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  Amber's Second Chance
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Sometimes people need to be apart so they can discover just how perfect they are together.








  
  Chapter One
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Amber hung her coat on the small butterfly-shaped hook on the back of the front door of her apartment, dropped her bag on her kitchen table, and threw herself down on the couch. 
She raised one arm to cover her eyes and sighed.
She was home.
The realization immediately caused her stomach to roll with emotions—relief being the strongest, which, as soon as she labeled it, was chased by a somersault of guilt.
She groaned loudly.
Most of the time, she felt very blessed being the youngest member of a very loving, involved, and loud family. But occasionally, having four sisters and one brother, along with a mother who would take a bullet for her if necessary, was tough. Sometimes they all just seemed to love her a little too much.
Sometimes it was suffocating.
Amber moved her arm and stared up at the ceiling. She was pretty sure most people wouldn’t understand the claustrophobic feelings her family’s adoration created—they might even be envious. But she was happy—thrilled even—to finally be alone in her small apartment, away from them all.
Stretching out, Amber grinned when she saw her cat had jumped up on the back of the couch and was now gazing down at her reproachfully. “Hello, Shadow,” she greeted him, reaching up to run a hand over his head. He arched his back and blinked down at her before meowing pitifully.
“Ah, yes, it’s past dinnertime for you, isn’t it? You want tinned food? The kibble I left for you before I went out wasn’t satisfactory, I take it? I understand, Monsieur, and I’m terribly sorry,” she said in a badly put-on French accent.
Rolling off the couch, Amber pushed her dark red curls behind her ears and made her way into her small galley kitchen, pointedly ignoring the laptop on her desk as she passed it. Opening a cupboard, she pulled out a clean cat bowl and can of food. “Watch out,” she said to her pet, who was now twining himself around her ankles. “If you trip me and I break my neck, there’ll be no one to feed you.”
The cat meowed again, and Amber smiled as she pulled the can’s tab and wrinkled her nose at the fishy smell. “Here you go,” she murmured, dropping the food into a bright red cat bowl. “Now, is there anything else I can do for you?”
Shadow ignored her as he purred and poked his nose into his food. “Ah, the master is requiring fresh water as well tonight, I assume?” Amber continued, picking up his water bowl. “We have the most excellent vintage for you tonight. Larkin Bay’s finest tap,” she added as she refilled the dish at the kitchen sink.
After setting the cat’s water down, she picked up the bag she had dropped on the table and pulled out the three Tupperware containers of food her mother and older sister had packed up for her. Frowning down at the small plastic containers, she placed them carefully on one of her bare refrigerator shelves, then closed the door a little harder than necessary. She didn’t know what upset her more—that her family was treating her like a child by packing her food to take home or the fact that her monthly budget was so tight that she did, in fact, actually need it.
“You’d think I was starving,” she commented to Shadow. “I’m not. Just the opposite, in fact,” she said. She grimaced as she pinched the extra roll of fat around her middle that had appeared there surprisingly quickly after she’d quit her former job running the local zoo’s chain of gift shops. “I actually didn’t realize how work was keeping me so busy that I didn’t have time to snack or even sit down,” she added, looking over at the cat, who continued to ignore her as he finished his own dinner.
Sighing, Amber took a Hershey’s Kiss from the family-sized bag in the cupboard and counted out the twelve steps it took for her to get from her kitchen to what she liked to think of as her office. In reality, it was just her little white childhood desk set in front of a slightly grimy window behind her tiny apartment’s love seat. Dropping into her oversized chair in front of it, she opened a document and read over the last paragraph she’d written the night before. She raised her hands over the keyboard.
And…
Nothing.
She had no idea what was coming next in this scene. Her brow furrowed as she contemplated how easy it had been to write the first portion of her novel. The first thirty thousand words had flowed effortlessly from her fingertips onto the page, creating wonderful chapters of beautiful prose. But that was last month, and since then, things had definitely dried up.
“Well, it’s a good thing I’m an optimist, isn’t it?” she said out loud as she pushed any inkling that quitting her job might’ve been a mistake from her thoughts. It didn’t really matter that her once-healthy bank account numbers were dwindling down at an alarming rate, she told herself. Something would come her way to help if she needed it.
Staring at her blinking cursor for a few minutes longer, Amber finally sighed loudly and got to her feet. Picking up a throw from the back of her couch, she held it around her shoulders and picked out a playlist from her phone. When an upbeat Taylor Swift song started playing from a wireless speaker in the corner of the room, she closed her eyes and curtsied to an imaginary dancing partner, then started to twirl and dance around the room. Singing along with the music, she felt her mood lift marginally.
This was good. Getting more endorphins flowing was the right thing to do.
She’d given up too much to be a full-time writer to even think about being discouraged this early in her career. She would just spin until the inspiration hit again, she decided, and smiled as she felt the music and the dancing carry her mood upward.

      [image: image-placeholder]In the shop below Amber’s apartment, Rowan looked away from the pile of shirts he had finished steaming and frowned as he reread the pricing instructions his mother had texted him. He paused for a moment to marvel at her ability to make a relatively simple task sound so complicated before he quickly attached a price tag to each item, then looked up and glared at the roof, which was vibrating from the weight of the footsteps overhead.
“What the hell is she doing up there?” he muttered. Returning to his work, he raised his voice. “I thought when Mom said she was renting to a nice single woman who worked as a writer, she’d have a quiet tenant.” Turning a shirt over, he clipped an inventory tag onto it and continued grumbling out loud to his dog. “Why the hell does an author need to be running around all night, anyway? Shouldn’t she be sitting down and writing?” He set the pricing gun down on the table beside him. “Or sleeping? Or at least have better taste in music?” he added with a frown.
The dog at his feet raised his head and drooled in what Rowan assumed was agreement.
He looked down at the enormous beast. He enjoyed talking to Clancy. The dog always cocked his head and looked interested when Rowan addressed him and, even better, seemed to agree with everything he said and usually acknowledged it with a thump of his tail.
He was a very pleasant conversationalist.
“I know. You told me I should’ve been there when Mom was interviewing her. You warned me something like this might happen—that someone unsuitable might move in.”
Leaving the front counter, he kneeled down beside the dog and rubbed his head roughly, ignoring the spittle that flew everywhere as Clancy leaned toward him. “You never liked her once you heard she was moving in with a cat anyway, did you?”
He continued to scratch the dog’s back while he waited for his phone on the counter behind him to stop vibrating. When it silenced for a moment and then pulsed again, he groaned and got to his feet. There were only two people who would repeatedly call him when he didn’t pick up their call, and he sighed with relief when he saw it wasn’t his business partner’s name on his phone’s call display. It was a close call as to who he didn’t want to talk to more—Ethan or his mother. But he’d been avoiding the woman who gave birth to him all day long, so he closed his eyes briefly, then pressed the option to accept the call.
“Darling! You picked up.”
Rowan forced himself to smile and hoped it carried over to his tone. His mom had gone through enough lately. She didn’t need to feel like her only child was unhappy to hear from her too. “I did. Hello, Mom.”
“Are you at the store?”
“Yes, Clancy and I are both here, and don’t worry, we’re following your to-do list to the letter.”
There was silence on the phone for a long moment. “Your dog’s not near any of the clothing, is he? Drooling on things and such? I know you love that animal, Rowan, but I can’t have him spitting all over my new stock.”
Rowan rolled his eyes. “He’s fine, Mom. Nothing’s being ruined. But how are you? How’s the leg?”
She sighed heavily. “It’s fine, but now that it’s in a cast, I have no idea why the doctors won’t allow me to return to work. It’s not good for my mental health to just sit here stewing all day.”
Rowan chuckled sympathetically. “I know. And I’m sorry, Mom. But you heard what the doctors said. If you put too much weight on this type of fracture too soon, it’s not going to heal properly. You just need to sit tight for a few more weeks, and then you can come back to your store.”
There was another long silence on the line before she answered. “I suppose. But I don’t like it.” Her tone then brightened. “I appreciate you taking care of things since I can’t be there, though. Do you have any questions, or is there anything I can do from here to help?”
Rowan looked around the crowded women’s dress shop and grimaced. His mother had opened Daisy’s Dresses on the main street of Larkin Bay just over two years ago and even though he’d been living in the city—a scant sixty miles away—until her call last week, he’d only been into the store a few times. He visited his mother often, but he usually just stayed in her small condominium, or they’d meet at a restaurant. Other than inspecting her accounting books when she insisted and assuring her he wasn’t looking for a quick repayment on the loan he’d given her to get her shop started, he’d been too busy with his own business ventures to pay any attention to the day-to-day operations of her shop or anything else she might be doing in Larkin Bay.
But now that she’d broken her leg and her doctor had ordered her to stay off it for the next six weeks, the only people available to work there besides him were her absentminded eighty-something-year-old best friend and a few teenagers they’d hired to work weekends.
Rowan glanced down at his watch and sighed heavily. “Don’t worry, Mom. Everything is fine. Clancy is on the mat by the door, and he’s not going to drool on anything.” He then frowned as he peered over at the groaning merchandise racks hanging near the front of the store, remembering how Clancy had just been slobbering at his feet a few minutes ago.
His mother was quiet.
Rowan pushed a lock of hair off his forehead and glanced up at the ceiling again as a heavy thump sounded, causing the chandelier above him to tinkle merrily. “Oh, but can you tell me again who you rented the upstairs apartment to? It sounds like there’s a herd of elephants up there.”
His mother's laugh was joyous. “Her name is Amber. She’s very sweet. Oh, and that’s probably just her dancing that you hear. She says it helps her clear her head so she can better plot her stories. Have you met her yet? She’s cute as a button. I think you’ll like her. She writes steamy romance mysteries too. She’s very interesting.”
“Steamy? Like smut?” Rowan’s eyebrows rose.
His mother laughed again. “Oh, son, don’t be such an old stick in the mud. Sex is not something to talk about that way—it’s wonderful, and very satisfying if you have the right partner. Did I mention Jimmy is going to drop by later to see how I’m doing?”
Rowan held his phone out at arm’s length for a moment—looking at it in alarm. “Mom, I will not talk to you about sex, and I’m also not sure we need someone writing about it living above the store.”
“Hush. She’s great, and I’m sure all her books are too. I can’t wait to read them. I plan on selling them and having a book signing for her in the store too, as soon as she’s published.”
Another heavy step sounded from above, and Rowan’s frown deepened. “Why don’t we talk about this when you’re feeling stronger?”
His mother laughed. “I’m fine, Rowan. Go up and introduce yourself. You’ll see, she’s lovely.”
“Not tonight, Mom. I have too many things to do here, and then I need to get some sleep. I have my own job to go to tomorrow, remember?”
“Of course I know that. You’re a very busy, successful man. I’m sorry to be such a bother.”
Rowan closed his eyes briefly and held back a sigh. “You’re not a bother at all, Mom. But I do need to get off the phone so I can finish up here. I’ll call you if I can’t figure something out.”
“Perfect. Thank you, Rowan. You’re a wonderful son.”
“I love you, Mom. I’ll call you in the morning.”
“I love you too. Thank you again.”
“Night.”
Setting down his phone, Rowan returned to pricing and steaming the rest of the clothes that had been delivered that day. After an hour, he had them all arranged by size and color on a rack at the front of the store and was ready to call it a night.
As he clipped on Clancy’s leash, he realized the stamping and music from the apartment above had stopped. “No more awful music. That’s good, isn’t it, Clancy? So maybe the writer’s inspired now? Maybe she’s writing?” he asked, then grimaced as Clancy once again shook his enormous head, spraying everything around him with spittle.
“If she’s smart, she’s probably sleeping,” he grumbled, and retreated behind the counter to fetch some paper towels to wipe away the dog drool before leading Clancy out the door and heading home.






  
  Chapter Two
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Raising both hands, Amber peered through the glass door of Daisy’s Dresses and then reread the handwritten sign stuck to the door that informed her the shop was closed due to unforeseen circumstances. 
What did that mean?
“I hope nothing has happened to Daisy,” she whispered.
She looked up at the pretty redbrick building and briefly admired the bright yellow shutters that flanked the large front display windows and perfectly matched the flower boxes sitting on either side of the door. Looking down at the gold door handle, she considered the shiny mail slot in the wood-stained front door and shrugged—she would rather hand over her rent check in person. Turning away, she stuffed the envelope she was holding back into her pocket and looked up and down the street.
It was a pretty summer morning. The carefully spaced trees that lined Main Street’s sidewalks were in full bloom, and the town’s landscape firm had recently placed fresh mulch around the base of each one, leaving the street looking tidy and well-cared for.
As she walked, Amber paused to admire the store window displays on Main Street before reaching the Cup of Joy café. Raising her chin, she appreciatively sniffed the rich aroma of freshly roasted coffee and sweet vanilla drifting through the windows before swinging open the door.
“Crap!”
Her smile disappeared as a man leaving the shop halted abruptly in front of her. To avoid bumping into her, he raised the cardboard tray he was carrying high above his head, causing a stream of hot coffee to slosh out of the cups and onto Amber’s sweatshirt.
“No. Ouch!” she squealed, stepping back quickly and plucking at the front of her shirt so the scalding liquid soaking through wouldn't scorch her. "That's hot!"
“What the hell?” the man yelled, shaking his free hand between them as he tried to cool it.
Amber frowned and reached for the hem of her shirt. She swiftly pulled it over her head, accidentally knocking off her oversized glasses as she struggled to remove the steaming fabric. It was only when the cool morning air hit her that she remembered she was only wearing a bra underneath it.
Her eyes widened as she recalled that her comfiest T-shirt had been buried deep in her dirty-laundry pile that morning, so since she’d only planned on dropping off her rent check and grabbing a coffee, she had decided wearing the sweatshirt would be enough. She just hadn’t counted on having to whip it off in public to avoid being burned.
Bunching up the shirt, she felt her cheeks heat as she held it up against her workout bra and bent down to retrieve her glasses. A moment later, she looked up and saw the man was now trying to look anywhere but at her half-exposed breasts as he tipped the rest of the coffee pooling in his cardboard tray into one of the café’s flower boxes.
When he was finished, he raised his hand and waved it at Amber. “Ah, this isn’t good,” he exclaimed.
She smiled as she saw him glance down at her bra and then quickly somewhere over her head. “But I know how to fix it,” he stated firmly. “Come with me,” he commanded.
Amber shook her head. “What? Wait!”
She frowned at his retreating back but then, seeing that he was headed toward her apartment, shrugged and hurried after him.
She’d change and then come back for her coffee, she decided. Besides, he hadn’t even apologized for spilling his coffee all over her. She quickened her steps to close the gap between them. 
She needed to talk to him about his manners.
A few minutes later, Amber stopped in surprise and watched as the stranger set his tray down on the edge of one of the town benches outside Daisy’s Dresses and fit a key into the lock. After swinging the door open, he indicated with a sweep of his hand that she should precede him into the store.
Lifting her chin, Amber shook back her long red curls, then slowly lowered the sweatshirt. Her sports bra was thickly strapped and provided fairly decent coverage. In fact, she often wore it uncovered at the yoga studio in town. It wasn’t like she was naked, for Pete’s sake. The least this man could do was apologize and look at her. She was now also curious to discover why he had a key to the shop and was still wondering where Daisy was as she led the way inside.
Scooting behind a full rack of shirts at the front of the store, she turned to face him, watching as he picked up his tray of half-empty coffee cups and carefully closed the door behind him. His hand fluttered toward the Closed sign on the door for a second, as if he was considering taking it down, but he didn’t. Turning away, he sighed heavily and locked gazes with her for a moment, then his face reddened even more as he let his gaze skitter away.
Amber’s eyes widened as she stared at him. “Rowan?” she asked.
She lifted the sweatshirt up to cover her chest again.
But really, what does it matter? He’s already seen everything.
He didn’t seem to hear her. Waving a hand in the air, he looked everywhere but directly at her. “Ah, I’m sorry I spilled my coffee on you. You didn’t get burned, did you? Just pick out something, whatever you like to replace it, and I’ll, uh, have your shirt cleaned and returned to you.” He then spun and half ran to the front counter of the store, where he kept his head down as he fussed with some papers.
Amber’s forehead creased as she watched him for a moment.
Really? He doesn’t recognize me?
Looking down at the mess of her sweatshirt, she sighed. “Where’s Daisy?” she called out, stepping in front of a rack at the front of the store that she’d shopped at just yesterday so knew it held several things she liked. The only problem had been she couldn’t afford them. “I tried to stop in here before I went to get coffee and saw the sign saying there’s a problem?”
She struggled for a minute to push aside some of the densely packed items but finally plucked a denim shirt off the rack. Turning her back to the front counter, she dropped her sweatshirt to the floor, pulled on the shirt, and quickly buttoned it up.
“You can look at me. I’m decent,” she called over when she was finished.
Taking a deep breath, she brushed her hair off her forehead and, for a second, desperately wished she’d taken a little more time with her appearance that morning. She turned to face him and gulped hard.
She’d forgotten how good-looking he was.
Tall, with perfectly glowing light brown skin, and always well-dressed, his shiny black hair now curled just below his collar. She remembered that it used to be much longer and wondered briefly if it still felt incredibly soft and silky. Rowan was now somewhere in his mid-thirties, she calculated, and today he had just enough bristle to roughen his chiseled jaw. He was still not looking directly at her, and she was suddenly curious if his eyes were still the same light brown—the irises wrapped in a golden ring.
The cute boy had grown up to be a pretty spectacular-looking man.
“Give me your shirt. I’ll have it dry-cleaned for you,” he said, his gaze skittering over her again.
Amber laughed. “No need. It’s old and made of cotton. I wouldn’t even have worn it out today if I’d done my laundry. I’ll just throw it in the wash when I go upstairs. No worries.”
“Upstairs?”
He finally settled his gaze directly on her.
Amber couldn’t help but smile as he took a step back and his mouth dropped open in surprise.
Serves him right.
“Yeah, that’s where I live,” she said. “Oh, and again, where is Daisy? I need to give her my rent check.”
Rowan pressed his lips together. After a moment, his hands rose to rub the bristle on his cheek, and he finally gave a low chuckle as he shook his head. “You’re the author?” he asked.
Amber felt a flush creep up her cheeks as she looked up at the man she’d once spent a spectacular summer getting to know—in every way possible. “Writer at the moment. I don’t think I can consider myself an author until I actually publish something. But I’m working on it.” Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the envelope holding the check she’d written out earlier. “And Daisy?” she asked.
“She’s broken her leg. Quite badly, I’m afraid. Unfortunately, she won’t be back here for about six weeks.”
Amber gasped. “Oh, no! Is she okay? Where is she? What can I do?”
Rowan took a step toward her, then stopped and frowned. “Uh, I’m not sure. I’ll tell her you asked, though. But you’re a writer?” A slow smile crept across his face. “That’s fantastic. That’s what you always said you wanted to do. I’m so happy for you.”
Amber smiled uncertainly. “Thank you?” She stared up at him and bit her bottom lip. “So. This is a surprise. How have you been?”
He was studying her intently, and Amber felt a blush creep up her neck that quickly covered her cheeks. She’d never considered before how a grown-up Amber might compare to the girl she’d been almost a decade ago.
“Oh.” Rowan wiped one hand on his jeans. “I’m good.”
“That’s great.” Amber’s forehead wrinkled as she tried to shake the surreal feeling she was experiencing as her past collided with the present.
“But what are you doing here?”
He looked confused. “I’m helping my mom.”
Amber blinked. “Your mom?”
“Yeah. Daisy. I’m Daisy’s son.” 
“You’re Daisy’s son?”
He looked puzzled as he frowned. “Yes?”
Amber felt her cheeks start to burn. “How did I not know that?”
“I don’t know. Did we talk about our parents?”
Amber was silent for a long moment, then nodded.
We did.
She distinctly remembered them talking about their families during the few months they’d spent together. They’d talked about everything. He’d definitely mentioned his mother too. She remembered he had been devoted to her, and she had thought that was nice. And sweet. What she hadn’t known was that his mother was Daisy. Her Daisy.
Rowan’s brows rose as he blinked. “I must have told you about her.”
“You did. I mean, you talked about your mother. I just never put together the fact that the Daisy I know is also your mother.”
“One and the same.”
“So I now understand.”
“You’re different.”
Amber blinked and took a step back at the sudden change in topic. “I am?”
“Yeah, you’re older.”
Amber let out an abrupt laugh. “That’s what happens. It’s been…what? Almost a decade?”
His eyes widened. “Crap. That came out as insulting. That’s not what I meant at all.”
Amber waved a hand at him. “It’s fine. It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other, so this entire conversation is awkward. But I still can’t believe I didn’t know Daisy is your mother!”
Rowan smiled. “She is. She kept her name, and I’ve always used my father’s surname even though he was never in the picture. I’ve just come back to Larkin Bay. Before that, I was living in the city, and overseas before that.”
Amber gulped. She’d forgotten how his infrequent smile could light up his face and do funny things to her heart rate. “Hm. Well, good timing, then. It sounds like she needs you.” 
“Yeah.”
Amber tilted her head to one side as his smile slipped from his lips and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Obviously, he wasn’t happy about the whole situation.
But who can blame him—his mother is hurt.
Amber waved the envelope she was still holding. “Well, I guess I need to give this to you, then,” she said briskly, stepping toward him.
He took it from her and looked puzzled.
“It’s my rent check. It’s the first of the month tomorrow, so it’s due.” Her brow wrinkled. “But what’s going to happen to the shop while your mom’s recovering? I mean, can Maggie look after everything on her own?”
“Probably not. I’m doing what I can, but I think I’m going to have to find some more help. I can’t oversee my own businesses and be here all the time too. And Maggie is getting a little on in years to be managing the full load.”
Amber nodded.
“The whole situation is a bit of a mess, really.” His frown deepened.
Amber stepped closer to him and tugged on one of her red curls. “I can help, if you want.”
“What do you mean?”
“I can come down and serve customers when this place is open or price things or whatever needs to be done a few days a week. I used to run the gift stores over at the zoo. There were quite a few to manage. So, I know a lot about retail.”
Rowan studied her carefully. “Won’t that get in the way of your writing?” he finally asked.
Amber felt a blush creep up her cheeks as she considered all the words she had hoped and, so far, failed to produce for the next chapter of her book this week.
“No? Possibly? It might slow me down a bit, I guess. But I also need to get out sometimes in order to write anything decent. A writer needs inspiration and to interact with people in order to create realistic characters. Besides”—she shrugged—“I like Daisy and I’d love to help her if I can. And it’s only for six weeks.”
Rowan nodded slowly, then handed back her rent check. “How soon can you start?” he asked, his fingers lingering on hers for a long moment as Amber took the envelope. “If you can work a few days a week at least, then you can keep that check. We’ll work out the details later, and I’ll pay you whatever the difference is. I have no idea what my mother pays Maggie, but I can at least match that. Just keep track of the time you spend here. We can also cut down on opening hours if needed.”
Amber nodded, ignoring the rush of guilt over the writing she was supposed to be doing. “Sure, why not?” she replied.
Rowan’s shoulders dropped as he stared at her. He let out a long sigh. “That would be a great help. Thank you.”
“You want me to start now?” Amber glanced over as she heard a rattling at the door and saw a woman peering in through the glass. Reaching up, she pushed her glasses up higher on her nose as she considered how she hadn’t really dressed to be seen outside her writing lair except to grab coffee—which she still hadn’t gotten.
He shook his head. “No. I can handle things for today. Could you maybe come in tomorrow, though?”
Amber nodded. “Yes, I’m sure by then I’ll need a break from my writing chair. What time do you want me here? Should I open up? Do you have a spare key?”
Rowan looked equally relieved by her response and overwhelmed by her questions. “Uh, ten, I think. Is that what it says on the door sign? And maybe I can drop off a key later to you? I can get one cut. Or maybe Maggie has a spare? She’s coming in this afternoon. I can ask her.”
“How about I pop down later and see her? I can grab the key before closing and see if she needs any help. Maggie gets a little forgetful now and then.”
Rowan sighed. “I was afraid that might be the case. You coming down later to check on her would be great. A real lifesaver. Thank you.”
“Well, now that that’s all settled, I’m going to run out and grab a coffee. Thanks for the shirt,” Amber said, turning to leave.
“Thank you for helping us,” Rowan replied. “Oh, and I like the glasses. They look cute on you.”
Amber’s step stuttered for a moment, then she pocketed her check and smiled at him before continuing on her way. Heading to the back door, her hand fluttered up and pressed against her heart, which suddenly seemed to be beating a million times faster than necessary.
What in the world just happened?

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that day, a knock on her apartment’s front door jolted Amber from her futile social media stalking of Rowan, which she was doing instead of writing.
How does a person stay off every social media platform except LinkedIn in this day and age?
“Hello,” she called out, heading to the door, suddenly happy she’d showered and donned some clean clothes.
It couldn’t be Rowan knocking, could it?
She glanced in the mirror over the couch, checking her appearance as she headed toward the door.
“It’s Maggie, Mag-Pie,” came the reply, and a grin lit up Amber’s face as she swung the door open.
“Hello, beautiful,” came the greeting from the curly, lilac haired octogenarian. She engulfed Amber in a Chanel No. 5 heavily scented hug before she stepped inside.
Pressing a key into Amber’s hand, she twirled happily around her, plucked Shadow off the back of the couch, and then, clutching the surprised cat close to her, skipped over to Amber’s desk to peer at the computer screen.
Amber’s eyes widened in alarm as she ran to join her, her shoulders relaxing when she saw there was only a fairly sex-free page of her manuscript open on the screen, and all the search pages for Rowan were hidden.
“Oh, I hope I didn’t interrupt your writing flow. I’m sorry! I just had no one in the store for a minute, so I thought I’d come up and give you the extra key. Silly Rowan didn’t even know Daisy kept one in the office desk drawer! I hear you’re going to help while my poor flower friend is mending. It’s so sad what happened, isn’t it?”
“I didn’t hear much, honestly, just that Daisy broke her leg…”
“Riding on the back of Jimmy’s motorcycle!”
“Really?” Amber’s fingers suddenly itched to reach for her phone to record Maggie’s words. Daisy and her friend always told the best stories. A few of which she’d shamelessly—with their blessing—already woven into her characters’ back stories.
“Uh-huh. Poor Jimmy just lost control for a minute, but it was long enough for my darling Daisy to be dumped off. Good thing they weren’t going too fast, or she would’ve been roadkill.”
“That’s terrifying,” Amber said, holding up a hand to hide the twitching of her lips. “Is Jimmy okay?”
“Right as rain. Feels awful about Daisy getting hurt, though. He was in the shop just a bit ago and told me he was heading over to her place to try to help, but honestly, all he’s probably going to do is drive her crazy by nattering on about his time in the city’s police force.”
“Ah,” Amber responded and made a mental note to talk more to Jimmy the next time she saw him. He might have some fabulous stories she could use too.
A bell sounded from down the stairway, startling both Amber and Shadow, but Maggie didn’t flinch.e
Amber bit her lip to stop a giggle from escaping. She waved a hand toward the door. “I think I may have just heard the door chime in the shop. Maybe we should go down and see if anyone needs help there,” she suggested. “You can show me what needs to be done in the morning too. I told Rowan I’d open up the store for him.”
“I heard that! Not the bell, though. Did it really go off?” Maggie looked confused for a moment, then smiled widely. “But I heard you told Rowan you’d help us out a bit. Did I give you the key yet?” Her brow furrowed as she set the cat down.
“You did. Let me put it somewhere safe and then we can both go down and you can show me how things are done.” Amber frowned as she considered what someone entering the unattended store might be doing. She motioned toward the staircase.
“That sounds good.”
A moment later, Amber’s eyes widened as she walked into the store and saw there was not just one customer shopping, but several.
Maggie smiled and clapped her hands together happily. “Look at all the customers here! Daisy will be so glad we’re busy,” she exclaimed.
Amber sighed thankfully as she hurried over to the cash register and considered how lucky they were that Larkin Bay was the type of town where no one would even consider taking advantage of an unattended shop. As a customer approached the counter, Amber smiled and took her selections from her as she dove right into her new job.






  
  Chapter Three
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Getting off her couch, Amber wandered into her small kitchen. Opening the refrigerator door, she saw nothing there that tempted her. Cursing her past self for deciding she should be eating better and therefore hadn’t bought any late night snacks the last time she’d been grocery shopping, she grabbed a chocolate Kiss from her cupboard stash. 
She glanced out the window and saw that it was dark.
She should go to bed.
Scooping up Shadow, she poured a little kibble into the cat’s food bowl and then got them both some water. “No sense in us both being hungry,” she said, smiling at the cheerful sounds of the cat crunching his food.
Sipping her drink, she walked over to her desk and pressed the power button on her laptop. Pulling up a blank page, she typed in the name of her manuscript’s heroine, then settled back into her chair and stared at the blinking curser on the screen.
Nothing.
She forced herself to sit in her comfy office chair a little longer, and considered how she could open the files for the latest chapter she was working on, but instead shook her head.
She wasn’t up to writing anything this late at night, but she also wasn’t tired.
Getting up, she studied the dark night sky for a minute, then decided she would use her key to check if there was any inventory at Daisy’s Dresses that needed to be priced or displayed. If she was going to be awake and couldn’t write, she might as well do something useful.
After unlocking the shop’s back door, Amber frowned when she discovered she could only push it open a few inches. Peering through the crack, she saw several piled-up boxes were in the way. Pushing harder, she managed to shove everything far enough into the store to create a small opening she could squeeze through. She winced as several boxes tumbled over.
“I hope there’s only clothing in these and not something more fragile,” she muttered.
Snapping on several overhead lights, her eyes widened when she saw more large cartons were obstructing the aisles of the shop. Stepping over what she could and wriggling around the rest, she made her way over to the front counter. The store, while fairly spacious, looked stuffed to capacity.
Amber sighed. It was almost impossible to move in here. Racks of clothing were jammed together and the few that were accessible looked so full she was certain it would be difficult for customers to remove things from them.
Heading to the back of the store where the changing rooms were located, she smiled when she saw they were all spacious and empty.
“Well, I think at least one of you is about to become a storage closet,” Amber announced. Looking out the window, she saw the moon was high in the sky, which meant she still had plenty of hours left before she had promised Rowan she would open his mother’s store. Heading to the shop’s small office, she snapped on the rest of the overhead lights and connected a playlist from her phone to the store’s sound system. After giving a little dance step, she pushed up the sleeves of her sweatshirt and got to work.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was after nine o’clock, and the dark sky was illuminated by stars, but Rowan was still working in the spacious office on the top floor of the building he’d bought. The walls had recently been painted, and the new office desk and ergonomic chair had just been delivered that morning. Things were certainly looking better than they had last week when he’d only had water-stained walls and a card table with a folding chair. Leaning back in his desk chair, he rubbed his eyes. He’d been looking at spreadsheets on his laptop screen for far too long, and it was affecting his vision. He even had the start of a headache. Getting to his feet, he opened the door to the small refrigerator he’d lugged in and took out a can of Diet Coke. It probably wasn’t the best drink for this time of night, but he was craving something sweet, and it was all he had. Popping off the top, he took a long satisfying gulp before returning to look at his computer screen.
Sales were up; costs were down. Things were good.
He stretched, then frowned
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