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  About Loving Winter


Can a man who lives for jokes and puns be happy with the most serious person he’s ever met? 
After an IED explosion destroys Winter Ireland’s knee and her military career, she runs to Haven to regroup and figure out how to become useful again. She needs a new job and an updated life plan. She isn’t looking for love, but Nick Blackstone is irresistible. Or he would be if his tendency to joke around continually wasn’t so annoying.
To cope with a tragedy in his past, Nick turned to jokes and puns to survive. Winter is the most beautiful and compelling women he’s ever met, and he doesn’t understand why she can’t be happy with him and his small town. He knows part of her problem is his fun-loving attitude, but he can’t seem to stop joking. Not even for Winter.
There’s so much between them, and even more pushing them apart. Can they compromise for love’s sake and find happiness together?






  
  Dedication


This one is for Andi and all my Northern Alberta girls.

Your support means the world to me.








  
  Chapter One


Winter braced herself against the throbbing in her leg and dashed away a tear. She wished she could blame the waterworks on pain, and not a total sense of devastation over a lost career and the total hopelessness crushing her heart. She should have fully recovered from her knee replacement, but it ached and burned like it had the day after surgery. It was on days like this that she wondered if it would ever stop pounding in time to her heartbeat. 
She puffed out her lips and sighed, the breath fluttering her bangs. The pain was her fault. Completely and entirely. She should have broken this trip up into more manageable blocks; two days, maybe even three. It wasn’t that she couldn’t afford the hotels. It was more that her inner thrifty side didn’t want to spend the money for something she could get along without.
She’d served ten years in the Canadian Army. She’d gone without sleep for days and had done so more than once. Of course, that was before an IED exploded, crippling her, and changing her career trajectory in one fell swoop. Sleeping in her truck was no replacement for an actual bed and her leg was reminding her of her foolishness.
She blinked to clear the fog from her eyes. How could she be in so much pain, yet so tired all at once? She massaged her knee through her army-issue khakis.
Whisps of early morning fog drifted over the mountain road. Wind buffeted her truck, and for a moment, she could see further ahead. When the breeze died, she was back to squinting into the mist. It was like something out of a horror movie. It was a good thing she didn’t scare easily.
She double-checked that her lights were on in the pre-dawn gloom. She’d been driving all night, so of course they were on. Checking was silly, really, but when your mind was exhausted, and your synapses didn’t always fire properly, it didn’t hurt to second guess yourself.
She rounded a curve and began the climb up another large hill. It had been years since she visited her Aunt Muriel in Haven, but some deep part of her memory told Winter she was getting close.
Driving straight through from Vancouver, British Columbia, to Haven, Alberta, took about fifteen hours if you didn’t stop. Gassing up, getting snacks, and taking bathroom breaks added time. This trip was taking an eternity.
When the friend she’d been staying with had been called back to duty early, Winter had piled her duffle bag of meager belongings into her truck and set out. The plan was to leave Vancouver and stop in Abbotsford or Chilliwack overnight. Then she’d drive a bit further and stop somewhere in Alberta before she finished the trek. Instead, she’d ditched her plan and ignored her body’s needs in favor of what her heart wanted.
Home.
Aunt Muriel’s house was the closest thing she had to a home.
Sure, she had a mother and a father. She even had a brother, a sister-in-law, and two nephews. Living with them in their stylish mansion had never felt like home. She didn’t fit into their world. She had no problems with their lifestyle, it just wasn’t the one she wanted for herself.
Something moved through the fog onto the road. She braked quickly but cautiously and slowed to a stop. A female mule deer and her fawn ambled slowly across the pavement. She waited until they disappeared into the heavy trees before easing forward. Deer could be unpredictable and just when you thought they were off the road, they could dart back in front of you.
Despite her exhaustion, she smiled at the pretty picture the duo had made. Something must have chased them from their den. It was surprising to see them out in such a heavy fog. Spring often meant foggy patches at this elevation.
A road sign flashed by. Haven 30 Kilometers. Almost home. She smiled in relief and anticipation as a giddy jolt of happiness washed over her, almost erasing her exhaustion.
Aunt Muriel was her father’s half-sister and the black sheep of the family. Like Winter, she’d refused to join the family business; instead, she’d gotten a teaching degree and headed out to the back of beyond, to Haven, to teach elementary school.
Muriel and Winter were kindred spirits. Despite her parents’ pleas, and then orders, Winter had foregone university in favor of serving her country. She wanted to do something useful; not that her family’s charity, which built houses for underserved people, wasn’t meeting a need…she simply wanted to make something of herself, on her own, without the Ireland name behind her.
She massaged her aching knee. She had told her family about her surgery but had not mentioned her medical discharge. The only relative who knew was Muriel, and though Muriel wasn’t home, Haven was Winter’s destination. She’d spend the next year house-sitting for her aunt, who was off on a twelve-month long trip. Muriel was teaching quilting around the world, starting with a thirty-day stint on a cruise ship. Who knew that people wanted to quilt on a cruise? It wasn’t an idea that would ever cross Winter’s mind.
Her eyes dipped low, and she forced them open. Despite the chilly temperature outside, she flipped on the air conditioner. Maybe the cool air would perk her up. She’d drive with the window down, but she hated the thumping noise of wind battering in and out at highway speed.
“Stay awake, Ireland. You’re too close to fall asleep now.”
She’d taken two quick naps on roadside turnouts and had rested in Golden while she had a bite to eat. Otherwise, she was surviving on gallons of coffee and pure cussed stubbornness. Aunt Muriel would pitch a fit if she knew that Winter had made the trip in one day. Luckily, nobody would tell her because nobody knew.
A wiser person would have let someone know she was on the road. Especially since cell coverage in the mountains was crappy at best. It was sporadic enough that most houses in Haven still had landlines.
She yawned again. When she got to Aunt Muriel’s, she was going to sleep for a week. Her stomach growled, reminding her it had been hours since she fed it anything but coffee. Again, poor planning on her part. She should have packed snacks. Act in haste, repent at leisure, and suffer in the interim. In her sudden, desperate need to be home, she’d ignored her military preparedness training and left without provisions.
She slowed for the last turn and in under three minutes, entered Haven. The fog wasn’t as thick here, probably due to the gusting wind. The first structure she passed was the gas station/garage/café combination. She slowed down and crept down Main Street, passing businesses she recognized and a few she didn’t.
A once empty turn-of-the-century log building now boasted a sign for Sid’s Steakhouse. The hardware store had a fresh coat of paint. Things had changed since her last visit. Of course, it had been more years than she wanted to count since she’d come home. Funny how a place where she’d only spent a few scattered weeks over the years could feel like home.
Her truck chugged roughly. It was long overdue for a tune-up. It was her only real possession, and she’d neglected it badly while she was on duty. Vehicles needed to be used regularly, or seals and hoses dried out. She was probably facing a major repair bill, but she hadn’t spent much money since she signed up, and a costly repair bill wouldn’t be an issue. Especially since she was living rent-free for a year.
She’d fought with Aunt Muriel over that. Muriel wanted to pay her a monthly house-sitting fee and Winter had wanted to pay rent. After two weeks of arguing, they’d met in the middle and settled on nobody paid anybody anything. Both were doing the other a favor.
The truck sputtered and died.
“What the heck?” She pulled over to the side of the deserted road. There was no traffic this early, and she let the truck drift to a stop as close to the curb as she could. “Crap in a basket. This is a SNAFU.” She loved the acronym for situation normal all fouled up. Only most military personnel replaced fouled with something earthier. She tried repeatedly to restart the truck. Whatever had quit had gone and done a great job of it.
She peered up and down the dark block. Aside from a few streetlights, it was dead. Except, was that a light farther down? Coming from inside a shop? She couldn’t sit in a truck until things opened up; her bladder wouldn’t let her. A quick check revealed that her phone was dead too, so she couldn’t phone Nick, who had the keys to Muriel’s house.
“Crap.”
Rummaging through a bag she’d thrown in the backseat; she extracted a camo ball cap and thick hoodie as protection from the wind. Throwing them on, she grabbed her wallet and slid out of the truck. Favoring her knee, she jogged the short distance to the light spilling from the bakery.
She rattled the locked door.






  
  Chapter Two


There was something he’d always loved about mornings. Nick leaned against the display case in his bakery and stared out the window at the pre-dawn darkness. Fog rolled by, stirred, and shifted by gusts of wind. The decorative spring flags on the store across the street flapped and fluttered. Depending on the day, the weather could either be great or bad for business. 
Some days, it meant people showed up and drank coffee all day. On other days, it meant they stayed home, and business was dead. Knowing how much to bake could be a crap shoot.
Luckily, the weather was supposed to warm up.
There wouldn’t be daylight for another couple of hours. Mid-April meant late mornings and early nights in Haven. Man, he loved it here. He’d left New York City to attend a wedding in this mountain town over a decade ago, and he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Not even Edmonton, where he’d been raised.
A buzzer broke the quiet morning air. He set his double-double coffee on the display and strode into the kitchen. Bread was finicky, it went from baked to burned in no time flat. It was his last batch of the morning and if he ruined it, he’d run out before the day was half through and the next batch finished rising and baked. Haven might be small, but his customers loved fresh bread, which he was happy to provide. Feeding his friends nurtured his soul.
Before opening this morning, he had cakes to decorate and cookies to bake. He hurried to the kitchen, snatched up some silicone oven mitts, and pulled the loaves out. Yeasty steam washed over his face. The smell of freshly baked bread had to be his favorite thing in the whole world.
Except maybe the love of a good woman, though he’d consistently struck out on that score. He was pushing forty and had been either the best man or a groomsman at over a dozen weddings. The phrase ‘always a groomsman, never a groom’ was an accurate description of his love life. Still, part of his heart refused to give up hope. There was a woman out there for him. Somewhere. Maybe he’d get lucky and find love before he was too old to start a family like all his friends were doing. Occasionally, the loneliness near drove him crazy.
For a while, he’d thought Grace Winston was the woman for him. She was smart, beautiful, talented, and kind. Rather perfect wife material. They’d dated, but with no sparks between them, she’d become one of his closest friends. Two years ago, she’d married her long-lost college crush. Grace, her husband Sterling, his daughter Sasha, and their newborn son Travis, lived a few blocks away.
He pulled out all the loaves and slid in the trays of muffins he’d prepped earlier. Today’s treat of the day was cinnamon roll muffins. He’d taken the best parts of cinnamon buns and spice cake and created a new muffin. He couldn’t wait for Grace to show up on her way to her bookstore across the street. She’d tell him, in no uncertain terms, whether the confection met her high standards. He’d had a few failures over the years, but not many.
Failed relationships didn’t count in those numbers.
“Not going there,” he mumbled to himself. Life was better when you focused on the positive, and he was not going to dwell on his many failures. “Look ahead, Nick. Look ahead.”
He returned to his coffee. It was early, barely after six, and he didn’t open until eight. With a population of just over a thousand, Haven didn’t have much early foot traffic. Anyone wanting breakfast before he opened would hit the café attached to Haven’s only garage. He settled into a chair by the window, his daily to-do list in hand, and coffee at his elbow.
He checked off all the items he had finished and added extras. Most importantly, he had to double-check his stock of candy eyeballs. The bookstore had ordered eight dozen monster cookies for their spring bash.
Someone rattled the front door, startling him.
“Must be a tourist,” he muttered, despite knowing that tourist season hadn’t started for the year. “We’re closed until eight,” he shouted.
Ten seconds later, someone rapped on the window right next to him. He looked up. A woman stood there. At least it looked like a woman. Whoever it was wore an army-green sweatshirt with its hood tossed up over a ball cap pulled so low it hid her face, except for her kissable lips. His brows pinched together. What was she doing out in this wind? Any sane person was holed up at home.
“Some people.” Mildly annoyed at the interruption, he went to the door.
He flipped the latch, and the tall woman pushed her way inside ringing the little bells attached to the door. She peeked out from under the cap, revealing expressive hazel eyes. His breath hissed out like he’d been sucker-punched. Holy biscuits!
“Hey,” he greeted his unwelcome visitor. “I know that the early bird gets the worm, but this is ridiculous.” He softened his words with a smile. A stranger was just a friend he hadn’t met yet.
She mumbled something as she scraped her hood back.
“Come in out of the wind and warm up. What’s the food emergency that couldn’t wait a couple hours?” He kept his tone light and playful. He didn’t want to scare her and nobody needed to be out in this gusty wind.
She slowly pushed off the cap revealing glistening, raven-black hair.
His heart jumped. What was it about black hair that was so danged sexy? Even her scowl didn’t lessen its impact on his libido. She was pale with dark circles under her pretty eyes. She looked exhausted.
“That sweater is huge.” He laughed. “You look like a little girl in her mommy’s jacket.”
“Funny. Not.” She frowned.
“My apologies, princess. What can this humble baker do for your majesty?” He bowed low, and popped back up grinning at his off-kilter humor. He loved a good joke. Judging by the deepening of her frown, his guest did not.
“Are you Nick?”
“This is Nick’s Bakery,” he quipped. How did she know his name? Better question, who was she and why was she disturbing his morning peace and quiet?
“The fact that you’re a man, in Nick’s bakery doesn’t necessarily translate to you being Nick. For all I know, Nick could be short for Nicole.”
“Nick is short for Nicholas. Like St. Nicholas. Ho-ho-ho.” He laughed.
She lifted one eyebrow and managed to frown at the same time. “Somehow, Nicky, I doubt that you are anything close to a saint. Are you, or are you not, Nick Blackstone?”
He bowed again. “Yes, princess, I am the saint you seek.” Her brow dropped into a scowl. He was pushing his limits.
He thrust out his hand. “Hi. Nick Blackstone at your service. Please to meet you…” He trailed off, waiting for her to provide her name.
“Winter. Winter Ireland.”
He bit back a joke about her being winter cold. “Ah. Muriel’s niece. She said you’d be by next week. You’re early.” He backed out of the doorway. “Come in. I’ll get you a hot drink.”
“Just the key, and your washroom, please. Maybe call a cab so I can get to Aunt Muriel’s house.”
“Don’t be silly. You’re shivering. Take a minute and warm up.” He glanced out the window but didn’t see any cars. “How did you get here?” Haven’s bus service ran once a week, on Sundays.
“My truck broke down a block and a half back. I just want to get home.” She spread her legs slightly apart as if bracing for an argument.
“Come in,” he repeated. “I’ll call Clint and he’ll check out your vehicle. You can have a hot drink, on the house, while you wait.”
She rolled her eyes so hard he thought they might get stuck. “Fine. Coffee. Please.” Her acceptance was less than gracious. Perhaps from exhaustion. Dark bags drooped below her eyes.
He waved her to follow him further inside. “Washroom’s there.” He pointed. “Help yourself, then take a seat. I’ll grab that coffee for you.”
“Thanks.”
The response was totally without sincerity. He could almost hear her teeth grinding together as she turned toward the ladies’ room after shucking her zip up hoodie. Winter Ireland was one tense woman. But man, those eyes, and that hair…dreams were made of less. And when she walked away…what a heavenly departure!
He’d seen pictures of her in uniform at Muriel’s. She looked even better in person.
He swiped his half-empty cup off the table and went behind the display. After checking on the muffins in the oven, he refilled his mug, poured a fresh coffee for Winter, and threw a couple cookies onto a plate. With the plate stacked on the mug, he turned toward her.
Holy hamburgers, Batman. She sat with her back to him, facing the window. Her hair hung over her shoulders in a glorious wave of silk. He sucked in a breath. Hanging nearly to her waist, her hair was a man’s fantasy.
He stumbled a bit, nearly dropping his unsteady load as he walked toward her. “Here you go. Coffee and cookies. Do you need cream? I usually keep it on the table, but it’s early yet.”
“Thank you. I’d love some cream.”
He slid a mug toward her. “I’ll be back before you can say Beat the Clock.” He hurried to the kitchen and pressed his head against the stainless-steel fridge door. Holy macaroni! What was wrong with him? His heart was beating like he’d run a marathon, not that he’d ever been crazy enough to try to run that far. He sucked in a few deep breaths and opened the walk-in fridge. The rush of cold air chilled him back to a degree of normal function. He found a dish of creamers and, with a nervous sigh, headed back to Winter’s side.
Winter, that was one heck of a name for a woman who made him feverishly hot and bothered with a simple glance. Maybe it would be good to get to know her. Especially if she was going to be in town for a while. He’d promised Muriel he’d keep an eye on her niece. Yeah, that was it, he’d befriend her…for Muriel, not because she was totally hot.
Feigning self-control, he strolled back with the cream and sat across from her with a smile. She was thin like she’d been unwell. Muriel had mentioned an injury, but to Nick, Winter looked heartsick, though he couldn’t explain why he thought that.
“Thanks. I’m exhausted. Maybe coffee will help. The drive was terrible and then my truck died. I just want to get home.”
“Let’s have a coffee, then if Clint’s not here by the time we’re done, I’ll drive you home. Speaking of which…” He pulled out his phone and called the garage. Clint wasn’t in yet, but the attendant promised to let him know about her truck.
“Welcome to Haven, Winter.” He chuckled. “That sounded wrong because it’s nearly spring.” He couldn’t stop the quip. He loved a good play on words.
“It feels like winter. It’s frigid here. Colder than my tour of the Arctic.”
“You toured the Arctic?” He suspected she meant with the army but couldn’t resist the joke.
“Tour of duty,” she corrected. “I’m a soldier. Was a soldier. I spent eight months in Alaska in winter. Not actually the Arctic, but close enough.” Her frown indicated that she didn’t want to discuss it.
“Thank you for your service.” With luck, she’d hear his sincerity. He joked about a lot of stuff, but active duty was no joke. “You’re no longer serving?”
“Honorably discharged after an injury.” She straightened her spine, but still managed to look defeated. Her eyes glistened with tears until she blinked them away.
He took a moment to consider her words and her body language. Something bad had gone down. Probably bad enough to leave lasting emotional scars. “I’m sorry for your loss.” He patted her hand where it rested on the table. Concerned for her, he barely noticed the sparks racing up his arm from the brief contact.
“What?” She jerked her hand back and her gaze flew to his face. Her eyes brimmed with more tears.
“You seem…wounded, I guess. I think something devastating must have happened to you. I’m sorry if you lost friends.”
“I didn’t.” She swallowed audibly. “I just—can we not talk about this? I don’t even know you.”
He leaned back in his seat and added sugar to his coffee. “Sorry for intruding.”






  
  Chapter Three


Winter inhaled the rich scent of freshly baked bread and something deliciously cinnamon. She picked up a cookie and nibbled the edge. She wasn’t hungry, but it was something to do with her hands while she gathered her thoughts. 
Nick Blackstone was a strange man. Throwing out quips and jokes one second, and compassionate the next. They’d only just met, and he was an enigma, a puzzle. She didn’t like puzzles. At least not the human kind, and yet she wanted to learn more about him. How long had it been since a man caught her interest? Months? Years? After just five minutes, this kooky man had her curious.
Her aunt hadn’t mentioned anything about him except that he was trustworthy. She completely failed to mention that he was stunning. He was tall, definitely over six feet. He was narrow-hipped and broad-shouldered. His arms strained the sleeves of his chef’s jacket. His dark hair was short but needed a trim. And his eyes, be still her beating heart, they were the exact color of the Pacific Ocean. Sea green with flecks of gray and gold. They were almost as mesmerizing as the ocean she’d grown up beside.
She stole a glance at his hands. No rings and no tan lines. Was he single? She almost laughed aloud. Did it matter? She was only here for a year. Then she was gone. Perhaps she didn’t know where she was going, but she wasn’t staying here. Maybe she’d take some time to travel, see the world in a way that didn’t endanger her life or the life of her friends. Eventually, she’d find a job.
The people she’d served with were more than her friends, they were family. She loved them as much, if not more, than her blood relatives. Abruptly, she pushed the thoughts of her parents away. She was enjoying sitting with Nick, she didn’t need their frowning faces popping into her mind.
“How did you end up in Haven? Did you grow up here?” She didn’t mean to ask, but she was exhausted. Sometimes her filter slipped when she was overtired.
“I came here from Edmonton, by way of New York City.”
“That’s some detour.” She picked up another cookie, they were delicious. The first had been shortbread; this one looked like a gingersnap and smelled of sugar and spice as she bit off a chunk. Ginger, cinnamon, and a hint of clove exploded on her tongue. If Nick made these, he was a magician. This was singularly the most delicious treat she’d had in years, maybe in a decade. She gobbled it down as fast as seemed polite. Would it be rude to ask for actual food?
“The Big Apple was a detour, of sorts. But that’s a story for another day.”
“Do you like it here? I’m not certain I can adapt to life in a small town.”
“I love it here. I know everyone. The scenery is spectacular. It’s everything I didn’t know I wanted until I came here to visit a friend. I think you’ll learn to enjoy the peace and quiet. It’s soothing to a battered soul.”
He had a battered soul? He didn’t sound like it. He sounded like a joker. Like someone who didn’t take life too seriously. She abandoned the thought; she was too tired to riddle out his puzzle.
She stirred more cream into her coffee, though the delicious brew didn’t need it. It wasn’t the harsh brew she’d become accustomed to in the military. It was a perfect top-end coffee. She added the cream and sugar because she needed a moment to calm herself. The spring roads had been okay for most of the trip. A few snowy spots, but no real bad weather. For the first time in her life, she felt like she needed to be home. Not where she’d been raised, but the place she’d call home for the next year.
It was all irrelevant, she was here now and ready to settle in. But something about Nick had her stomach fluttering.
She pivoted to look around the bakery. There were ten square wooden tables, each with four wrought iron chairs. It had a cute, barroom meets Parisian café vibe. Several wood and iron display shelving units held packaged coffee and teas, as well as adorable coffee mugs and other merchandise. The air was heavy with the scent of baking bread. The scent simultaneously invigorated and comforted her. While her mother had never baked bread in her life, it still smelled like home. Ugh. She was over-fixated on home. Her stomach growled.
Despite the early hour, the display case was filled with cookies, tarts, and other delectable treats, including her favorite. “Oh, are those Nanaimo bars?” She could almost taste them from across the room.
“Regular, mint, and maple bacon.” His grin was infectious.
“What?” Not certain she heard him right, she blinked. “You messed with perfection?”
His laugh was deep and throaty. Goose bumps erupted over her skin. “It’s my job to mess with perfection and create something divine. In Life, you have to take chances if you want a Payday.”
She wrinkled her brow. Board games?
“I don’t see how you could improve on perfect,” she challenged him, hoping for a taste. She should probably just ask him if she could buy something for breakfast, but she was overstepping already by being here a week early and disrupting his morning routine.
He leaped to his feet and walked to the display. Glory be, he was as delicious from behind as from the front. She fanned heat from her face.
Two minutes later, he was back with a plate and a fork. “Go ahead, try them. On the house,” he dared. He stood there, hands on his hips, until she picked up the fork. A half smile played on his lips. Definitely cocky and sure of himself. Reminded her of a blowhard general.
The original flavor melted on her tongue in a wave of sweet vanilla, coconut, and chocolate. She groaned in bliss. “It’s been way too long. You don’t get stuff like this in the mess hall.”
He made an impatient motion with his hand. She cut off a corner of the square with green filling. It just looked wrong. She eyed it warily, and after bracing herself, put it in her mouth.
The mint was subtle, barely noticeable. Like the first bar, the texture was perfect, creamy, and smooth with a hint of crisp in the chocolate crumb base. She closed her eyes to savor the unfamiliar taste. “Not bad.” She banked the temptation to take a larger taste. She didn’t want to give in just yet.
“Try the next one.” He nudged the plate with his finger as he slipped into his chair with the grace of a dancer.
“Do I have to?” She wanted to dive into the first two choices.
“Do you like bacon?”
She nodded.
“How about maple syrup?”
She nodded again and frowned. Maple bacon seemed the rage everywhere, she wasn’t sure she saw the appeal.
“Coward.” He laughed. “You have to take a Risk.”
Did he just put a slight emphasis on risk? She squinted at him.
“I dare you to take a Chance.”
“Ha. Ha.”
“I double dog dare you.”
“That’s so juvenile.” She cut off a minuscule corner of the offensive dessert with the crispy bacon crumble on the top.
“Seriously? I thought soldiers were brave. I can’t believe you’re afraid of sweets.”
“Am not.”
“Are too.”
“Am not.”
They laughed together, and he nodded toward the plate.
“Fine. But just to shut you up.” She hadn’t laughed over something so silly in months. Maybe years.
She put the morsel in her mouth. Chocolate and bacon exploded over her tongue. A sweet hint of maple followed. The flavors were subtle but there. She was shocked to discover it was delicious.
“Okay, that’s not bad. I’ve questioned the whole maple-bacon everything trend, but you made a decent dessert there.”
“Decent?” He lifted an eyebrow.
“Okay, neither one is as good as the original, but they’re both delicious. I admit it.” She ate a few more bites before saying, “Can I get the rest to go?” She could devour all three, but that much sugar on top of an empty stomach was a recipe for disaster.
He bowed. “Of course.” He didn’t gloat or act superior, just accepted the praise as well deserved, without arrogance. He’d proved her wrong, and he wasn’t acting all cocky afterward. She liked that. Add another piece to the enigma puzzle.
The door opened and a rush of frigid air blew in.
“Cold enough to freeze a witch’s….” the newcomer trailed off.
“Clint, come in. This is Winter. It’s her truck that’s dead. Winter Ireland, meet Clint Dawson, owner of our local garage.”
They made a moment of small talk, and she explained the way her truck sputtered and died.
“I’ll tow it over to the garage and have a look at it. You’re Muriel’s niece, right? I’ll call the house when I know what the issue is. Is there anything you need out of it before I tow her away?”
It took a second for her exhausted brain to assimilate everything he said. “No, I don’t need anything out of it, unless it takes more than a day to repair. And yes, I’m Muriel’s niece. How did you know?”
Clint chuckled. “Are you kidding? She brags about you all the time. Your picture is everywhere in her house. Her fridge is practically a collage. I’d have recognized you anywhere. Plus, you resemble her.” He made a circle around his eyes. “Same eyes.”
“Oh.” How did she even respond to that? It was astonishing that her aunt had her picture on display. “Let me get you the keys.” She grabbed them from her coat and passed them over. “Do you need a credit card or anything?”
“Nope. All good. The tow’s on the house. Consider it a welcome to Haven present. My wife, Natalie, says to warn you to expect a visit from the Welcome Club, whatever that is.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” She kept her face from revealing her dismay. Socializing wasn’t in her plans; she was here to do her aunt a favor and for some peace and quiet. All she wanted was twelve hours of solid sleep and then a hot meal. She yawned wide enough that her jaw cracked.
“Later.” Clint waved and was gone before she knew it.
She yawned again and covered her mouth. “Sorry, I’m bushed.”
“I’ll run you home.”
“I can walk. If I remember right, it isn’t far.” She didn’t relish the idea, but she wasn’t one to give in to the simple route. She’d been in worse weather in Cambodia.
“It’s ridiculously windy. The gusts will blow you off your feet. You’re already exhausted. Let me grab you some food for your lunch and then I’ll drive you home. Give me ten minutes. I have muffins in the oven.”
“Sure.” What else could she say? Something said he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. His long, denim-clad legs draw her attention, again, as he walked away. The man was intriguing. Or maybe she was just exhausted.






  
  Chapter Four


Nick took the muffins from the oven. He should have been rolling and flattening peanut butter cookies, but he’d enjoyed talking to Winter too much. Her melancholy beauty spoke to his heart in a way no other woman had. He wanted to draw her into his arms and hold her there until her hurts went away. 
He shook his head to dislodge the thought. Hugging a woman he barely knew would get his face slapped, at the very least.
After shutting off the oven, he grabbed a blue and white striped bakery box and started loading it. An upside-down T-shaped divider went in first to keep the savory from the sweet. On the left, he put in two mini bacon cheddar quiches and a breakfast wrap. On the right, a jumbo cinnamon bun, and two cherry tarts. Half a dozen cookies, two apple tarts, and two muffins went into a second box. He slipped both boxes and another containing the Nanaimo bars, into a bakery bag. He was never stingy with his product, but this was a lot to give away, yet he didn’t think twice. Muriel had been gone for a week, her fridge was probably empty, and it was obvious that Winter lacked the energy to shop for groceries.
Besides, karma rewards good deeds.
“I’m parked out back,” he said when she looked his way. “We can go whenever you’re ready.”
Her smile lit up the room like a sun bursting from behind clouds. It did little to hide the dark circles under her eyes. She was already pretty, and he knew she’d be breathtaking once she was rested. Wariness showed in her eyes, though, like someone who was trying hard to protect themselves, to keep the world at bay.
She really must have gone through something when she was injured. Muriel mentioned Winter being hurt, but hadn’t shared any details. He’d like to know more about her injury, and her invisible wounds as well. He wasn’t going to push it; she’d open up if and when she was ready. He had at least a year to worry the information out of her.
She stood and wobbled on her feet a bit. She grabbed the table for support.
“Are you okay?” He rushed to her side in case she fell. “You look like you could fall over.”
“Tired,” she mumbled so low he could hardly hear her. She was fading fast.
“Let’s get your sweater on.” He picked it up and helped her into it. After checking that she had everything she came in with, he led her through the kitchen and out the back door to his SUV. He helped her inside and strode through the swirling fog to get in on his side.
“This weather is crazy.” He started the engine. When she didn’t respond, he glanced over at her. Her head was tipped back, her mouth open. She had dozed off in the time
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