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“I’m so drawn to this one.”
The customer held the sea-green gemstone to the light, its darker hues glowing in the sunlight.
“Fluorite, you said?”

“Yes, rainbow fluorite,” I replied. “It’s good for concentration and manifestation.”

“Wonderful,” she said, dropping it into the woven basket on her arm.

My patrons love the baskets so much I eventually had to keep some as stock.

The bell chimed as the door opened, a wave of fresh pastry drifting in from the restaurant across the street.

“You know, your shop reminds me of Book and Candle from The Good Witch—but with gemstones. Lovely, just lovely.”

“Thank you.” I placed a hand over my heart at the compliment.

“Hi Uncle Josh.”
My daughter’s voice pulled me round. The name itself sent a tingle straight down my spine.
“Hi, Kiddo,” Josh said, setting a box on the counter.

“Another masterpiece, I see.”

Chloe beamed, my little artist. Well, not so little anymore—nearly twelve. Where does the time go? Always scribbling, whether with pencil, paintbrush or charcoal, filling our home with art.

“Who’s the character this time?” Josh asked.

“Galaxy73—my Roblox character.”

“She looks like she’s off on an adventure with that sword.”

“Uh huh.” Chloe dipped back into her drawing, leaving me staring at Josh. He caught my gaze and held it, a smile flickering across his lips, tugging at mine.

Movement beside me jolted me—the poor customer I’d completely forgotten was watching us with a knowing glint in her eyes.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said.

“Of course,” she replied.

I left her to browse and crossed to Josh. “We weren’t expecting an order today.”

“Well, good day to you, Carin.”

“Hi, Josh.” A trace of his scent drifted over me—familiar, warm, distracting. I folded my arms, trying to shield myself from the pull. “But we don't have a delivery scheduled today.  So, what brings you here?”

“How about the two of you join me for lunch?”

“And the box?” I asked, dodging the suggestion.

“Possible merch. But first—lunch?”

He wasn’t one to give up easily. Anticipation shimmered behind those square glasses, waiting me out.

“Lunch. Yes, please, Mom,” Chloe piped up, the word pulling her straight out of her trance.

“Not today, Chloe. Aunt Lillian will be here any minute, and we need to help with the workshop set-up.”

Her shoulders slumped. “Ah.”

“Next time, okay?”

“I’ll hold you to it,” Josh said.

“The merch,” I prompted, meeting his brown eyes.

“Oh, yes. We found this amazing candle maker.”

“We?”

“Fine, Lara did,” he admitted. His sister and business partner had a gift for finding the right products for my shop. They were heaven-sent, those two—reliable, ethical, and their goods always top-notch.

“These candles are natural—beeswax, coconut oil—but it’s the designs that are the hook. Have a look.”

“Oh my...” I lifted the fairy. “They’re beautiful.”

“Thought you’d like to test them here.”

“The detail,” I murmured, fingers tracing the wings. “It could be a sculpture.”

“Right?” Josh grinned.

“We can use them for today’s set-up, see how the ladies respond.”

“What’s this about the set-up?” Lillian swept in then, arms laden with bags, her ponytail swinging. Jeans, sandals, olive top—effortlessly chic.

Josh hurried over. “May I?” He took the bags before she could argue.

“Sure,” I said.

“How sweet,” Lillian noted as he disappeared.

“Isn’t he just,” the customer chimed, passing by. “And not bad-looking either—like that hunk from Ginny and Georgia.”

Lillian and I exchanged a puzzled look.

“Joe! That’s who he looks like,” Lillian said after a moment.

“That’s the one,” the customer nodded, now absorbed in incense.

“What?” Lillian asked, catching my eye.

“He can probably hear you.”

“So? Nothing we wouldn’t say in front of him. Sweet and handsome and—”

“—look at these candles,” I cut in.

“Oh, they’re stunning,” Lillian said, lifting a mushroom one. “Look at the little flowers at the base—I could never bring myself to light it.”

“Can I have a look mom?”

“Sure dear,” I said, handing her one.

“Wow... I feel inspired,” she whispered, taking the fairy with her to sketch.

“Any more bags, Lillian?” Josh reappeared.

“Nope, thanks, Josh.”

“Pleasure. Okay, ladies, I’ll leave you to it.” With a playful bow to Chloe and Lillian, he headed for the door.

I walked him out, noting the slope of his shoulders under flannel, the breadth of them, the scent of him. Damn. I was so lost in thought that I didn’t notice him stop.

“Oh—” he said, spinning so quickly that the air between us shifted.

Thrown off balance, I collided with him, and his hands caught my arms — warm and sure.

“Sorry,” he breathed, letting go at once.

Goosebumps shivered along my skin where his touch had been, the warmth slipping away too fast.

“It’s fine. What were you going to say?” I asked.

“It’s almost time for my and Lara’s trip.”

“Already?” My arms folded across my chest.

“Yip. Last delivery is in two weeks, so shout if you need anything before then.”

“Okay,” I said, a little softer than I meant to. He lingered for a heartbeat, then gave me one last smile before heading out. Only then did I turn back into the shop—to find Lillian waiting with a grin far too curious.

“What?”

“Nothing. But he really is a nice guy.”

“He is,” Chloe jumped in. “And he asked us to lunch.”

“Did he now? And?”

“Mom said that we had to help you.”

“Did she now?” Lillian arched a brow at me.

My heart gave a little kick at the interrogation in her expression.

“Beautiful candles,” the customer said as she came to the counter, giving me a welcome reprieve.

“Will that be all for you?” I asked, as she set down her basket—now heavier with a pyrite, a selenite lamp, and an incense holder.

“And maybe one of those beauties,” she added, pointing at a fairy candle.

I smiled. “Of course. Let me just price it quickly.”

I priced the candle, then rang up the items, ignoring Lillian’s knowing smile.
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I stepped out into the sunlight, the sting of her “not today” still tugging at me. I’d asked again, and again she’d found a reason to say no. My lips curved at the memory of Chloe’s eager “yes,” but the smile faded just as fast.

I understood the weight of being a single parent—my mom had raised Lara and me on grit and courage. I understood Carin’s wall too. Knew she’d probably say no to lunch. She always did. But maybe, just maybe, this time...

Ag, hope was a fickle thing.

I dragged a hand through my hair and started toward my car.

Maybe I should’ve waited to bring the candles. But the moment I saw them, I knew exactly where they belonged—her shop. And truth be told, I hadn’t seen her in two weeks. The next delivery wasn’t due for another fortnight, and I couldn’t wait that long.

I reached for the car door handle, then stopped, my hand dropping to my side as the realisation hit. I was screwed.

It had been almost a year since I met her. I could still see it clearly—that first meeting. She was sitting beside
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