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        When the girl next door...

        Karen's finally decided what she wants to do when she grows up. Too bad it'll mean leaving behind her new neighbour, who's stirred up a different kind of grown up feelings. But when he rebuffs her attempt to have a fling before she leaves Wardham, Karen knows it's for the best. A clean break, no messy emotional entanglements.

         

        Meets the cop of her dreams...

        Intense and private, Paul has recently moved to Wardham for a more family friendly job, leaving behind a career as a homicide detective in the city. He only has his ten year old daughter a few nights a week, and he doesn't want any distractions or drama while he tries to repair their relationship.

         

        At exactly the wrong time.

        But Karen is right next door, and everywhere he goes. His resolve to keep his distance only lasts until she needs a true friend in her corner, and he realizes he can't imagine life without her.
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      IT was a shame the guy next door was so rude. If he smiled, he’d probably be drop-dead gorgeous. If he smiled, that might mean she finally had his attention.

      Karen peeked out the corner of her eye at the post-war bungalow on the other side of her driveway. The shared driveway. A mirror image of her house, with dark red brick and pretty white trim. A wide front porch—his was bare, except for a broom. Hers had her beloved bicycle in a place of honour, and a comfortable wicker conversation set decorated with navy cushions.

      Between their houses sat his sensible four door sedan. Now it was awkward. Should have told him the first time.

      She’d come home from work three weeks ago to find the house next to hers no longer vacant. Her standard welcome-to-the-street spiel had died on her lips as the new resident jogged out the door and straight past her, as if she hadn’t been standing next to his front walk. Technically on the sidewalk, but her intent to greet him had been clear. Hadn’t it?

      That was followed by two more non-meetings, which chafed her because she liked to be known as a friendly person. Forcing her neighbour to have a conversation crossed a line into needy. She’d been looking for a natural opening to a conversation. Now she needed to make it happen.

      April was around the corner, and her Camaro was calling to be let loose on the road. As soon as the last threat of snow passed, she’d need to use the shared driveway to get 304 horsepower of Victory Red awesomeness onto the roads. Hard to do with his fuel-efficient safetymobile in the way.

      So she was killing time in her front yard, pretending to tidy her flower beds, planning the best way to ambush a stranger. Not her finest moment.

      Since he’d been home all day, he was probably going to leave soon. He worked shifts, leaving either early in the morning or around dinner time, and was often gone for the better part of a day.

      She felt like a stalker, but really, he hadn’t left her any choice. And it’s not like she’d gone through his mail or trash. She really didn’t know anything about him except for his schedule and where he parked. And that he had single-handedly increased the hot quotient of Wardham by 1000%. She didn’t even know how old he was, although she guessed around her age, maybe a little bit older. No way would a guy in his twenties drive that car.

      Two bags of twigs later, because pretending to work had turned into actually gardening, his front door opened. She stood, stretching her back before moving to intercept him before he could get to his car. “Hi! You must be my new neighbour.” She offered her hand before remembering she was covered in dirt, and quickly converted the gesture to a wave. “Karen Miller.”

      He nodded, and stepped around her to put his duffle bag in the trunk.

      “So, there was something I wanted to talk to you about, if you can spare a second?”

      Another nod, and a raised eyebrow.

      Karen paused a beat, then continued. “The driveway. It’s actually a shared lane.”

      He glanced between their houses, then to his car, and finally back to her. He might not be big on words, but he wasn’t shy about looking at her. He didn’t seem shy at all, actually. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about his appraisal seemed like a power play.

      She bristled. “Look, your landlord should have explained this, and I’m sorry, but my car is in—”

      “I bought it.” His voice was quiet and calm, the opposite of his gaze. An unsettling combination.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “The house. I don’t have a landlord.”

      “It wasn’t for sale. I’d have seen a sign.” It didn’t matter, but something made her want to argue the point just because.

      “Private sale.”

      “Well, okay, then your agent should have told you. It’s a shared drive. My car is in the garage, and I’ll need to—”

      “My garage is full of junk.”

      So? “I need—”

      “I’m busy until the weekend, but I can clear it out on Saturday. Sorry about the inconvenience.” And with that, he turned to get into his car.

      She knew she should let it go, but his quiet tone and half-listening had frayed her nerves. “You know, the interrupting is really rude.”
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      Paul let his lips twitch slightly before he turned to face his feisty neighbour. He hadn’t meant to be rude, but he could see how she’d interpret his words that way. “That wasn’t my intention, I apologize.” He leaned back against his car. He had a few minutes before he had to leave, and this might be fun. “I’m out of practice on being neighbourly.”

      She relaxed and slid her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, streaking dirt across her left hip. A curvy, round hip he had no business noticing, but she was right in front of him. With him slouched back against the car, they were almost the same height. He liked that she was tall. Too bad he wasn’t interested in dating, or any other recreational activities, because there was a lot to like about this woman. Her sass, for one. Yeah, he really liked that. He grinned, and she rewarded him with a smile that bordered on sheepish.

      “I’m sorry, too. You’re obviously on your way somewhere, and I’ve just tossed this information at you.”

      “It’s okay, I’ve got a minute. Why hasn’t this come up before?” He knew that she walked or biked to work, although he hadn’t figured out where that was. In a few more weeks, he’d probably know a lot more about her, and most of the other citizens of Wardham, but right now he was still commuting to the city.

      “I don’t drive much in the winter.”

      That explained the bicycle. Maybe she wasn’t comfortable in the snow. “Do you have people who can pick you up when it’s really cold?”

      “What?” She wrinkled her brow, which was really cute, even for someone who was afraid of driving. Paul didn’t usually have time for that kind of weakness, but he’d probably make an exception for his new neighbour. When a look of horror crossed her face, he realized belatedly that he probably wasn’t going to get a chance to offer his assistance. “You think I’m afraid of snow? Or driving in general?”

      Instead of being offended, she burst out in a beautiful peal of laughter that expanded until it encompassed him and he was chuckling along with her. “No? That’s not...?”

      “No.” She smiled and leaned forward, as if to share a conspiratorial secret. “I drive a Camaro. It’s my baby, and I have snow tires, but really, it’s not built for winter driving.”

      Oh crap. Paul could see an entirely different encounter in their near future. Instead of offering to help with her errands, he was going to be writing her speeding tickets. “It’s not?”

      “Of course not. Some people love that thrill, rear-wheel drive, you know, but I’m all about the straight up speed. Dry road, warm summer day.”

      Damn. “Listen, Karen...”

      “Yeah?” Her smile was wide and happy, and about to disappear.

      “I need to finish introducing myself.”

      “Why? What are you, a cop or something?”

      “Yes.”

      She blinked once, and twice, then her eyes got big and round and her hand slapped over her mouth. “Oh shit!”

      He was about to apologize, for what he wasn’t sure, when she started laughing again. He was quickly figuring out that she did that a lot. He liked it. Which was as good a reason as any to make his goodbyes and escape.

      She breathed a contented sigh and stepped back, as if she sensed he needed to leave. He liked that too. “Okay, Constable. I look forward to sharing the driveway, and the roads around Wardham, with you, at a reasonable and posted speed.”

      His lips quirked and he nodded brusquely to cover up. He had the funny feeling that Karen Miller could quickly get under his skin, and giving her any opening was just asking for trouble. Good trouble, but he wasn’t in the market for that, or anything else. “Sounds good. I’ll get the garage cleared out on the weekend.”

      He watched her saunter back up her front steps and lean over to collect gardening gear. His gaze lingered on her ass, until he forced himself to get in the car and drive away.
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      “There’s a new sheriff in town.”

      Karen’s best friend Carrie glanced up from behind the espresso machine. “Did we have an old sheriff?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “You have gossip about the new guy at the Wardham detachment?”

      “Maybe. What do you know?” Karen slid onto a barstool. A Bun In The Oven didn’t have tables, but three stools lived in front of the espresso bar for just these kinds of conversations.

      Carrie laughed. “Not much, other than the position has been filled and the new person’s going to start in a couple of weeks. He works in Windsor right now.”

      That would explain the weird hours. “The new person is Hot Neighbour.”

      “The rude guy?”

      Karen shrugged. “He’s a bit brusque, but I wouldn’t say he’s rude.”

      “You said he was rude yesterday. And twice last week.”

      “That was before I actually talked to him.”

      Carrie cocked an eyebrow.

      “I stopped him today and asked him to start parking in his garage.”

      “Did you explain it was because of your need for speed?” Her friend giggled at the thought. It was true, though. In the summer, as often as she could find time, Karen headed out along the lake with the windows down. Alone with the wind and her music, it was hard to be 100% mindful of the speed limit.

      “It came up. Before I knew he was a cop. It’s not like I’m a criminal.”

      “No, but you like to drive fast enough that he’d need to pull you over. Of course, maybe that would be okay. Maybe he’d get you to step out of the car so he could frisk you.”

      “For a traffic stop? You’ve got issues.” Although Karen couldn’t deny that she’d enjoy being patted down by Paul. And interrogated. She shivered at the image of him leaning over a table at her, pinning her down with an inscrutable gaze.

      Her friend pushed a latte and an orange cranberry biscotti across the bar. Fancy coffee still felt like a special treat in their sleepy little town. Karen grinned and dunked the hard biscuit. “Mmmmm. Oh my god, this is so good.” She slurped a drip of coffee from her fingertips and waved off the previous conversation. “Do we have anything to discuss before the meeting tonight?”

      Carrie nodded vigorously. “Oh yes! Apparently, the funding for the new community centre is going to be approved, so we should push for agreement on what the business association is going to lobby for in terms of sponsorship and space usage. I’d love to have a chance to bid for Bun to have a coffee bar there.”

      “Are you ready to expand already?” Karen knew that her friend loved running her coffee shop/bakery, but she knew from first-hand experience that being an owner/operator of a store was a huge endeavour. Bun had only been open for a bit more than year.

      “The centre isn’t going to open next week. It’ll probably be a year or two before any plans need to be implemented. And there wouldn’t be any food prep there, just drinks, muffins, scones, and the like.”

      “Hey, you know that I’ve got your back. Whatever support you need, you’ve got it.” Karen took another sip of her latte. “Is there cinnamon in this?”

      Carrie nodded. “Something new I’m trying. My own simple syrups. Less sweet than the commercial bottles.”

      “It’s good.” It had cooled down enough for bigger swallows now, and before long the mug was empty. “Was good. Now gone. Hmmm. Hulk happy.”

      “Hey, Hulk, before you go...” Carrie pinched her lips. Karen was surprised to see her friend look so uncertain all of a sudden.

      “What?”

      “The community centre. The draft plans that council saw last night feature a new library.”

      Karen shook her head. “That’s great. Isn’t it?”

      “It is. But someone was there from the county library service, and she was talking about getting more involved in the community. Running book clubs, that kind of thing.”

      “Oh.” She got it now.

      “You could meet with her.”

      “And say what? Please don’t offer a professional service that interferes with my hobby?” Karen shook her head. “I don’t beg.”

      “Who says it needs to stay a hobby?”

      If only that were an option. “I have a job, remember?”

      “Yeah.” Her friend dumped a heaping pile of understanding in that single syllable. More than anyone else, Carrie understood family obligations. “You could talk to your parents.”

      If only it were that easy. “They aren’t the problem.”

      “You sell yourself short.” It was a familiar argument. Karen had supported Carrie’s dream of opening Bun, and Carrie wanted to return the favour. She couldn’t wrap her head around the idea that Karen was happy with her life just as it was. It would be easier to convince her if Karen still believed that to be true herself.

      “I gotta go to work. See you tonight?”

      Carrie pursed her lips again and nodded. Karen had almost made it out the door before her friend called out. “Hey, and don’t think that’s the last we’ve discussed of the sheriff!”

      Karen laughed. As much as she’d like to fantasize otherwise, there was nothing to discuss. “Wardham doesn’t have a sheriff, and I’m no librarian. Such is my lot in life.”
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      “I SAW some kids at the park.”

      Paul looked up as his daughter entered the kitchen. “Sure, we could walk over there.”

      “Dad…” He bit back a comment on her whiny tone. “You don’t need to come with me.”

      “Yeah, Meg, I do. For a number of reasons.” He leaned back against the counter and tapped them out on his fingers. “Neither of us know this town yet, or the people here. We don’t get a lot of time together, so I was hoping we could, you know, do something. Together. It’s almost dinner time. And last, but definitely not least, you’re only ten—”

      The last point was, as he expected, the one that turned his usually agreeable daughter into a spitfire. “I’m not a little kid!”

      “I know. Sweetie, I know. As much as it pains your mother and me, you are growing up. And at your mom’s house, you can go to the park and walk to school by yourself because it’s familiar, and people keep an eye out for you. Here…we don’t know anyone yet.”

      “This town seems pretty safe.”

      He nodded. “It does. But…” Susan hated it when he used the looming threat of a boogyman, but screw it. She wasn’t here and he wanted to nip the conversation in the bud. “If it was perfectly safe, I’d be out of a job. Bad people are everywhere. Okay?”

      It was a good thing his daughter was easily parented, because he was pretty sure he’d make a mess of a more challenging kid. “Okay.”

      He pulled her into a reluctant hug and her head tucked under his chin. When did his baby get to be so tall? When did hugs become rare enough that he was just noticing where her head landed?

      “Dad?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Can we make cookies?”

      Not so big after all. “Yeah.”

      She giggled against his chest. “Do you even have the stuff to make cookies?”

      Probably not. “Go grab the laptop and find a recipe. I’ve got sugar and eggs, what else do you think we’ll need?”

      “Uh, flour?” And the pre-teen returned in full eye-rolling force. He winced and she threw her hands in the air. “Come on, you don’t have any flour?”

      “What would I use it for?”

      “Cookies, Dad. You’d use it to make cookies.”

      “I’m sorry.” For not having flour? He wasn’t sure that was something to be sorry about, but one thing he’d learned from his short marriage was that it was usually the right answer in situations like this. “Let’s go to the store, it’s a short walk.”

      “No.” She shook her head, eyes bright. “Let’s ask a neighbor. Even better plan – this way, we can meet some of those people who will watch over me when I finally get some freedom.”

      Before he could stop her, Megan was streaking to the front door. He trailed behind, dread and hope jockeying in his gut. Their front walk spilled onto the shared drive. Logic dictated that her first attempt at being neighbourly would be with Karen.

      Maybe she wouldn’t be home.

      Maybe she would.

      Which would he prefer? No question, he wanted to see her again. But from a distance, where he could pretend that he had room in his life for a tall, curvy drink of water with curly brown hair and eyes full of laughter. They’d only had one short conversation, but he had no problem at all imagining that spending time with Karen would be easy. Nice. Hot.

      Really hot. On every level. Why now? Why not seven years earlier? Before he made a complete disaster of his life. Before…

      “Megan, hang on.” But she didn’t. And he loved that about his daughter. Being fearless and friendly would serve her well in life. As an adult. Until then, he’d live in a constant state of worry.

      “Don’t worry, Dad. This is the done thing in small towns. It’s not embarrassing.” She rang Karen’s doorbell, and before he could say he wasn’t worried about how it looked, the door swung open.

      “Yes—oh! Paul. Hi.” Karen’s gaze flicked up to him for a moment, then returned to Megan. “Hi. Do you live next door too? I’m Karen.”

      His daughter nodded. “Some of the time. I’m Megan.”

      The two exchanged pleasantries, and Paul stood back, struck by how similar they were. If Karen liked books, his daughter was probably going to want spend all of her time over here instead of at the park. His gut said that Karen might not mind. There’s no way you can know that. But he did. She liked people, even him when he was curt and rude. She’d love his daughter. Fuck.

      “…So we were hoping that maybe we could borrow some flour.”

      “Sure, how much?”

      Megan turned and looked at him expectantly and he started. “Uh. Oh, I don’t know. We hadn’t gotten as far as looking up a recipe.”

      Karen gestured for them to step into the foyer and she moved further down the hall, raising her voice so Megan could still hear her as she headed into what was probably the kitchen. A moment later she was back, shaking her head.

      “Sorry. I thought I had some, but there’s barely a cup in here.”

      He waved off the apology. “It’s okay, thank you for checking.” He turned to Megan. “Let’s walk to the store. It’s close.”

      “It is,” Karen interjected. “But it’s also closed for the evening.”

      Megan groaned and Paul winced at the display. “It’s okay, we’ll do something else. Right? Megan?”

      He had to prod her shoulder, but she nodded.

      “Actually, if you want...” Karen trailed off, but laughed when Megan brightened up. She leaned toward the girl and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I happen to have a key to the grocery store.”

      “You do?” Megan was breathless with excitement. So that’s what it took to impress his daughter. Twenty-four hour access to cookie supplies? How about saving lives and keeping a community safe? Apparently not.

      Karen nodded and grabbed a lanyard from a row of hooks on the wall. “Shall we?”

      Before he could beg off, they were halfway down the block and he was left to trail behind. Which wasn’t a bad place to be. His heart warmed at the sight of Megan skipping to keep up with Karen’s long strides. Something else warmed as his gaze drifted to the left. Those legs. God, they went on for miles. Even in capris and boat shoes, they looked good. She looked good. Shapely legs, curving up to the distracting sway of her hips. Long hair swinging loose down her back. Every bit of her bouncy and happy. Strange child shows up on her doorstep? Off to the store they go to liberate a bag of flour. To make cookies.

      He was doing something right. His daughter wanted to bake with him. He never thought that would happen. And that reminder was just the bucket of ice water he needed to get his mind off Karen’s hips and back to the matter at hand.

      He was a dad. And for a long time, he’d barely pulled his weight in that role. Because of work, and other distractions.

      No more. He was here in Wardham for one reason, and one reason only. To put his daughter first.
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      Karen liked kids. Well, she liked people, and kids were, in her experience, some of the best kind of people. Not yet jaded. Still thought they could grow up to be sports stars and fire fighters. And they could—her siblings were proof of that. Set your mind to something you love and the possibilities are endless.

      She was proof of the opposite. Give up and you’d end up back at home, living your parents’ dream instead.

      She shook off the bitterness. It had been a long time since she’d dwelled on what could have been. It was just the rumours about the community centre that were bringing her down. It had been a week since the news broke that the library would move into the new building and expand, hire full-time staff, and offer more services. As a patron, she was excited. As someone who wanted to be a librarian a lifetime ago, she couldn’t help but stifle a faint stab of jealousy at whoever would get to work in the shiny new space. Mildred Parker, who had served as Wardham’s only librarian for 33 years, had made it widely known that she didn’t want to work full-time, and even if she did, it sounded like the library would still be hiring new staff.

      Qualified staff. Not book club hobbyists with a decade of grocery store management experience and a penchant for getting into trouble.

      “Why do you have a key to the grocery store?” It had taken almost two blocks for Megan to ask this question because there were more important things to discuss first. Like how many people Karen knew down the street (at least half) and what the acceptable standard was in Wardham for kids to go to the park by themselves. The answer to this was whatever Paul wanted it to be, so she wisely guessed at eighteen and won Megan over when the girl realized it was a joke.

      “Because,” Karen gestured for the Reynolds to step inside after she unlocked. “This is my second home. My parents opened this store when I was a baby. I worked here all the way through high school and summers home from college. When they decided to retire, I took over as manager.”

      “Cool,” Megan breathed.

      It wasn’t, exactly, but it worked. Her parents spent the winters down south, wherever her brother was playing hockey, and they came home every summer, giving her a nice long vacation so she could travel or just stay home and read. A lot. And the probably too-generous salary she earned allowed her to support that same book habit through the long winter, and share it with others through the bookmobile and book clubs she organized.

      “What kind of cookies are you making?”

      “Chocolate chip—”

      “—Oatmeal.”

      Father and daughter had a nonverbal show-down for a second, but Paul backed down first. “Apparently, oatmeal chocolate chip.” Megan’s eyebrows shot up and he shook his head. “The oatmeal is non-negotiable, honey. It’s good for your cholesterol.”

      Karen turned her back and headed for the baking aisle so they couldn’t see her lips twisting. It was a struggle not to laugh at them, they were too cute.

      And that was enough for her mind to go there. Paul. Cute. Daughter. Also cute, and she liked books.

      Hot Neighbour was a single dad. That wasn’t a problem at all, for her, but something told her it was an issue for him. Might explain his rudeness.

      If he were anyone else, she’d just ask around, find out what the grapevine knew about him. How long had he been single. What his deal was.

      But, for maybe the first time ever, she didn’t want to share what she knew about him. And that’s how gossip worked. A two way street of information. Or in Karen’s case, she was more like the intersection of Main and Front. All information normally routed through her, at the store. Paul gossip had been sparse, though, and that made their little adventure all the more interesting. Megan had alluded to the fact that she hadn’t met anyone in town yet. For tonight, they were all Karen’s. As much as anyone ever was—fleetingly.

      Even still, the thought gave her a little thrill.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Hmmm?” She turned to see father and daughter watching her with matching amused expressions.

      “You’ve gone through a whole thing there, staring at the shelf—”

      “—normally flour doesn’t make people react quite so much,” Megan chimed in.

      Heat rushed to Karen’s face, and she waved her hands at the shelves. “Oh, you know...options, right? Very exciting. Do you want pre-sifted? Unbleached?”

      Paul wrinkled his brow, but the rest of his expression remained carefully neutral. “Any of these would be fine. Whatever’s cheapest, I think.”

      Karen grabbed a bag of all-purpose flour, and strode away, swiping baking powder and a bag of chocolate chips as well. She dumped the supplies on the conveyor belt at the first checkout, then headed for the dairy section. “Need eggs?” She tossed the question over her shoulder, but didn’t wait for a response. She needed a minute to compose herself. This reaction was bizarre. She’d only had one conversation with the man. Sure, she’d observed him in a creepy stalker fashion for weeks, but they barely knew each other. She’d gotten carried away with some romantic fantasy of the good-looking cop next door.

      “Megan says we need milk.” Paul stepped up beside her. Karen looked around. “She got sucked into your magazine display.”

      “Oh.”

      “For dunking.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “The milk. We’ll need it once the cookies are cool.” He grinned. “Or so I’ve been instructed.”

      Good lord, that smile could light up a room.

      “It’s a classic combination,” she breathed, kicking herself as the words came out sounding funny. He must have heard the warble too, because his gaze dropped to her mouth and lingered for a moment. “What kind do you want?”

      He flicked his gaze back to her eyes and blinked. “1%, I guess.”

      “It’s behind the last door there.”

      He brushed past, close enough for her skin to prickle, but not quite making physical contact, and she sucked in a breath. He paused, because how could he not have heard it, but then he opened the cooler and pulled out a bag of milk.

      They stood for a minute, her with the eggs, him with the milk, and he smiled again, but this time it seemed wistful. “You’re an interesting neighbour to have, Karen.”

      “Thanks, I guess.” Her lips curled up of their own volition. “You’re unlike any neighbour I’ve ever had.”

      “I came to Wardham for peace and quiet, you know.”

      She couldn’t contain her surprise. “You think I’m a troublemaker?”

      He grinned. “I’m quite certain you are.”

      “And you don’t like trouble.” It spilled out before she could filter the words into something less pleading. “I mean—”

      “I have a professional interest in avoiding it.” He interrupted her, but his tone wasn’t rude. It was warm and low and full of...heat? He stepped closer. “On a personal level, I have a history of liking trouble more than I should.”

      Oh, shit. “I’ve never been trouble before,” she whispered.

      His knuckles brushed hers. Milk, eggs and a boatload of issues apparently stood between them, but at that moment, all she could feel were the hard, hot points of contact as the back of his hand pressed into her skin. His words, when they came, drifted toward her as if through a fog. “This is probably too much.”

      “Yeah.” She took a big step back and shook her head. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry.” He laughed. “They’re our groceries. I’m not sure we need eggs.”

      Oh. So she’d invented a whole moment there. Fantastic. “You’ll use them up. Hard boil them for lunches.”

      She spun on her heel to head for the checkout again, but he reached out and stilled her movement with a press of his hand to her arm. “Karen...”

      “Mmmm?”

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” She shot him a bright smile. “Just being neighbourly.”

      He nodded, then took a breath and held it, as if he had been about to say something, but changed his mind.

      Her imagination could do wonderful things with that pause, but Karen didn’t harbour any illusions. Paul wouldn’t be the first crush she’d gotten over. Probably not the last. “Really, it’s fine. Come on, let’s find Megan. You guys have cookies to bake.”

      She nodded her head down the aisle, but his hand still lingered. Warmth transferred through her shirt and sent tendrils of want slithering throughout her body. What would it be like to have him touch her bare arm? Her neck? Her breasts? Not here, of course. It would have to be somewhere private. Maybe on a weeknight he didn’t have Megan...

      “Dad? You get everything?” Megan! Crap on a stick.

      Karen took a giant step back, bumping into the endcap. She whirled and headed for the cash. What was she thinking? Maybe she was more trouble than she thought.

      The idea gave her more pleasure than it should.
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      KAREN copied the last files to the online dropbox for her bookkeeper and stretched back in her chair. Managing a grocery store required a surprising amount of butt-in-chair time. It was one of the reasons she walked or biked to work, even in the winter. That was pretty much the only exercise she got.

      “Hey, boss, you wanted me to remind you to get the hell out at 3:30.”

      She glanced toward the door of her office with a rueful smile. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t mean for you to repeat my awful language, Mitchell Wagner.”

      The high school senior flashed a grin that they both knew was effectively disarming.

      “Where did you learn to be so charming? I remember it wasn’t so long ago that you were cracking butt jokes.”

      “Chicks don’t like crudeness.”

      “We don’t like to be called chicks, either.”

      Another grin.

      “Whatever, my weekend is finally here, I don’t care.” She glanced at the schedule on the wall. “I’ll see you Tuesday.” She pushed away from the desk and headed to the front of the store.

      Her favourite part-time cashier, Melody, was waiting with an overflowing shopping bag. “Here, I packed you some food because I noticed you didn’t eat lunch.”

      “Am I going to have to cook it?”

      Melody laughed. “I gave you both options. There’s pita, hummus, lettuce, tomatoes and falafels, already cooked, but I also gave you a big-ass steak and some mushrooms. It’s a nice day to grill.”

      “Grilling I can handle. Thanks, sweetie.”

      And that was why the last decade had passed in a blur. For all that she never saw herself taking over from her parents, running the store meant that she spent every day with awesome people, both staff and customers, in the heart of the town she loved. And at the end of the day, she got to stroll home, and sit on her deck with a cold beer and a good book.

      When she reflected on it like that, she felt guilty for complaining. And yet...it wasn’t her passion. It was good, but it wasn’t great.

      Too bad she didn’t have the drive to go for great. Good would have to be enough.

      As if the universe had signaled to her mother that her oldest child was considering traitorous revolt, Karen’s phone rang out with the dedicated Beyonce ring tone Grace Miller hated. She shifted the bag of groceries to her other hip and dug it out. “What beautiful part of the warm south are you and Dad in this week?”

      Her mother laughed gently at the other end of the phone. “We arrived in Phoenix last night. Staying at the same camp we visited last year. Your brother’s got a couple of days off after the games this weekend. Do you want to fly down?”

      “Mom...” Karen hated this conversation. Her parents offered on a regular basis, and her younger siblings
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