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JODI SWITCHED THE PHONES over to voicemail, then locked the front door of New Beginnings. Her assistant usually closed up the fitness studio, but Chrissy was part of a wedding the following weekend and Jodi had given her the afternoon off to go for the final fitting for her bridesmaid’s dress. Was it her imagination, or was everyone getting married these days?

Probably just my imagination, she mused and walked to the wall of windows overlooking Victoria’s Inner Harbour. In the past few months she’d found herself standing here more frequently at the end of the day. Perhaps it was her age group, but many of her friends seemed to have settled into long-term relationships recently and in spite of the upbeat appearance she fought to maintain, that empty spot near her heart ached a little more with each passing day.

If only she could conquer the fear that held her back every time Shaun started talking about making their relationship permanent. Even just thinking about it, her pulse ratcheted up, a sure sign that panic was setting in. He’d shown an unbelievable amount of patience, backing off every time she became flustered, but he was only human and one of these days he’d give up on her. 

“Maybe that would be best,” she said aloud, knowing even as the words came out that they were a lie. She’d slowly fallen in love with Shaun over the past year and a half. No crashing cymbals, no fireworks in the sky, just slow-building love and understanding between them that boded well for a long-term relationship. It was that depth of feeling that frightened her the most. Because if she ever got up the nerve to tell him about herself, he’d be gone like a shot. What man wouldn’t?

“Talking to yourself?”

Jodi turned. “Oh, it’s you, Jenna. You startled me,” she said, greeting the other woman warmly as she made her way through the equipment. “I didn’t think there was anyone left in the building.” She glanced toward the front door. “I’ve turned the lock, but you can get out.”

Jenna nodded. “I was the last one downstairs in the locker room.” She moved a bit closer. “You look tired, Jodi. Is everything all right?”

Her friend’s concern caught her off guard, and she nodded without speaking, afraid that Jenna would catch the tremor in her voice if she tried to speak. Owner of one of Victoria’s premier photographic studios, one of Jenna’s strengths was reading her subject’s moods.

Jenna tilted her head. “I was hoping to grab a bottle of water from the juice bar. Would you mind?”

Jodi glanced over at the bar and its row of stools. “I’ll come with you. I have to check and make sure the coffee maker is turned off.” She sighed. “I suppose I should clean it out, as well.”

Jenna grabbed a bottle of water and climbed up on one of the stools as Jodi emptied the coffee into the sink. “It seems like a long time ago that I came in here, broke and homeless.” A small smile played around her lips. “You were good to me that day. That was the day I met Danny. And Brett, of course.”

Finally, a neutral subject. “How is he?”

“Who? Danny or Brett?” Jenna tipped up the bottle of water. “Brett is wonderful, of course, and Danny... well, what can I say? I swear, that kid is nine going on nineteen.”

Jodi checked the inside of the coffee maker, took a last swipe at a spot she’d missed and rinsed it out for the second time. She shot a quick look at the woman on the other side of the bar. “I sometimes wonder why you need to come here when you have an active child.”

Jenna ran a finger through the condensation on the side of the water bottle. “Fair enough, but coming here is more than a workout for me. It’s my ‘me’ time.” She paused. “That might sound selfish, but coming here is something I need. I love Danny... you know that, but he can be exhausting. I have no idea how some of these single mothers cope with two and three kids. Thank goodness for Holly.”

Jodi put the coffee maker back on the counter. “Your nanny?”

“Nanny? No, Holly runs the studio. She lives there, actually.” She pointed through the front windows to Wharf Street. “I met her just down the street one day. She was homeless at the time and some older guy was trying to take her welfare money. Now she manages the studio, plus she designed and implemented my website. Danny spends a lot of time with her, that’s what I meant.” She stared at the water bottle, but her eyes were focused on something distant. “That boy has such an eye for what makes a good photograph, it’s uncanny. We have another exhibition coming up, ‘Victoria Through the Eyes of a Child’, and he’s had twelve of his photographs accepted.” She shook her head. “Anyway, we were talking about Holly. You might even know her. I think she was hanging out with that group that included Adam. You know him; he worked on your Christmas window with Tori.”

“Yes, I know him. He’s a talented young man, but I don’t think I’ve ever met Holly.”

“I don’t know how I ever got along without her.” Jenna finished the water and put the bottle in the recycling bin. “Which reminds me, I’d better get home and heat up some dinner. Thankfully I have it all ready.”

Jodi checked the room once more as the two women made their way toward the front door. “That’s the way I feel about Chrissy. She’s been with me since I opened this place.” They stepped outside and Jodi looked up. “It’s getting dark earlier these days,” she said, apropos of nothing. Her gaze drifted down the street, where a corner of the Parliament Buildings could be seen, lit against the darkening sky. “Victoria really is a beautiful city, don’t you think? Where else can you... oh, my goodness. Speak of the devil. There’s Adam.” She gestured toward a young couple approaching down the block.

Jenna grinned. “What a coincidence! That’s Holly with him.” She lowered her voice as the couple drew nearer. “I wonder if they’re dating.”

“Hard to tell with young people these days,” murmured Jodi. She raised a hand. “Hi, Adam. We were just talking about you.”

“Really?” His gaze darted back and forth between the two women.

Holly gave him a reassuring smile. “This is the woman I’ve been telling you about. My boss, Jenna.”

The young artist stepped forward, hand outstretched. “Pleased to meet you,” he said, studying Jenna as though committing her features to memory. “Holly’s spoken a lot about you.” He turned to Jodi. “Have you met Holly?”

“No, I haven’t.” Jodi liked the young woman on sight. “Jenna was telling me you run the studio for her.”

“Yes,” she said, her voice quietly confident. “It’s an amazing job and I’m lucky to have it.” She turned to Jenna. “I was just checking our space at the gallery for the exhibition. They’ve assigned a small room exclusively for Danny’s photographs.”

“I was walking by and spotted her.” Adam grinned and Jodi suspected the meeting hadn’t been completely unplanned. “And she agreed to have dinner with me at Red Fish Blue Fish.”

“I’ve heard about that place,” said Jodi, looking over the railing to the lower level. “Is it true that there’s always a line-up?”

Adam shrugged. “In the summertime at peak hours perhaps. But that doesn’t stop people from going. Their seafood is to die for.” He looked from Jodi to Jenna. “Would you like to join us?”

Jenna declined with a smile. “Sorry, I have to get home and feed my boys.”

Jodi shook her head. “I’d love to try it out, but I promised to visit Ariana. She brought the new baby home from the hospital yesterday and I haven’t seen her yet.” A blush rose in her cheeks. “And Shaun is back today as well.”

Adam grinned. “Maybe next time.”

“Yeah, next time.” Jodi turned to Jenna as the young couple headed down to the restaurant that had become famous almost overnight. Serving fresh seafood out of a converted storage container, Red Fish Blue Fish offered exquisitely prepared seafood dishes in an informal setting. “Where’s your car?”

“Just down the street. It was good to see you, Jodi. Shall I send you an invite to the exhibition? That way you won’t forget.”

“I’d appreciate that.” Jodi pointed over her shoulder. “My car’s in this direction, so I’ll say goodnight.” She watched as the other woman made her way down the sidewalk, checking her cell phone for messages. Jenna was an open book when it came to her love for Danny. She’d seen them together more than once and each time it was clear how much Danny adored his new mother. What would it be like to have a son waiting for you at home, eager to tell you about his day? Or anyone, for that matter.

“Stop that,” she muttered, striding toward her car. “You have a good life.”

So why did she long for something more?
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ADAM STUDIED THE MENU. “Have you been here before?” He turned to Holly.

“No, but I’ve heard about it. Everything looks amazing.”

“When you’ve decided what you want, let me know. Then you could grab us the first couple of stools that open up.”

“Okay. I think I’ll have fish and chips, and a coffee.”

“Good choice. I’ll bring it over as soon as it’s ready.”

Holly snagged two stools overlooking the water then turned and made eye contact with Adam. He’d caught her by surprise tonight, standing outside the windows of the gallery until she noticed him. They knew each other, of course. Everyone knew Adam from his days as a street artist. Many business owners considered it a compliment when his art graced the outside of their building, accompanied by his tag of a stylized A with an apple.

She’d let him in the gallery and showed him the space that had been assigned for Danny’s photographs. He’d followed her around, nodding his approval as she indicated where she visualized each photograph. He made one or two astute comments, but for the most part he said very little. She appreciated his restraint.

She studied him now as he stood in line, chatting quietly with an older couple who were probably tourists. He pointed across the water in the direction of the Parliament Buildings, and the couple nodded, listening carefully. Tall and thin, Adam was obviously in good shape. Not
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