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      Winter’s Vow is the fifth book in the Starling Bay series, and concludes the story of Dylan and Merry from Winter’s Kiss. While you do not need to have read the first three books, it might enhance your reading experience if you do, because many of the characters in this book appear in the other Starling Bay books.

      

      Note: This book contains a spoiler about Rourke, which can be avoided by reading Love Letters prior to reading this book.
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      Lake Ivanhoe was cold in October. This morning the chill in the air near the lake was sharp enough to warrant a thick jacket, gloves and a scarf. Dylan wore his leather bomber jacket more these days because Merry loved him in it. She told him after they had started dating that it was one of the many things that had made her look at him in that way.

      “Don’t let Spart get in the water, Chloe!” Merry shouted, as her daughter ran on ahead with the great big beast galloping in front of her.

      “Spart, NO! Spart….NOOOOOOOOOO!” Chloe’s cries echoed across the woods. Dylan got worried. Not about Spart’s swimming ability, but because the lake at this time of the year would be so cold.

      “Does he even listen to her?” he asked, as he and Merry walked hand in hand towards the lake.

      “He listens.”

      Dylan wasn’t so sure, sometimes it seemed to him that the great big mutt ran wild and did as he pleased. He craned his neck and peered in the distance, but, sure enough, Spartacus stood at the lake’s edge, not going in any further. “He’s listening.”

      “I told you. He’ll never disobey her.”

      “She loves him,” he observed. The way Chloe doted on Spartacus, and the way the huge beast followed her around all day, was endearing.

      They strode towards Chloe and the dog. “She needs a playmate,” murmured Merry.

      “A playmate?”

      She winced. She always did that when it was something she wasn’t sure about saying. Only, she could say anything to him. Their relationship had developed within the year, and it wasn’t until Meredith Nicholls had crashed into his life that he had realized what had been missing from it all those years.

      He waited for her to say something, but she was uncharacteristically quiet. It surprised him, that she was being hesitant now, because they never held anything back from one another.

      “A playmate, Merry? She has lots of friends at school. I’d say she’s settled in really well, wouldn’t you?”

      “If she had a sibling. I mean, I know the age gap would be too much.” She bit her lip.

      They had talked about this before. About children, about extending their family. He considered Merry and Chloe as his family, even though he hadn’t yet done anything about making it official.

      But he had been thinking about it for months. He’d even bought the ring back in the summer, when they had gone out of town. She’d seen it in a shop, when they’d been casually looking at various displays of jewelry. He’d had caught her looking at the selection of rings, and he’d bought it on his next visit, because he had a desire to make their relationship permanent. He wanted to marry her. Didn’t see what they were waiting for, except that he was hoping to get past the next few months.

      Merry hated Christmas because her husband had died a few weeks before. Proposing now didn’t seem right. Maybe he should have done it back in the summer, but then he worried that it might have been too soon.

      Not for him, but for Merry. Though she was strong and confident from the outside, he had come to know that she was soft and had her vulnerable moments. His role was to protect her, and he took it upon himself to always do the right thing by her.

      It was better to bide his time, and maybe make a move in the new year. It had been difficult to keep his thoughts to himself because this wasn’t the first time Merry had hinted about wanting to have a child. She had mentioned it a couple of times in passing, had planted a seed in his head. He hadn’t really thought about these things much before. His love life before Merry had been up and down. He’d had his heart broken, and had concentrated on making his gift store into a success. His non-interest in romance had often annoyed his friends Reed and Rourke, but he hadn’t wanted to go down the route of dating, not until he was ready.

      And then he’d met Merry; she wasn’t only his soulmate, but she had made him see what his life could be like—full, and happy, and joyous, with much more in it than just running his gift store. He hadn’t met her, as much as she had collided into him, and while it hadn’t been the most fortuitous of introductions, things had worked out wonderfully well.

      They were meant to be together.

      She was the one.

      He saw himself growing old with her. Could see them having not just one child, but two, maybe three if that was what she wanted. Being with Merry, he found himself planning for the future in a way he had never done before.

      “The age gap?” he asked, lost in his own thoughts, before catching her looking at him in an odd way.

      “Thirteen years,” Merry commented. “Maybe more.”

      He squeezed her hand, not understanding. “You’ve got plenty of time.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about. Chloe is thirteen. That’s a huge age gap.”

      He had no siblings, but even he could see that that it would be a huge difference.

      She was obviously worried, and it preyed on her mind. He could fix it easily, and he just had to set the wheels in motion. It was only a matter of finding the perfect time; sometime in the new year.

      “All in good time, huh?” It was the only thing he could think to say, and he hoped it would be enough.
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      Her new life was so different. Less hectic, more joyous, with a future she was excited about. She wasn’t merely surviving, the way she had been in Boston, she was living.

      This was romantic, walking in the woods around her new home in Forest Heights, holding hands with Dylan as Chloe and Spart ran on ahead.

      It was becoming a regular thing now, a long walk for all of them, for a few hours on the weekends, followed by lunch at her place.

      How much her life had changed from a year ago. She didn’t miss Boyd & Meyer, or the long working days when she would come home late with hardly any time to spend with her daughter.

      These days, she worked as a freelance marketing consultant for a smaller department store out of town. Her week was split in a way that worked just fine for her: Monday through to Wednesday at the department store, and then on Thursdays and Fridays she would help Dylan with his store.

      He told her that she was his lucky mascot, and that things had turned around for him ever since he had met her. She hadn’t done much, aside from convince him to start an online store, so that he could sell his goods online and reach more customers. His store wouldn’t have flourished were it not for the products he made. It was the gorgeous, handmade pet feeding bowls, and coffee cups, plates and vases, among other things, that people adored and bought as gifts that made customers come back for further visits, and spread the word by telling others.

      She had also taken over the marketing and advertising side of his business so that he could concentrate on making and sourcing his products. As a result, the online store was becoming busier, and she and Laura, Dylan’s assistant, shipped the orders and took care of customer inquiries.

      This was why his store was now doing better than ever.

      The only other change she had convinced him to make was to change the name from the bland Clearwater Gift Store to Fraser’s. It was short, and memorable, and friendly sounding.

      But this completeness to her life that Dylan brought, the togetherness, the loneliness his presence had erased, had also brought yearning for something else. She wanted to have another child.

      A sister or brother for Chloe.

      They had talked about it vaguely, and she sometimes threw it into the conversation at times when her desire consumed her. She didn’t want to force Dylan into something he might not be ready for, but at the same time, Chloe was growing older, and was now a full-fledged teenager. This had ignited the fuse to the ticking time bomb of her own age. She wasn’t too old to have a child, far from it, but as time passed, the age gap between Chloe and a new baby was lengthening. This was the only thing she worried about because things were perfect now. Her life was perfect. This past year had been about a new start for her, and for Chloe, and she liked to think she had made the right decision in leaving Boston and moving to Forest Heights, a place on the outskirts of Starling Bay.

      Dylan lived not too far from her, about ten minutes in the opposite direction, and close to the store, but it wasn’t ideal, them both living in different places. She longed for something more permanent. Roots, a foundation, a family home.

      And yet she hadn’t moved just to be closer to Dylan—even though she had fallen for him hard and fast. She had moved because she had fallen in love with this town. The way she felt about it now was so different compared to her initial reaction when she had arrived last Christmas, as part of her mother’s carefully orchestrated plan with her friend Hyacinth Fitzsimmons.

      Even if things between her and Dylan hadn’t worked out, she had a feeling she still would have moved here. It was beautiful, peaceful and friendly.

      When she discovered that Chloe loved it too, it made sense to give up her time-sucking career. Leaving the city, and her job there, had been the first step towards a more fulfilling life. The demands of being so high up in a management structure that rewarded hard work and great results had come at a cost. She had missed out on so many of Chloe’s school events, but she could see now how she had buried herself in her work after the event that had changed her life forever. She should have been there for her daughter when she lost her husband, Chloe’s father, so tragically, and so unexpectedly in a flying accident. But instead, she had kept herself busy at work, and let her parents take care of her daughter.

      Now, a year later, she was settled and considered this her new home. Her romance with Dylan had grown and strengthened, and she felt as if she’d met the man who was perfect for her.

      All that remained to make her life complete would be to have another child; a baby with Dylan. She glanced quickly at his handsome face. He was looking straight ahead, those now ice-blue eyes staring directly in the distance, keeping watch over Chloe and Spart.

      He was tall, broad-shouldered, and good-looking, and when he wore that leather bomber jacket, something happened to her insides; they turned soft and mushy. Her heart would beat faster, just like it did when he put his arms around her and kissed her.

      They saw each other every day, and ate dinner together in the evenings at her place, because she insisted on cooking, even when he offered to share the chore. She had missed many of those opportunities when Chloe had been growing up and now she wanted to be the type of mother who made everything, baked cookies, bread and cakes.

      Dylan wanted everything to be equal, he wanted to do his share and seemed determined to not take her for granted, but she could see that he was busy with the gift store. He wanted it to be successful, and already he could see that she had helped turn a few things around.

      She was content to let him focus on the business, while she focused on being the homemaker, a role she had given up before. But as was often the case these days, thoughts of a child seemed to cling to her.

      While she sensed that Dylan had started thinking about the prospect of having a child, she didn’t want to nag him about it. Naturally, it meant that they would have to get married first, and she felt like a shrew, herding him into a decision the more she spoke about it.

      The only thing that annoyed her was that he seemed in no rush to make a decision to move things along.

      She decided to let things lie for now. With Halloween, Thanksgiving and Christmas around the corner, the next few months would be extremely busy.

      “What are you thinking about?” Dylan pressed his palm against hers as they walked, following Chloe and Spartacus.

      “I was reminiscing about last year, and how I wasn’t looking forward to coming here, and how much Chloe hated it once we got here.”

      “And look at both of you now.”

      “Things have changed,” she agreed. “I’ve never seen Chloe looking happier.”

      “And you?” Dylan stopped and turned to face her.

      “I’m happy too. I didn’t expect to fall in love with this place, and I didn’t expect to fall in love with you, but stranger things have happened.”

      He gave her a smile which reached deep inside her belly, spreading warmth to every part of her body. She loved his smile, and his dimple. The way he looked at her and made her feel whole and happy.

      She was a lucky woman. A very lucky woman indeed.

      But, what if he wanted to wait another year?

      They hadn’t really talked about getting married, only in vague terms, such as wanting to grow old together. Such as making some plans, about getting a bigger place together, eventually. He had only mentioned the ‘M’ word a handful of times.

      Sometimes she felt needy, forcing the conversation to topics he had never had to think of before.

      It’s Christmas in a couple of months, she told herself. The season she wanted no part of would soon be upon her. She would wait until it was over with before talking to Dylan about their future.
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      Dylan stopped by Reed’s place on his way back from making a delivery of vases to the home furnishings store. Merry and Laura were also busy delivering his products to the post office to send out to customers who had ordered online. His profits were steadily increasing.

      He was happy.

      Life was good.

      Only one thing remained. He wasn’t sure if his decision to hold back from proposing to Merry made sense. Especially since she had once again mentioned wanting another child.

      Being cautious, sometimes doubly so, especially when it came to relationships, he sought out his friend Reed for his words of wisdom.

      Reed’s housekeeper, Cecile, let him in and after he had tasted some of her banana loaf, she let him go to Reed’s study. His friend had been expecting him.

      It wasn’t often that Dylan asked to meet Reed at his house. The Blue Velvet Bar was their usual hangout with Rourke, yet Dylan felt this subject was too serious for him to want to bring up in a bar.

      “What’s going on with you?” Reed asked, obviously sensing that something was up.

      He dove right in. “What made you propose to Olivia?” His question caused the furrows in his friend’s brow to deepen. Reed swiped a hand over the back of his neck.

      “That’s what you want to know?”

      “I’m curious.”

      “I hate going back to that time.”

      He knew Reed didn’t like talking about Olivia, but he needed to know. “Sorry. It’s just that I’m trying to get my head around something.” He wasn’t seeking his friend’s advice on whether he should propose to Merry or not. He’d already made his mind up about that. It was the timing he wasn’t sure about. Was it wise to prolong things because he knew that December was a tough month for Merry? Because, lately, he had sensed a restlessness in her, and he was worried that she might start to think that he had doubts about them. “I want to ask Meredith to marry me.”

      Reed’s smile spread across his lips. “That’s awesome news.”

      “I’m not sure when to do it.”

      “What part aren’t you sure of?” Reed sounded as if he didn’t understand.

      “She hates Christmas. December is a tough time for her, and with it being around the corner, I had ruled out asking her any time soon.”

      “So then, wait.”

      He nodded. “I was going to ask her in the new year.”

      “It’s around the corner,” Reed agreed.

      “But she seems to be in a rush. I’m sure she thinks I don’t have any plans for our future. I don’t want her to think I’m not interested in her like that.”

      “Then tell her what you’ve told me.”

      “I also want it to be a complete surprise.”

      “Yeah. It’s not easy, the whole proposal thing, wanting to surprise them and trying to find the right moment so that they won’t guess what you’re up to.”

      “I don’t want her to think that I’m not interested. I wish I’d asked her in the summer, when I bought the ring.”

      “You bought the ring?”

      He nodded.

      “You knew back then that you wanted to propose to her? Why didn’t you?”

      “I was worried it might be too soon. Not for me, because I knew she was ‘the one’ not long after we met.”

      “It can be like that with some people.” Reed grinned and nodded. “What are you doing here? You answered your own question, buddy. You know what you want, and now it’s a matter of you going out and getting it.”

      Dylan pondered his friend’s suggestion.

      “Just ask her,” Reed insisted. “You’re only asking her to marry you. You’re not actually getting married right now. Besides, it’s not December yet. The coast is clear.”

      He sucked in a breath. It made sense. But given Reed’s experience, what if everything turned sour once they got engaged? “What if it changes things, like it did between you and Olivia?”

      Reed sighed and looked out of the window. “I temporarily look leave of my senses is what happened.”

      “But, you must have believed it was the right thing to do at that time? I mean, you didn’t propose to her thinking ‘maybe’ this will work out, did you?”

      He could tell by the expression on Reed’s face that the topic made him uneasy, but Dylan needed to know, and Reed often had good advice to give. This wasn’t the type of question he could take to Rourke in order to get another perspective.

      He didn’t want things to change between him and Merry. The more he thought about it, the more he understood that he needed Reed to tell him that everything would be okay, when in reality, there was no guarantee of such a thing.

      “Look, if you’re asking me whether things change for you and Merry once you propose the way they did with me and Olivia, I can’t tell you the answer. I don’t know any more than you do. I didn’t expect Olivia to change, but maybe it wasn’t so much a case of her changing as it was of her showing her true colors. I didn’t know her as well as I thought I did. The truth was we hadn’t known each other long enough when I proposed. I still blame it on the heat.” He gave a wry grin. “It’s possible I might have been suffering from heatstroke when I proposed.”

      Dylan chortled. This thought had crossed his and Rourke’s minds back then when they’d heard the news of Reed’s unexpected and sudden proposal.

      “But you and Merry are different,” Reed stated. “Don’t let my experience put you off. You’ve known Merry for how long now?”

      “Almost a year.”

      “See, that already beats the few weeks that I knew Olivia.”

      Dylan agreed.

      “What you have to watch for,” Reed continued, “is whether you’ve had any doubts.”

      “Doubts?” Dylan didn’t recall having any doubts. He shook his head.

      “Is there anything about Merry that you don’t like, or something that bugs you? Any annoying little thing? Because I guarantee those things never disappear. They magnify.”

      He wasn’t sure he understood the question. “Does it count that she makes me dinner every evening, and never expects anything back?”

      “You’re onto a good thing,” Reed assured him.

      “And she takes care of all my marketing.”

      “You lucky man.”

      “And my sales keep steadily rising.”

      “Dude, she’s gold. Keep her, hold onto her forever, and never let her go.”

      Dylan grinned. There wasn’t a thing he had ever regretted about Meredith Nicholls coming into his life. Maybe only one thing: that he hadn’t met her sooner. He got up, preparing to leave because he’d already made his mind up. He knew what he had to do.

      “You’re going?” Reed asked.

      “I’ve got something to do.”

      Reed’s eyes widened. “Good luck.”

      Dylan smiled as he got up. “I’ll keep you posted.”
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      Chloe needed an outfit for a Halloween party. Merry had made a note of it in her diary. Her daughter had settled in well at her new school and had a sleepover coming up soon with her best friend.

      Merry was working in Dylan’s store today. She enjoyed this new way of working. A few days at the department store—a place that was laidback and fun, compared to her previous company—and then a few days at the store.

      Things were becoming incredibly busy now. She turned the pages of her diary, and then froze. There was a single word in an entry for December. It said ‘Brian’.

      Six years had passed since his death, and since then, so many new changes had come her way.

      A new life. A new partner. A new place.

      There had been a time in her life when the grief had buried her so deep underground, she had never imagined that one day she would break through to the surface and breathe again. But she had.

      “You look like you’re deep in the numbers.”

      She looked up to find Dylan at the door. He had changed out of the dirty shirt he’d worn earlier and had now put on a crisp white one, and he had jeans on, which he didn’t usually wear while he was in his workshop. He looked so handsome, and she was so blown away by his appearance that she didn’t answer straight away.

      When he asked her if she wanted to go for a walk so early in their workday, she was taken aback. They usually waited until the late afternoon, after lunch, not mid-morning when they had both started their tasks for the day.

      “A walk? Now?” She blinked a few times, savoring his face, thanking her lucky stars that fate had brought them together.

      “Spart’s lying around looking bored.”

      “He’s a dog, I think he’s quite content lying around.”

      For obvious reasons, they didn’t let him out in the store or in Dylan’s workshop much, but on the days she worked here, he stayed in Dylan’s kitchen area, and they took him for a walk during their lunch break.

      “Everything okay?” Dylan stepped inside the room and folded his arms, drawing her attention to them. His arms made her feel safe, secure and loved.

      “I’m looking at the figures,” she told him, trying to focus on the numbers in front of her, but only seeing the diary and Brian’s name on it. She quickly closed it.

      “Are they looking good?”

      She looked up at him. “Is what looking good?”

      “The figures. You said you were looking at them.”

      “Oh, right. Yes. They look promising. As do you.”

      “Is everything okay?” he asked, his voice turning softer the way it always did when he spoke to her.

      “Yes,” she replied, not wanting to share her sadness. “How come you got changed?”

      “The vase I was making collapsed spectacularly. It sent clay shooting all over my clothes.”

      She laughed. “That’s not like you.”

      “I’m having one of those days. Let’s go for a walk.”

      “Now?”

      “I need inspiration. I can’t seem to get back into it. A walk will help.”

      She stared at her screen. A walk would help her. She had just pulled down all her advertising data for the past week, and was going to drill down into it, analyzing it properly, but looking through her diary had derailed her focus. A walk would clear her head.

      And with Dylan looking so delectably handsome, and obviously feeling restless, she could hardly turn him down.

      They grabbed their jackets and set off with Spartacus. The first rush of cold fresh air hit her, and she felt instantly rejuvenated. She let Spartacus off his leash, and he bounded into the woods, disappearing before their eyes.

      “You lost inspiration?” she asked as Dylan took her hand in his. “That’s not like you. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. It happens sometimes. This is better.” He inhaled loudly. “Isn’t that better? Tell me you don’t feel better?”

      She laughed and examined him closely. He was behaving oddly. “I do feel better. It’s you I’m concerned about.”

      “I have a larger than usual order for the vases. I guess I feel slightly pressured.”

      She hooked her arm in his. “Don’t. I’ll take care of everything else, you just
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