next shedd be calling Greenpea
Finn cleared his throat. nwel | |, i n conjunctio
would help Cara by designing a diet and exe rcise regime tailored specifically

for her . o

Al understand youdve brought with you today t
potential clients fil/]l out. Why dondét we ask
AAL I right. o Finn glanced at heherealbycaref gaugi n

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

ACara, teldl me what you currently do for exer
AAhh, well, not very much. o
If she were honest, the biggest exercise of her day was getting up from the

couch to get a snack from the fridge.

AAre you able to walk a city block?0

Only if thereds an ice créd¥msshop abbutrise.eénd
AHave you ever been told you have high blood
A N o Bub much more of this, and my headdbs going to explode
AAnd your diet. Do you eat 8 to 10 fruits and

Does ketchup count?
ANo, probably not. o

ADo you have any favourite sports or physical

engage in, or that you engaged in at one ti me ? 0

Finally, a question she could truthfully answ
dance. And way back in high school, | was on the cross country team. | liked

running, though | havendét done it in years.o
They went through several more embarrassingly perso nal questions until

Jessica changed the subject again.



Al understand that in addition to having your
you also conduct a short fitness test at the beginning of the assessment
process. 0

AYes, 1 tds |1 mport andoffiness lkvel thevpemwsdn atarts kK i n
with.o
AfCan you show us some of these tests, using C

mor e?o0
AWell, okay sure, i f Cara is okay with it?0o

All eyes turned to her. I f it was truly up to
room. Ins tead, she pasted a cheery smile on her face.

AYes, of course.o

AAlI'l right then. The first thing | |ike to de
can you bend from the waist and touch your to
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. I n high school shedd been par
Back then, shedéd performed back flips, front
mannerofg ymnastic and dance moves. Shedd had the
band.

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

stuffed in her pocket.

AThe second test we do is for cardio. We want
our clients ar e starting with. We usually use a step machine or a treadmill

for that test, so we wonodét be able to demonst
APerhaps we can i mprovise,o0O Jessica said with

some jumping jacks to test her cardio?bo0

What if Cara smacked Je ssica with the callipers?

AOr maybe jumping jacks are too strenuous for
want her to injure herself. o0 Jessica gave her
a diabetic into a coma. AdAlf she candt do them
Thatdidit. AN@r obl em at all, Jessica, 0 she said

ACar a, poefirhaps

=1

No problem, Finn.Oo



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. | f she was

definitely need to buy a more supportive bra.
When did she gets o0 out of shape?

AThat 6s enough, Cara, o6 Finn said with a smile
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?

AHere we go, 0 Jessica ent hus e ddeterfidingimwst essen
much weight Cara will need to |l ose. A scale. o

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 Jess
lately. With any luck, nobody was watching.

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

of f. Cara stared at the scale, wondering wher
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.

AActually Jessica, | prefer not to use a bath
they can be notoriously inaccurate. At t he gym we use a professional scale,
similar to the kind used in doctorsdé offices.

we use accur at e measur ement techniques.(‘)

Cara threw a grateful smile to Finn and he responded with a slight nod.
Jessica pursed her lips,look i ng | ess than pleased. AFine, w
Anyway, | see that our time is up for today. Thank you for joining us, Finn.



Viewers interested in reaching Finn Cooper for their own personal fithess

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

Webll see you tomorrow. o

The theme music played. A moment | ater Bill ¢
made it to the end of the show!o

He shook Finnds hand, pumping it vigorously.

hel ping us out. Wedd obasabuashgnthe shaw apamany vy
ti me. o

AThank you. | appreciate that.o

Jessica put her hand on hi s personal irvitatowtant t o e

you, Finn. Pl ease, anytime youdd |ike to prom
me a call .o

She handed himmo ne of her business cards. dAListen, I
day. Why dondét you stick around and we can go
Finn gave her a polite smile. Al &m sorry but
gy m. O

AOh, too bad. Another time perhaps?09

APer haopshe answered with a noncommittal smile.
Apparently the gorgeous personal trainer wasn

Her appreciation for the mands taste went up

She walked away, gripping the hairclip between her front te eth as she
worked her thick hair into a top knot.

nCar a??o

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.

AYes? Can | help you?bo

Al j ustd waontseee i f you were okay, 0 he said.
AYeah sur e, |l 6m fine. A little sweaty and out
right. o

AThat 6s good. |l 6m sorry about the exercises.

o

Was Ounprepared a euphemism for desperately



Avell, hey, anything for the show. You know ho

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.

AWel |, |l just wanted to say thanks for being
you this. o6 He handed her a pamphlet. #AThis en
consultatio n with me at the gym. Just make an appointment at your

convenience. 0

Her face heated with embarrassment yet again.
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.

AYes, thank you. | appreciate the offer. o

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.

Sheds swall owed her pride and moved back to h
daughter after her divorce and the | oss of he
trying to navigate the strained:iinelddingtherons hi ps
first love, Jack Davison.

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

caters a lunch at Jacko6s tourist ranch, ol d f

commonthanever T Jackos also a single parent. Thougl
keep things casual, Bridget, Jack and their girls are starting to look a lot like

a family.

But Bridgetds only planning to stay in Paradi

relaunch her business. JackO0s invested too mu
with their daughters involved both have a lot mor e at stake than heartbreak.

How can they risk falling in love?

JANA RICHARDS
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Chapter One
| t was official. Shedd 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 motherds 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 i n Pappadbares asifshed shedd b
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 didndot matter w
anyone thought of her. As | ong as her daughte
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.

Altés so good to see you, o0 Celia said, kissin
five years since weoOve seen each other in the
ASomething |ike that. o She examined her siste
Celianowrese mbl ed t heir mother. She had inherited

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 i n her f ambareyarms Weeeltanredfiomf ace and
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.

AMaegbi f you hadndét been so stubborn about vis
each other more often, 0 she said.

Celia took a step away, her eyebrows rising.
early in the evening to have your <c¢l aws out,



Justbecauseh er | i fe had gone to hell didnét mean s

Celia. fAYouodre right. I dm sorry. l 6m gl ad to
Al know you are. o Celia smiled and took her h
working in the bar tonight. You just got here

Bridgetshr ugged. AThe girl who wusually works Frida
asked i f | would fil!]l in.0 Even though she wa
was glad to have something to do. Al figured,
get started. 0O

AGood for you. Howbébs Rebecca?o

She sighed. Her fifteen  -year -old daughter had remained sullen and silent the
entire trip to Paradise. AUnhappy. But | can
her and plunked her down here. o

(@)

Aln the middle of medwhere, 06 Celia ad

Al didnét say that. o

AYou didndt have to. It was there between the
Al 6ve never fit in here.o

AYoubve never | et yourself fit in here.o Celd]
back. fALetds not rehash orFrdtanggméentheomelt dsdyp
want to fight.o

ANeither do | .0 She was too exhausted to get
Al could get Megan and Mi ke to introduce her
Rebecca meets some kids her age shedll feel b

make her f eel

Al éonthink anythingo g to
c Sheds upset about

Bridgetds breath hit
faultéo

goi
d.

ot

S
he

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.

Woul dnét that be a juicy t oBridgetGrardgamec of f ee r ow
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. #fAl kn
and Rebecca. But you shouldnoét take all the b
deserves his share. o

The way Celia said Bwvaxmnsonsethingadistasteful|l madederi t

feel a |little better. But she coul dndét escape
support, but it really is my fault. The business went under because of me.

After that, our marriage just unraveled. o

The expression of sympathy I n Celiabs eyes made her want t
to her sisterod6é6s shoulder and cry out all her
couldnét do that. There was a room full of pe
work to do. Besides, she and Celia had never had a crying -on-each-ot her 6s

shoulders kind of relationship.
For one aching moment, she wished they had.
AThereds my girls. o

Bridgetds mother Mavis approached with a smil
her shoulder. Altds so good to have both my d

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 theself -pity and moved out of Mavisds el
better get back to work. What can | get you t

Al 61 I have a beer, but tf isrome Ipewegrte.y du ttha nrke
remember most of them. o

Bridget took a deep breath, pasted a smile on her face and turned to greet

Celiabs friends. Some were strangers to her b
them. One face in particular was very familiar. Tina Marcotte, now Tina
Wil son, had been one of the most popular girl
great delight in tormenting Bridget all through high school, teasing her about
her hair, the glasses shed6d worn back then, h
her opin ions and ambitions, and had gossiped about her endlessly. Had Tina
changed in the intervening years or was she t

then?



Bridget took their order and brought their dr
husband Gavin joined them.

A Hlel o, Gavi n. ltds good to see you again. o She
hand. Shedédd always | iked her sihedrtedraids husband
hardworking, a salt of the earth kind of guy. The exact opposite of Ben.

AWel come to Paradi se, Bagrididedgngredhehe sai d wit
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 Davi
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.

AHey, you made it.oeGaviivotuurmeeneg mb@rh my broth
dondét you? I think he was a grade ahead of 'y

AOf course Bridget remembers Jack, o Tina Wils
hi gh school, remember?0

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 | 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 cornfl ower blue shedd al ways | oved. Back i
beautiful eyes could turn her knees to water.

Damn it, why did he still have to look so goo d?
AfnHel | o, Jack. 0 She extended her hand.

AHel |l o. 06 He cl asped her hand in a firm shake.



Nerves skittered dowhabhearepiyoe. dobsoag in Par a
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. Shbf@erdidadndt wa

life. AAre you here visiting Celia and Gavin?
ANO, |l moved back to Paradise a few years ago
to be |iving here for awhile. 0

AYes. 0O She started gathering empty gl asses fr

interestedglances f rom Cel i a and Gavindés friends. For
werendét being malicious, just curious, but he
private.

Tina smiled and | eaned forward. AAnd youdve b
these years, Bridget. It must be exciti ng to live in a big city. What did you

do there?9d
ALots of things, but moshuybadande&d prdsirmes snyo e

ABridgetds being modest, 0 Celia said. ASheods
Institute of America. She was head chef of the catering company sh e and
her husband owned. 0

AReal |l y?0 Bridget detected a slightly mocking
you catered a lot of fancy affairs . 0

AA few. 0 Was t h eaffarsnpoma lénd sf digy @ double entendre?

She rejected the idea. How could Tina kn ow about Bends affair? St
toward her mother, mentally willing her to ca
leave. Unfortunately, her mother was engrossed in conversation with some

older patrons, leaving her no means of escape.

ASo why did ywmu d@taevrei y@ company?o

ATi na, maybe Bridget doesndét want to talk abo
warning in her voice.

Tina had always had a knack for finding her weak spots and going straight

for the jugul ar. Bridgetds only hope was to s
AThat 6s okay, Celia, 0o she said. She turned to
composed expression on hserwéateund@heobusines

=1

Real ly? What a shame. What went wrong?o



The massive lawsuit might have had something to do with it. Al t was
probably the downturn in the economy. 0

AThat 6s too bad. And | wunderstand your husban

Her heart dropped into her stomach. She |lifted her eyes
moment she hated the woman. Though Tinads f ac
innocent inquiry, the predatory gleam in her eyes revealed the enjoyment

she took in asking these humiliating questions.

Al t waasmiacnabl e split. o

ABut to | eave you without any money and then
woman. Well, thatés just too much. o

She heard her sisterds sharp intake of breath
fell over the group.

AKnock it off, Tina, o Jack said.

Tina gave him an indignant glare. Al was just t

for Bridgetds situation. 0
He didndét | ook convinced. fASympathy, my ass. o0

Bridget glanced at the horrified expression o
of weakness, s hebodfidpdthe cirewinstances of lwepdivorce 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
Anger welled up inside her, anger at Tina, at Celia, at Ben, at the world in

general.

Al'tdés okay, Jack. Tinads right. My husband di
wo man. But hey, my | ifedbs an open book. May be
my personal | ife youdd | i keanttoknawinybra s s . Per h
size or maybe my bank account balance, though
neither is very big. Go ahead, ask me anythin

They stared at each other for what seemed like ages until Tina shook her
head, looking chastised.



AYoubre rmgme ,off tdy business, 0 she said, soun:¢
just wondered what brought you back to Paradi

There were many reasons for coming home 0 poverty, hopelessness, a
broken heart. But she had no intention of baring her soul to Tina Wilson.
Al came back to Paradise because | need some

privacy. o

She turned away, her hands shaking as she clutched the empty glasses, but
not before she caught what | ooked | i ke amusem
His expression made  her even angrier. How dare he laugh at her?

The glasses clinked together as she haphazardly loaded them into the

di shwasher behind the bar. One night in Parad
humiliated. Welcome home, Bridget . If she had enough money for gas and if

she thought her old Chevy could withstand the
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 @ finish 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 Coveb6s high school pri
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

mot hero6s il l ness brings her and the big city
i n. Her marriage taught her men dondét stay.
Can she put aside the heartaches of the past and trust Alex enough to

accept the | ove hedos offering? Or will her fe

send him away forever?

Can Julia trust Alex enough to give lovh
one more second chance?

LorsTeER Cale




Chapter One

Al 6m sorry to barge in, Princiopal Stewart, bu
line one that | think you should take. It sounds urgent . o

Julia Stewart knew Beth, long -time secretary at Lobster Cove High School,
woul dndt i n treprimandunlessriwads important. She gave her a
slight nod, then turned her attention to the two teenage boys sitting on the
other side of her desk.

ALooks | i ke youbve been saved by the bell. Fo
littl e chat about smoking on school property
They coul dndot | eave fast enough. Beth threw h

the door behind them. Julia picked up her phone. f#fAHell o, Pr
speaking. o

AJul i a, | 6m sorry. |t wasndt my fault. Il di dn
sobbed, her words nearly incomprehensible.

She gripped the handset. AMom? Whatdés going o
AShe fell. | Han s®@r rsy.rao vy,
Juliads heart thumped painfully. fAYou mean Av

she okay?0o
AShe was in the basement. Il didndt know. It w
AMom! Whatés going on? |Is Ava all right?o

There was a thud, as if her mother had dropped the phone. Julia jumped to
her feet, alarmed. What was going on at her p
daughter?

i Mom? Mom! 0O

She heard voices but coul dnot make out wh at w
heard her fatherds voice on the |line.

St

| stalbright, Julia. Ava had an accident. She fell part way down the
basement steps. 0

=]

Oh, my God! o Her heart |l odged in her throat.
onscious?o0

(¢



AYes, yes, sheb6és banged up, but shebs alert.

hospitab,t hough. Her arm may be broken. o

Julia brought her trembling hand to her mouth to cover a sob. Dear God. My

poor baby.

Al 61 I meet you at the hospital. o

Al think itdéds best if you pick Ava up and tak
upset and she wants her mot her . o

ABut it would be faster if you took hdedx . By t
ADonét argue with me, Julia! o he said sharply
over here, now!o

For a second, she couldnét speak. Her father

to do so now told her the situation was very serious.
Al 611 be right there. o

She slammed down the receiver, grabbed her purse and jacket, and ran out
of her office.

AAvadbs had an accident. | 6ve got to go, 0 she
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 parentsod6 house.
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, theydd gotten it right. Her windshield
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 parentsdé driveway
bothering to turn off the ignition. As soon as she opened the back door, she
could hear Ava crying.

A Mo mmy ! I want Mommy! o

Julia found her in the kitchen, sitting in her grandfa therds | ap, her rig
cradled protectively against her chest. Tears streamed down her face. Julia
kneeled by her fatherds chair.



Al 6m here, baby. l'toés all right now. o0 She kis
bruise above her right eye.

Alt hurts,0 Mommy!

Al know, sweetheart. Wedre going to make it b
father. Al o611 put you in the back seat of my
l ap. 0

AYoudll have to take her, o0 he said, not meet]i

upset. Ineedtostay wi th her. o

She coul dndét believe he wouldndét help her tak
have to come with wus. o

Al dm sorry, Julia. Your mother needs me. 0

What the hell was going on? Until today, shebo
anything for Ava. How coul  d he abandon them both like this?

She didndét have time to argue. Scooping Ava i
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 | ifted her head

and read the pain in them before he turned away.

ALet us know how you make out, o0 he said, his
Julia nodded and got in the car .addfessede Avabds i
shedd find out exactly what had happened and
come with her. But for now, all she wanted wa

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 daughterodés sobs wrenched her heart. How h
she wasnét supposed to play on the stairs. It
uncarpeted basement stairs. Shedd told Ava to
when she was at hehogsendBateshedwas only fiwv

her parents kept her safe?

Finally the door to the examining room opened and a tall, dark -haired man
wearing a white |l ab coat entered, followed by
Shedd hoped Dr. Wills&hewdukdossee Helmem. Wi | | so



she was Avaods age, and she trusted him. She w
daughter6s care to someone sheb6d never met an
about.

He smiled at Ava and knelt to look at her at eye level. He touched her k nee

gently.

AnHI, Av a. | 6m Dr . Campbel | . Can you tel]l me w
She snuggled closer to Julia. Al fell .o
AWhere did you fall?bo

fDown t he basement stairs at Grandma and Gr an

Al explained all this to the ttlwgagefihsgrbe, o J
Willson on duty today? Hebdbs Avabds doctor. o

Eyes the color of deepest, darkest chocolate flashed at her from an

unsmiling face. #ADr. Willson is off today. 1|6
turned his attention back t gourAnomputsigoonu!l d it b
the examining table? |1 0m going to take a | ook

Ava nodded, her chin trembling. He rose, and Julia tried to do likewise, but

her arm had fallen asleep while holding Ava,
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 t he b umipeadachatJAiaadneticddahereran 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.

Al dm sorry. Your arm really hurts, doesnot it
AYes, 0O she said. Her chin wobbled, and Jul i a

was going to cry, too.

ADoes it hurt anywhere el se?o0
AOn my | egs. 0O
Dr. Campbell <car ef ulsiegnstpnewd Redshins@nd Anees.6

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.



ALet 6s get -rAyvassodnasposside. | want pictures of tha t arm. o
He turned to Ava, and gently fingered the bump on her head once more.
AAnd | want a skeletal survey.o

AWhat 6s a skeletal survey?0 Julia asked.

Al t 6s a s-aysiofalstheddnesin the body, or most of them,

anyway. | tos ¢ o mmaauinaysuch asehd toichreck &or btoken

bones. 0 He spoke to the nurse once more. #dln
somet hing for the pain and get a splint on th
AYes, Doctor. o

Ava looked up at Dr. Campbell, her eyes shiny with tea rs. Als it going
hurt ?o

ATher &«kys? No, | promise they wondét hurt. | t 6s
picture taken, only itds a picture of your in
curls with a gentle hand. 07 Werbaryes ,hb g osion gtottéos tgaoki
take a long time, maybe an hour or more. Do you think you can be brave for

that | ong?0o

She nodded solemnly. fAYes. 0

Al knew you could, o 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 childrends strength ibuprofen
arm.
A have to go | ook after some of my oafteher pat

yourx -r ays are done. 0
APromi se?o

~

A | promi se. I mi ght bring someone with me to
AOkay. 0O

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 didnét cr
painkillers had kicked in by then helped, too.

Finallythex -r ay technician was satisfied tmékdyodd tak
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?

Al wanna go home, 0 Ava wail ed.

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

Juliads | ap any |l onger, she stretched out on
AHoney, why dondét you |ie down on the tabl e?
comfortable. o

ANo! 0 she cried. fAl wanna go home. 0

She kicked at Juliabés chair, then cried out w

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.

Al'tés going to be okay, baby. Wedl | get you f
Al wanna go home! 0
Dr. Campbell chose that moment to enter the r

utter shock, A va scrambled to her feet and ran to him, throwing her good
arm around his legs.

ACan | go home now?0 she whimpered.

He seemed taken aback. So was Julia. Ava was normally shy around people
she didndét know, especially men. Buthesomehow
could trust the doctor.

Julia wasnét so sure if she trusted him, espe
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.

AHey, whatdés going on? | thought you were bei



Tears sl|lipped down Avads cheeks. fAMy arm hurt

Julia couldndét stand i themaiftohdrfolimhgightand She pul | e

gl ared at the doctor. Alf you hadndét made wus
have been able to endure. But shedés tired and
pain. When are you going to do something abou
Dr. Campbellregardedh er with cold eyes. fAWebre going t
right away. But first we have some questions.
AWhat questions?0 Julia was as baffled as she

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. AMy
Child Protective Services. I 6d |Ii ke to have a

Julia stared mutely at the woman. Child Protective Services? Her stomach

lurched. Dear God, did they think this was something more than an

accident?

ACan | speak to you in the hallway for a mome
Campbell said.

Ava |l ooked up at Julia, her |l ower | ip trembl:.i
Altés only for a minute, baby, | dproami saen.d Il @I
come back as soon as | can. Okay?o0

Al promise it will only take a minute, o Dr. C
reassuring. ASharon and Nurse Linda will stay
to talk with you for a minute. Il s that all roi

A tear slipped down Avads dildedk,e a@modtdbul isden ev

going anywhere. But then Ava nodded sl owly. A
Dr . Campbelll gave Ava a warm smile and patted
a brave girl. We woné6ét be |l ong. o0 When he turn
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.

AWhat did atyhd ixmd?0 she asked.

AA spiral fracture of t he rmomenttanddookm. 06 He paus
deep breath as if trying to control his emot.i



before. A fracture like this can be the result of a fall, but it can also be an

indication of c¢child abuse. An arm as fsmatl ds as
twisted hard enough. |l 6m obligated to contact
abuse. 0

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.

AYou think someone deliberately hurt her?0
AHer injuries are consistent with abuse. 0

Al dondt give a damn what theydre consistent
mi streated. My mot her said she f elvatsdeown t he
said, then thatdés what happened. 0

Al believe thereds more to the story than a s
Al'f it comes down to believing you or believi

my mot her . o0
APerhaps you dondét know your mother as well a

Julia sucked in a breath and stared into Dr. C
The idea that her mother would hurt Ava was ridiculous. She adored Ava,
would do anything for heré

She blinked and | ooked away, remembering an i
heardher yelling at Ava about the mil k shedd spi
making such a huge deal of it that Ava had cried. It had struck her as

strange, since she couldndt remember her moth
She wasndét as patient dbowsdithsheeupambert o be. An
strange phone calll telling her Ava had been h

upset, but her mother had been nearly incoherent with distress. Was
somet hing going on she wasnb6t -avaaweMaghé ? She w
looking after aramb  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.

A | know my mot her . She didndét do this. It was
A We ol | soon find out. Sharon is questioning A

Julia stared at the door . AfShedl | be scared,



1

Sharonés very good at what she does. She has
comfortable. o

Julia turned on him, the anger and despair sh
out. AAnd vy oenyupsettingfowvar -year-ol ds and turning f ami
lives upside down? Does it make you feel powerful to sic the authorities on

us?o0

ALook, Mrs. Stewart, I take no pleasure in br
| 6ve seen child abuse, apdclosanandl peysaonat
ugly. The things parents and caregivers are capable of doing to defenseless

childrenéo

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. ASo yeah, i1if | have even the s
been abused, |l 6m going to ask questions. And
it. o

It was Juliabs turn to | ook away. How had it

wit h her parents?

Sharon emerged from the examining room and cl
Ava went down the stairs to get her teddy bear and tripped on a box of
| aundry detergent that had been | eft on the s

A Mr . Fizz, o0 Julia sai d alvbechuseohateddybear? Thi s was
AExcuse me?0 Sharon asked.

Julia swall owed the sob that wanted to escape
had him since she was a baby. She takes him e
Fizz ended up in the basement?

ADoes your moihgr waodrcma Ava while youdre at wo
Sharon asked.

ANoO. My regul ar babysitter had an appoint ment
part-t i me. She only goes to the sitter when shebo
Sharon turned to Dr. Campbell. #AWhat were the

survey?o

AThere were no ot hesidetvomddr gght arngandens a
indication of any previous breaks. Her medical records show no history of
trips to the ER for any sort of similar traum



Sharon nodded. AnGood. Given what Ava has told
conclude that her injuries we re the result of an unfortunate accident. Mrs.

St ewart, |l 6m sorry we put you through the wri
t hat whenever thereds any question about a c¢h
into it.o

As an educator, Julia wunderisotnoso da.b ouhte 6ad sat sukdeedn
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. Shedéd never felt more helple

She managedasimpl e nod. ACan | go to Ava now?0o0
AOf course. o

The doctor followed her into the examining room. The nurse had cleaned
Avads scrapes, bandagi ng one o RAidremblazoneslf t el bo
with the face of a cartoon character.

AYoudre al most dof€empAed) oshBid. AWedre going
he cast room now. Whatoés your favorite color

—+

APink, O she said without hesitation.

The doctor grinned, the smile transforming his face from intense to carefree.

Al think we can arrange horhgbucotbohaveHa tas!
Julia, all business once more. fiFortunately,
spiral, it has clean edges that fit together well, so we can cast it without Ava

having to undergo surgery. |l 6m going tdke use a
somex-rays while ités in place and make sure th

Julia took a deep breath and pushed down the tears of stress and exhaustion
that wanted to fall. fAHow I ong will she have

AAbout a mont h. Pl ewaup appamanierd soave darochdckoon
Ava in a week. O

She nodded, too tired and upset to do much else. The doctor smiled at Ava.

Al 6ve got to go now, but | know our cast tech
of you. Youdbve been a veregyoumntyawrextgi rl , Ava. I
appointment. o

Like hell he will.  Julia would make damn sure they saw Dr. Willson next
time. She didndédt want to see Dr. Campbell eve

But in a town as small as Lobster Cove, Mai ne
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Chill Out

Renata Cabr al needs to hide for the weekend.
wedding means sheoll face embarrassing quest:]
family. Questions | i ke AWhy arendét you marri e
her | ast r el at i o eashhtognswershat question.rShetinvents a

work-r el ated excuse and escapes to a friendbs |

Noah Brownlee has been hiding for two years.
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.

Asthe blizzard r ages, the candy hearts predict | ove.
work its magic between them?
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; 44 Candy Hearbs Rovemces &
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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,

Wait. His what?

Renata woke with a start. And came face to muzzle with the biggest dog
shedd ever seen in her | ife. Or perhaps i
enough to tell.

AHoly crap!o

Atherhigh -pi tched squeal, the dog backed away

fallen asl eep after arriving at her friend

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 wasndét going down without a fight.

AWhere the hell did you come from?o
AHeds with me. o

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
hi m, fubband s upstairs. With a gun. All | have to do is scream, and
hedl | be down here in a flash. o

ARel ax, nobodydés going to hurt you. I t 6s
Al arm bells c¢clamored in her head. AfiHow do

ATyl er told me. He 06 $anadme thé ubse of thei cettage for aH e
few weeks, but apparently he and Caroline had a miscommunication about
who was staying here this weekend. 0

Caroline Montgomery was her best friend and business partner. She and her
husband Tyler owned the cottage in g uestion. It was located on the shores

hi
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of Fal con Lake, a |little over an houroés dri ve

offered it to her as a refuge this Valentine weekend.

Al dondot believe you. Caroline would have
youbre neft?2@ t hi

con



He hel d
hei st ?0

up a can of soup.

i Do most

She frowned. He had a point. Still, it freaked her out that some stranger had

just waltzed through the door while she was sleeping.

thieves b

AHow did you get i nd® tillben dawore. d | ocke

ATyl er |l eft a key. I called out, but you didn
|l i ke the dead?o0

She glared at him. Her sleeping habits were none of his damn business.

Shedéd arrived exhausted after working full ti
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. Al 6m calling Caroline to check your st
AKnock yourself out. o

She saw i mmediately that shed6éd missed a phone
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!

ACrap. O

He raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. So this Noah person was legit.

Renata wanted to scream in frustration. AlIl s
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 youdre not speakin
ASo youdre a friend of Tylerds?o

AYeah, we go all the way back edemoutofitement ary s
country and needed a place to stay, and Tyl er
by the way. o

ARenata Cabr al Caroline and | own an account
ASo she said. | 6m sorry about this. o



ANot as sorry as | am. o

Car ol isubsequsent texts were progressively more frantic, and more than
a little weird.

|l s he there yet? Are u not answering cuz youb
#smokinghot! Text me all the juicy details!

Smoking hot? Renata glanced surreptitiously at the hairy man in the kitchen.

She di dnot mind a man with a |ittle scruff, b
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 |l ake to | ea
The jerk!
Okay, now I O0Om getting worried. Where are u? C

an axe m urderer. Call me!

It was time to put her friend out of her misery. Renata dialed her number.

AHI , Caroline. o

ARenata! Thank God! Are you okay?0o

AYes, of course. | fell asleep, thatds all .o
Als Noah there?bo

AYeah, heb6s here. o

Al 6m so sorry. flatudg .l | Tyl er 6s

ADon6t be mean to poor Tyler. You didnot tell
either, did you?bo

AWell, noéo

ALook, itdéds not a big deal. I can be home in
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 didndét know was even m
wasno6t an axe murderer. AWhat time is it?o

ANearly midnight. I 6m sorry. | olbecutwftieow muc h
city over Valentinebs Day. o0



AMaybe 10611 check into a hotel under a fictidt
mot her off my trail .o

AWould it really be that terrible to go to th
Renata shivered. fAWorse than teorible. You kn
AKevinbds not worth al/l this troubl e, you know
Al know. o0 She swallowed. Al 6m just not ready

weekend. o

Aildm so sorry. o

She coul dndt hel py ocuhbuvcek Isianigd. fiMaoy be t his i s a
ask about borrowing your new I|Italian | eather

AWedéll talk on Monday and see if I 6m still fe
Al 6m ki dding, Caro. o

Al 6m not . Promise me youé6ll call as soon as y
sleep until | know youbére safe and sound. 0

Al promi se. Goodnight. o

She ended the call and turned to face Noah. i
my way. O

He continued to put away canned goods. AYou m
AWhy?o0

ARTake a | ook omudwd decorniihreg sdown pretty hard, &
are bad. |l 6d offer to |l eave myself, but | alm
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 hadndét been kidding. She coul
the heavy, swirling snow. With a groan of frustration, she pushed the door

shut . Shedd | amadiad prairies all Herife,@nd a little snow and

cold didndét bother her. But she wasnodot stupid

kilometers through a blinding blizzard in the dark was a really dumb idea.

Al'tés not safe for you to thhaegy aihte tnh erhe., oY odNw ash
fiBy morning the storm will have blown itself out and you can be on your
merry way.o



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?

Shegl anced toward the door, and sighed. She di
AYoudre right. Thanks. o

He roll ed his broad shoulders and stretched.
are the bedrooms?090

AUpstairs. o Renata pointed to the sgsanircase
one of the guest rooms. 0

Noah snapped his fingers. fiCome on, Spike. Ti
ASpi ke? Thatés the beastdés name?0

The dog | umbered over to him, and Noah scratc
say whatever you | i ke about me, séagueatguy.onod I ns
Why don6t you pet him? He | oves a good scratec
Renata shuddered. ANo, thanks. 0

ASeriously, you dondét have to be scared of hi
boy?0

The dogdés tongue | olled out the side of his m
scratched his fl anks He didndédt seem aggressive,
incredibly big.

AAre you afraid of dogs?0 he asked.

ANot normall y. But youdve got to admit Spike
AEngl i sh Mastiffs are known as gentlalwygiants
more | aid back, theydd be comatose. 0

Renata couldnét help but smile at that. nSo S
ANoO, but hebdbs nearly drowned a few people in
hell o? I f wedre going to be roomiem for a whi
scared. | swear he wonét hurt you. o

Al dondt knowéo

Al 61 I be right here, Renat a. |l wondt | et anyt

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.

ANow what ?0

AHol d out your hand and | et him sniff it.o
Alf |1 stick my hand under his nose, can you g
back?o

Alguar antee your fingers are safe. o

AOkay, youdbd better be right. o

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.

Altés okay. Heb6s |just cahsadwithadrie Hdhacdkaes you, 0 N
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.

AWhy dondét you try a scratch behind his ears?

Renata I|ifted her hand to Spikeds huge head,
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.

AHe really does I|ike mel! o

Noah grinned. ASure he does, but donodot | et it
much everyone. 0

Renata ran her hand kal ofinMja ySopei,k ebdust bwaecb ve got s
special going on, dondét we, sweetie?0

In answer, the dog licked her hand once more.

AYoudbre right. Spike is a sweet guy. Like the
book by its cover. o
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 | eft his face. ALook, you dondét hayv
going to push my way into your room in the middle of t he night. o



Renata blushed and wondered if hedéd read her

Al hope youol |l respect my privacy, as well . o
She stared at him, stunned. Was he actually worried about her making

advances? fil wouldnét dream of disturbing you
AGood. As longdas swand each other. o

ADondb6ét worry. Your message is |l oud and clear.

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 masteros rude remarKk.

Shecoul dnét wait to | eave in the morning.
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Rescue Me
Book One in the Victorian Mansion Series

Chel sea Andrews candét decide whods more dange
Toronto city bus, or the handsome stranger who rescues her. Was he just

acting as he claimed, or is he that weird in reall |l i fe? She doesnodt
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 heos
Or is it? Soon after Matt moves in, strange romantic notes begin showing up

at the art gallery where Chel sea works. Then
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 shebds fall:@i

kind of flowery -letter -writing stalker? Will the real Matt Malone please stand
up?
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Chapter One
Who said Princesses don't use public tr ansit?

Matt Malonebs gaze | anded on the pretty bl ond
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 #fADo
expression in her green eyes. It was obvious she wanted nothing to do with

him.

Just as well. This Princess was a cool one an
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 didndét find a cheaper pl ac
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; Mattédés such a failure as an a
even support himself. What a loser! With a sigh, he grabbed his phone and

perused online 6For Rentdé 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 liliness.

The man glanced around the bus, his furtive gaze darting from one occupant

to the next before settling on the |l ce Prince
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 didndét budge. I f someone didndt step
touching and beyond. Mattos gut twisted. He h



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 wouldné6t | eave the bus, because as s
apples, the Perv would foll ow her. He di dnodt

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, thatods how I 0611 hand
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 | ess. He rureallyl-ed hi s ha

strange -and-1-h a v e-mdnbed -my -hair -in-a-week look. Then he skipped
down the aisle and slid into the seat beside the Perv.

AHI Mi ster. My na&dlmeédhanNB8amas, Whatods your nam

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 I ce Princess wouldnoét be the only
ABeautniifghlt i n the city, isnét it? | |l ove Toro
favorite city, my favorite city.o Matt rocked

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.

ADo you | i ke TV? | |l ove TV. My mommy | et s me
Sesame Street and Dora the Explorer. o Matt br
rendition of the Sesame Street theme song. The Perv stared at him. At least

hedd ddhisattention away from the Ice Princess.



AMy favorite show in the whole wide world is
Si mpsonsao. Do you |l ove O0The Simpsons6? Homer
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.

AWi |l you be mgpectal fiead? MymoMmy says | can bring home

pl aymates any time | |iKke. I li ke to bring ho
gave the Perv another smile, one he hoped conveyed the message that he

wasndét quite as harmless as he | ooked.

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.

AWait! bonwany to play with me anymore?0

The Perv pushed open the doors and ran down the street, disappearing into
the night. Matt smiled in satisfaction. Too b
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 she
chances with the Perv. Perhaps hedéd played th
convincingly.

Al 6m sorry, Miss. I didndt mewaythatguywasi ght en vy
staring at you and | knew | had to do somet hi
Matt Malone smile, the one hedd used on many

professional, to melt a womandés heart. I n ret
thesamefrigi d gl are shebéd 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

|l ce Princessb6s damsel in distress.
AReal | vy, | 6m one of thedyodd guys. Ask anybo
Her eyebrows rose. nSo, are you telling me yo

demented?0o0

Al was acting. o



AWhatever . | f you were soOo anxious t
bus?o

hel p, wh

AVi ol ence isndt my style. |1 06m a | over, not a

The | ce P ralready misskiopaled alarmingly. She stared at him as if

hedéd sprouted horns. Perhaps hedédd chosen his

convinced he was a pervert, too.

AiLet me rephrase that. | feel 1t0s
than fists . 0

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.

AThank you for helping me. | appreci

the cord. Matt rose as well.

AYoubre sure youodll be all right? |
the Perv isndét waiting for you. o
ANo! O

He saw the panic in her eyes and s at back down.

ANo, 06 she repeated, with an obvious
be fine. o

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 hadndét 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 | ived. Darcy9os -dawnWwhdnthe¥ictdrianisned upsi de
slated for demolition.

Since architect Nick Cummings®é motherds death

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 doesndét expect such opposiyFernsnNof r om hi
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 theyoll need Ttonlove.ake t he




Chapter One
AHurry up, Stanlgegt. tldvworgk.to t o

Darcy Ferris tugged on Stanleyods | eash, but t
continued to sniff at a spot next to the sidewalk as if it held the secrets of

the universe. The highlight of Stanleyods day
Leslieville, the Toron to neighborhood the two of them called home, and he

wasno6t about to be hurried.

Darcy sighed and checked her watch. AYou know
up and carry you home. Some dog sitters would
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 she6d discovered on another of Stan
pudgy pug never met a medtlleglbtten. di dndét | i ke.

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.

Al can hardly wait till Grammads cast comes o0
hersel f. o0 Darcy tugged oni nalel y egaestht iomg eS tneorr lee
attention. With a haughty eye -roll, he deigned to fall into step beside her.

Sheéd | oved this neighborhood since childhood
guaint 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 |
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

thedog -f ri endly park, but a curious Great Dane ¢
comfort and he scurried back to her side, his tail betw een his legs.



Darcy |l aughed as she attached the | eash back
Mr. Chicken. Time to go. o0

After a circle around the childrenbés play equ
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

grandmot her 6s f av eeremaireed an thé weathemed bodrds. It

had been her job to paint the gate every summ
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 Stanleyds |l eash. fACome on, budd

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 shedéd never m®met hin
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 St anhsagtiigasii eas h.
shedd never sleokimgman bgfare d

Mr s . Ross smiled at her. AThere you ar e, Dar c
Ni ck Cummings. Hebés going to be living here. o

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.

ACut e dog. oedmheeougy anStanley,

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 didnoét | i ke dogs wasnodot worth know
at meetin g Nick slipped a notch.

AThanks. Dondét worry, Stanleyds very friendly
while I ém dog sitting. o
The pug appeared unusually fascinated with Ni

a couple of licks. She pulled on his leash.
ASt ayn, esit. 06 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 bl ue
been. That had to be a good omen. Al édm Darcy
you moving into, the vacant one on the second or the attic apartment on the

third floor?0

AThe one on the second floor. o Nick shook her
even, white teeth. Hi s dark hair fell raki shl
tell s me yaocwboss the hall, so |I guess wedll be
ANIi ckds an architect, 0 Mrs. Ross supplied. AH
AActually, my father owns the firm. And itds
architectural firm.o

Mr s . Ross frowned. nwWBarte lan hamughitt ¢gotu. 0

Al am. | 6m managing my dadds business whil e h

Darcy wondered what Nickdés father was reco

<
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guestion a person asked at first meeting. i
l'iving here. o

ADar cyrnedGfhesomething you should know. o0 Mrs. Rc¢
uncharacteristically serious. ANi ck has bough

of fer I coul dnot refuse. o

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

house? Where wil/|l you | ive? What are you goin
Al venbehinking about selling the house for a
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 obDaviddébs my grandson, 0O
said, turning brieflnjow ot hNaitc kD a vfi Adnbyswaayway at u
and doing well, thereds nothing keeping me he

the house came at the perfect timéee 1 6m | ooki
winters.o

Al 6m happy for you, Mrs. R. O Stilodspwnihghe i dea
the Victorian was unsettling. She squeezed th
turning back to Nick. #ASo, |l guess youbre my
neighbor. What plans do you have for the futu
The flash of guilt she caught in his eyes startled her. He cleared his throat.

AWhat kind of plans do you mean?o

A cold sliver of fear raced down her back. Sh
Victorian would be around forever, safe from
grandmot herds house owould be safe, to

She coul dndét stand by and watch the Victorian
mansion was too precious to her. Despite the
moment she first saw him, she didnét know any
AAre you planni ng aeahouse?dsgny et going updArd ybu

going to rent the vacant apartment on the third floor? Will you allow me to

subl et my apartment when | | eave for Thail and
She fired questions at him so fast, she wasnbod
back i1 n self defense. But she wasnét |l etting
her mouth to ask another question, but Mrs. Ross laid a restraining hand on

her arm.

ALet the man get moved in before you bombard

AWe talked aloutriPar cyednember ? Sheds a teacher
allowing her to sublet her apartment every time she heads off on one of her

overseas teaching assignments. Darcy al ways f
never had any probl ems. Shebds a wpinthis speci al
house, you know. O

AYou grew up here? I n this house?0 Nick sound



Al Iived here with my mom and dad unt-il I was
family home in those days. o Her mother had al
too big for only thre e people, but her father had loved it, so Darcy had, too.

AAnd then | bought it and turned it into four
Mrs. Ross said.

A | see. 0 Nick turned to Darcy, but his eyes d
have any plans to raise your rent. But as far as subletting your apartment, |

prefer to find tenants myself. o

His gaze shifted from a point just above her head back to Mrs. Ross. It gave

Darcy pause. ABut 16d stil]l be able to come b
assignment | sidverb.e ladbd es to | eave my furnitur
AWedbl |l have to see. 0

Al arm bells went off in Darcyds head. AWhat e

mean?ao

Before he could answer, a throaty growl drew her attention. As she looked
down, Stanley lifted his leg and peed on Nickds | eg.

AStanley! No! Bad dog! o

o

Mortified, she jerked on the |l eash and pull e
|l 6m sorry. | 611 pay for dry cleaning, of <cour

Ni ck shook his | eg. Pee dripped off the toe o

Stanley barked, his body wriggling with fury as he struggled to get at Nlick.
Darcyodos face heated in embarrassment. Al dono
I6m so sorry.o

Al think |1 6d better go in.o0o He moved toward t
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.

AMy goodness, what was that about?06 Mrs. Ross
A | have nbaidgeaewyed the puddle of pee on the
about the mess. 106l put Stanley in his kenne

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 . Il n all the time shedd known Stanley, s
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. Darcyb6s face heated
Al 6m so sorry. Li ke | s=&ild,anlifqlgl. opay for your
He waved his lhlayn,d.i tiBRseanot necessary. I threw
washing machine. Theyol | be fine. o

ABut your shoeséo Darcy cringed as she rememb
his expensive -looking leather shoe. It'd put a big hole in her budget if she

had to replacethem.Sh e 6d have to work a | ot of extra s
make up for it.

Al wiped them off and theyodére | ike new. Bette
in the Middle Ages people used urine to tan leather? Stunk to high heaven

but the leather was very supple. The tanners couldndét | ive anyw
town because of the stench, though. o

Darcy grinned, and some of the tension | eft h
up. o

ANo, I swear. o He crossed his hand over his ¢

She | aughed, as h edddd her bbvSorewpsople woulchhave

made a big deal about Stanleyds indiscretion,
about it. He had the loveliest, kindest smile, and the bluest eyes. A woman
could get |l ost in those eyesé

Bl inking, she | ooked dtwgeylost. Shewas quitechappyt wan
exactly where she was. Besides, she had no idea if she could trust him. Nick

hadnot clarified whether shedd have an apartm
got back from Thailand. Nor had he said what he had planned for the

Vict ori an. Unfortunately, she didndét have ti me
or shedéd be | ate for work.



iring range
O run. Gott

1

Il 61l try to keep Stanley out of f
tepped away from him. #fildve got t

(7))

|  tghhotu Mr s . Ross said you were a teacher. I sn
ummer ?0

0w

AYeah, today was the | ast day of school and |
of f to my second job. |l wait tables at Mal one
She opened the door, anxious to make her escape. nd@l 611 see
Nick. Bye. o

ABye, Darcy. o

She hurried into the house and up the stairs, unsettled by her momentary
tumble into Nickds 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.

*kkk

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 adornedtheroom . What he didnét appreciate so much
wallpaper and the crack in the ceiling. Home sweet crumbling home. At least

temporarily.

With a sigh, he tackled the boxes, unpacking
immediatelyandsta cki ng the boxes containing items he
while in a corner of the apartment. Where he was going to live once the

Victorian was demolished, he had no idea. He 0
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 Iiving in his childhood bedro
begun this project for his dad, he hoped he never got that desperate.

Too bad the old Victori aaroundanachk longer. Houl dndét be
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

el egant , as were the two neighboring houses h

wh o 6 d ibandwhy. 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
shedod be selling the pl ace.

If he planned to live in the house instead of tearing it down to build a new

condo, hedd play up the hi ghmouldingd. Yomgs and the
couldndét get baseboards | i ke that anymore, at
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 o}

Stop.

That wa s n dahapgem.iNitighad bought this property, and the two

houses next to it, so he could helfgmilyhi s dad.
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 hedd been so drawmedad thierstf r ®ene
her . Hedéd never experi enc edinstantatttattionntgtal | i1 ke it
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.
Shedéd definitely sensed he wasnodét telling her
not being honest with her. Heddr beeg $hedodvn o

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 i n his fatherds number .

AHel |l 0?0 Jason Cummings sounded winded.



ASorry | made you run, Dad. How are you?Oo0

AYou ask me that every day, and every day | t
about the same as | was yesterday and the day before that. Nothing
changeshe r e . 0

Nick fervently wished something would change.
nine months ago, his dad had shown little interest in anything.

~

Al moved into my apartment in Leslieville. | O
for the three buil dgomeg san geQmveokk ortthe eondor e
Did you have a chance to | ook over the plans

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

Ni ckés mother Kate. Jason had done everything
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

downt own Toronto and take over the running of
business. Real estate development wasnodot his

needed a project, something to keep him busy and engaged with people. So,

he come up witht 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.

i |l ooked. O
fnANnd?o0

Altdés a nice condo. O

AThat 6s i t? Nimcg?f dr waoesr ehoipnput than that.o

A Wel lis,niicte . I |l i ke that you made it four stori
it owi || stick out in the neighborhood. The st
Victorian vibe. o

AThat 6s what | was goi ®amutéddimg.anelevawralswillwor r i ed
add significantly to the cost. Do you think i

the answer to this question, but he was desperate to get some sort of
response from his dad.

Altdos a big expense for tdude malket tihtedb svhwa ret b u
more desirable. Who wants to schlep groceries

Al 6m glad you think it's a good idea. o



Conversation ground to a halt. Nick scrambled for something to say, but this

was nothing new. Hedd oslewayso theaes mot her t han
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 ¢ ondo, so that

was something.

Nick tipped his head back and stared at the crack in the beautiful ceiling.
God, he missed his mom.

Al really wish you6éd come on board with me on
your expertise. o
H
S

e heard hi s da dknew sph Real@dtate developrhent seems
pointless now. 0

AYou built homes for a | ot of peopl e, Dad. Th
Al suppose not. o He sighed again.

Al need you on this project, Dad. 0 Desperatio
i tds beenholtMomdd avi t

AHard? Hard doesndét begin to cover it, Nick.Oo

He squeezed his eyes shut. The pain of losing his mother was still raw, but
he hadndét all owed himself to grieve. He

(@)
(op
(]
)

He tried again. fAYou woulttkofice fulh atime Mayle ac
day or two a week to start. 16l need you in

o
3
D
>

chance of getting this project done right. o
The silence stretched to the point where Nick
|l i stening. fADad? ARre you still there

Al dm here, Nick.o Jason cleared his throat. f
next week. |l 6ve been neglecting my duties for
the rest of the staff to do my share. o

Ni ck sagged in relief and droppeldealynt o the so

A

appreciate it. I 61 | see you next week. 0

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.

| f not , he di dntdturn.k now wher e
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