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​THE PARTY

Chapter One
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“Paige can I ask you something?”

There was something different in her brother’s voice. Paige looked up expectantly. “Of course.”

“Are you ever going to get married?”

She tried to inject some humor into her voice. “You mean like ever, ever?”

Simon’s brows drew together. “I didn’t think it was such a difficult question.”

“It’s not, Simon... not really. I guess you took me by surprise.” That was putting it mildly; her brother rarely, if ever, asked her personal questions. It just wasn’t the way his mind worked. “What prompted you to ask?”

“I was watching a documentary on the History Channel and they said when a woman gets past a certain age they’re considered a spinster and probably won’t get married.” Keeping his eyes downcast, he picked up a part from the old WWII bomber model he was assembling. He appeared to study it, but she could tell he was gathering his thoughts.

“Is it because of me?” he asked finally. “Are you single because you’re taking care of me?”

His words rocked her back and she took a moment to compose herself. “Look at me, Simon.”

He raised his eyes and once more she was struck by how much he resembled their father. “I love you, Simon, and you’re the only family I have left. We take care of each other.”

“You didn’t answer the question.”

A grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You don’t let me get away with anything, do you?’

He regarded her steadily without replying.

“Okay. The truth is, I’m single because I haven’t found the right man.”

“Maybe if you didn’t work so much...” His voice trailed off.

She ignored the comment. “But I can assure you of one thing. Even if I do find mister right and get married, I won’t leave you. We’re a team, you and I.” She gave him a sly look. “That is, unless you fall in love with one of the girls I’ve seen you checking out at the mall.”

He blushed. “That’s not going to happen.”

“I’m just sayin’” she said, using one of his favorite expressions. “Come to think of it, you and Randy haven’t been to the mall in a while.”

He gave his head a quick shake. “It’s so crowded these days with all the Christmas stuff going on.”

“That’s true,” she said, glancing at the busy schedule she’d called up on her iPad. “The non-stop Christmas music is what gets me down, but people are in such a good mood. At least you can leave if it bothers you. We have a new Santa this year. I don’t know where Jill found him, but the kids really seem to like him. Jill’s the –”

“I know who Jill is. She works in the administration office. You told me once.”

Paige should have known that he’d remember; his memory was incredible. “Well,” she said, rising and reaching for her coat. “I should get going. Mindy and I worked late last night to prepare for all the pick-ups today. When I opened the deli four years ago I would never have dreamed we’d do this many meat and cheese platters over the Christmas season. Not that I’m complaining, of course.”

“I’ve heard people talking about you when I was in the Food Court. I mean, talking about the Deli.”

She turned back. “You never told me that. What did they say?”

He tilted his head. “They talked about the great personal service and about how you always had free samples available.” A small frown furrowed his brow. “Not that they were free-loaders or anything. They said that the samples helped them to decide what to buy and that you always had varieties of cheese that weren’t available in the chain grocery stores.” A broad smile transformed his face. “I was tempted to say ‘hey, that’s my sister’, but of course I didn’t.” He paused. “I wanted to, though.”

Paige’s heart swelled with love for her brother. “Thank you, Simon. That means a lot.” She looked down at the model he’d spread out on the dining room table. “Is Randy coming over today?”

“Yeah, probably.” He zeroed in on a piece of plastic. “There you are,” he said, picking it up and studying it intently. “I was wondering where you’d got to.”

Paige smiled, knowing that his focus had shifted. “See you tonight,” she said, heading for the door leading to the garage. Not surprisingly, he didn’t reply.

​

Chapter Two

Paige parked near the drug store entrance and noticed Mindy’s car a few spaces down. The young woman had been her second-in-command for over two years now and she was lucky to have found her. Of course she treated her well. While in high school, Paige had worked in a few food service establishments around town and was constantly surprised at the lack of respect shown to young workers. Even then, she’d had hopes of owning her own business someday and vowed never to repeat that mistake As a result, all of her employees were happy and loyal.

The sky was grey and as she stepped out of the car, fine snowflakes swirled in the cold air. It looked as though a white Christmas might be in the cards after all. At the entrance to the mall she took a deep breath, preparing herself for the onslaught of sound on the other side of the door. She hadn’t exaggerated when she told Simon that the Christmas carols got her down. Maybe today Jill would have cued up some new music. One could always hope she thought, stepping in front of the sensor that activated the automatic door.

* * *
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“Hi Boss.” Mindy was finishing up with a customer. “Mrs. Henderson here was just saying she likes our decorations.”

“Thanks,” said Paige, noting that one of the bulbs had blown out. “Mindy designed it this year.” She smiled at her assistant. “She did most of the work, too.”

“Well it’s lovely, dear.” The woman took her package which Mindy had placed in the Deli’s distinctive black and white striped bag. “I’ll be back once more before Christmas but if I don’t see you, Happy Holidays.”

“Same to you, Mrs. Henderson.” She turned to Mindy. “People like her are what makes this job worthwhile.”

“I know what you mean.” The young woman returned the block of cheese to the display case. “It’s been busy this morning, but since there isn’t anyone waiting maybe we could go over the schedule for the next few days.” She called up the computer program and they went over their commitments for the balance of the week, confirming that they had enough product to fill all the orders. If not, it was too late; Paige had quickly learned that she needed to start ordering Christmas supplies in late summer or early fall. Mindy tapped the screen. “And then there’s the Donovan employee party on Friday night. They’ve ordered a lot of food. Thank goodness for Prija and Lawana.” The sisters from Thailand worked at a small family restaurant, and had supplied delicious Thai treats for previous parties the Deli had catered. “Between what we make and what they provide, we’ll have plenty.” She sent Paige a quick look. “Is Prija going to help serve or is Brenda going to give it a try?”

Paige shook her head. “Brenda just doesn’t feel comfortable around people who are drinking, and anyway she’s volunteered to stay late here and close up so we can go to the location and be set up for eight o’clock. Prija says she’s happy to help serve if you pick her up.”

“Sounds good but what about the restaurant? Won’t she be leaving them short?”

“I asked the same thing and evidently they have a lot of family who can help.” Paige smiled. “I didn’t have to ask her twice; I think she’s keen to see the penthouse.” The owner of Donovan Hi-Tech had purchased the top two floors of a new building overlooking the harbor, igniting rampant speculation and rumours.

Mindy rolled her eyes. “She’s not the only one. I mean, RL Donovan is not only drop dead handsome, but he’s always being mentioned as Nanaimo’s most eligible bachelor.”

“You’ve seen him?”

A flush rose in Mindy’s cheeks. “No, but all my single friends talk about him. Married ones too, come to think of it. For such a successful businessman, he keeps to himself.” The elusive Donovan owned RL Donovan Hi-Tech Services, based in a sprawling new facility on the North end of town.

Paige shrugged. “I’m just interested in doing a good job so when I make my proposal about running his cafeteria next week I can remind him that we catered his party.”

Mindy’s smile faded. “Remember Ilyana?”

“Yes, of course. She helped me open this place. I was sorry when she left to have her first baby.”

“Well...” Mindy couldn’t meet her eyes. “I’ve heard she’s going to be making a presentation as well.”

“For the cafeteria?” Paige thought back to the young woman who had done such an excellent job of helping to establish the Deli. Ilyana would do a great job running the cafeteria for Donovan and for the first time since hearing about the opportunity, doubt started to creep in. “She’s certainly qualified,” she said, speaking slowly, “but how can she manage? I hear she now has two young children and no family to help her out.” The young woman’s husband had died, and her family, who hadn’t wanted her to marry outside of their religion, adamantly refused to give any assistance – financial or otherwise.

“Apparently that’s why she wants the job. Donovan only has a couple of hundred employees, but they have a full-time daycare center. It would be perfect for her...you know... to get her back on her feet.”

Paige nodded. “I can see how that would be ideal for her.” A woman approached the counter and she forced a smile. “Good morning, can I help you?”

It wasn’t until much later in the day that they had a free moment to finish going over the schedule. “So just to recap about Friday night,” said Mindy. “They’ve hired someone to handle the bar service, and I noticed in the notes that they want to use their own clean-up crew.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not that I mind. Marko and I are going out after. A friend of his is having a party and apparently they’ll be going late.”

“You won’t forget Prija, will you?”

Mindy groaned. “No, Mom, I won’t forget her.”

“Okay, then.” She gave her assistant a sideways glance. “He’s really handsome, you say?”

“I thought you didn’t care.”

“Not really, but let’s face it, the penthouse sounds fabulous. As to the owner... well, I’m sure he’ll have women falling all over him.”

“You’re not even a teensy bit interested?”

“Now you sound like Simon. He asked me today if I was ever going to get married.”

“Huh. What did you say?”

Paige’s expression softened. “I think I managed to wiggle out of that one without really responding.”

“We’ll see about that. He never forgets anything.” Mindy turned back to the computer. “Speaking of which, I want to go over the checklist for Friday night one last time.”

​

Chapter Three

“Don’t we look professional!” Paige grinned at Mindy and Prija. For catered events, the staff wore tailored white shirts, black slacks and long, European-style aprons in a black and white stripe. She’d also worked the black and white theme into the Deli’s paper bags as well as the distinctive awning that made her shop stand out in the busy mall.

Mindy glanced at her watch. “Our instructions were to start offering the hors d’oeuvres at eight, but I just peeked and the crowd is already fairly large. What do you think we should do?”

Paige looked down at the trays of tempting finger food. “Since we’re ready, I’ll see if I can find Olivia. She’s the one I coordinated with when we set this up. Maybe she can – oh, here she is now.”

A tall, blonde woman appeared in the doorway, her elegant figure sheathed in a dress of shimmering silver fabric. It was hard not to be envious, but RL’s Human Resources manager had been nothing but gracious when Paige had coordinated the details with her.

“Hello, Paige.” The woman’s eyes were a startling green. Her gaze took in the three women in their outfits and she nodded her approval. “Very nice. Very professional.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I just told the bartenders to start pouring, so any time you’d like to serve, please go ahead.” She chuckled softly. “Our employees are mostly geeks, but trust me, they can drink right along with the best of them.”

“Aha,” said Paige. “That’s why you ordered so much food.”

“We’ll see if it helps.” Olivia’s cool gaze slid over the waiting trays. “Although I doubt it. RL instructed me to give everyone taxi vouchers to get here, and to go home, so if they over-indulge we don’t have to worry.”

“He sounds like a good employer.”

An enigmatic smile touched her lips. “He has his moments.” For a moment Paige thought she was going to say something else, but she merely gestured to the food. “It all looks wonderful. If I don’t see you later, thanks again.” She handed Paige an envelope. “Here’s your payment. I added a bit for the servers.”

Paige opened a kitchen drawer and tucked the envelope into her purse. “That’s very generous, thanks.” She turned to Mindy and Prija. “Well ladies, let’s get this show on the road.”

* * *
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Prija ran into the kitchen giggling, a hand over her mouth. “They’re all hitting on me,” she said, exchanging her tray for a full one. She turned to Mindy, who had followed her. “The one with the eyeglasses that light up asked me to marry him.”

“You mean the one who likes sushi?”

“Yes, him.”

“Then we have a problem.” Mindy struggled to keep a straight face. “Because he asked me, too.”

Prija giggled. “Maybe we can share him.” She turned to Paige. “What do you think?”

Paige shook her head. “I think you’re both having far too much fun.” She smiled to soften the remark. “It’s almost time for the party to wind up. Is anyone leaving yet?”

“A few.” Mindy made a face. “The sober ones. Olivia is busy calling cabs.” She paused. “Do you think she’s RL’s girlfriend?”

Paige frowned. “I don’t know. Have you seen them together?”

“I haven’t seen him at all. I heard some of the employees talking; it sounded like he got tied up and couldn’t make it to his own party. Shall I make one more round with the hors d’oeuvres? Might as well get rid of them.”

“Sure,” said Paige absent-mindedly. “I hope everything is okay with Donovan.”

Mindy looked around. “Look at this place. How could things not be okay?” She held up a hand to forestall a comment from Paige. “But seriously, they seemed to think it was something to do with work. Apparently they do business all over the world and he was talking to someone in Malaysia.” She turned to Prija. “Come on Twinkletoes. Isn’t that what the big guy with the suspenders called you? Let’s make one more round.”

* * *
[image: ]


By the time the last guest departed, Paige was alone. Mindy had left with Prija, eager to meet Marko, who’d called to say he was waiting downstairs by her vehicle. Now that the rush was over, she acknowledged that she was tired. Keeping the serving trays full had kept her busy. She’d thought the amount of food ordered was excessive, but Olivia had been right; the guests had devoured everything. She’d placed the rinsed serving trays in the special bag she’d had made to carry them and checked once more to ensure that she’d left the kitchen in pristine shape. Olivia had left with one of the woman who’d had too much to drink, assuring Paige that the front door would lock automatically when she went out.

Glancing toward the great room she hesitated. The clean-up crew would be here soon but if she didn’t check it out now, Dana would never forgive her. Her best friend worked as an interior decorator and was expecting a full report. “Okay, I’ll do it for Dana,” she said out loud, knowing full well she was as curious as everyone else to see what the penthouse was all about.

Entering the room, she gasped aloud. The entire front wall was floor-to-ceiling glass overlooking the harbor. She walked up to them and stood for a moment, taking in the peaceful scene. The balcony was partly covered, but beyond the overhang large snowflakes drifted down, turning the scenery into something resembling an impressionist painting. In the reflection of the window, the glow from the fireplace caught her eye and she moved over to stand in front of it. The soft crackling sound fooled her for a moment, until she realized that it was an incredibly realistic gas fired unit. She soaked in the warmth for a few moments and felt her muscles relax. Then she turned to survey the rest of the room. The furnishings looked like something she might choose. Although it had been re-arranged for the party she could see the bones of the room – several conversational groupings interspersed with strategically placed side tables and plants. Subdued lighting gave it an intimate feel and she smiled, recognizing the fact that in selecting the furnishings, the owner hadn’t been hoping for a spread in Architectural Digest, but instead chose comfortable items that suited his lifestyle. An eclectic selection of artwork hung on the walls, illuminated by ceiling-mounted lighting. She was taking note of the blend of colors for her report to Dana when a voice startled her.

“Would you look at this?”

She turned to see a man holding an Ebi-fry prawn, dangling it by the tail. He was standing beside a large plant, looking down into the pot. “I don’t even want to think about how this would smell in a few days if I hadn’t noticed it.” He looked around for a place to put it and Paige came forward. “I’ll get rid of that,” she said, taking it from him and checking the pot for more discarded food. “You must be the first of the clean-up crew.” She felt a flush creep up her neck. “I’m with the catering firm, but I was stuck in the kitchen all evening and I confess I came out to look around.” Her voice softened. “It’s certainly a beautiful place. Not at all what I would have thought.”

“Oh?” he said, looking around curiously. “What did you expect?”

“I don’t know, but it’s... it has class. And it’s comfortable. Somehow I thought it would be more of a showpiece.” She’d been walking to the kitchen with the discarded prawn, but turned. “Forget what I just said. The décor of this place is absolutely none of my business.”

He followed her into the kitchen. “Okay, but I happen to agree with you. I could be quite happy living here.”

“Who wouldn’t?” She put the prawn in the garbage disposal, turned it on and then ran some water in the sink. The man lounged casually against the counter, surveying the kitchen. “Looks like they ate everything,” he said with a wry smile. “I thought maybe I’d score some leftovers.”

“Aha,” she said, meeting his smile with one of her own. “That’s why you came early.”

“A guy can always hope. Actually, the cleaning crew is coming in the morning. I stopped by to see how bad it is.”

“What’s the verdict?”

“Not bad,” he said. “Not bad at all.” He pushed away from the counter. “Wanna check out the balcony? There’s a propane patio heater out there and I’m dying to see if it works.” He strode over to a side door she hadn’t noticed and stepped outside, triggering soft lighting that must be hidden in the exterior walls. A tall thin pyramid-shaped propane heater stood unobtrusively behind a grouping of chairs; he found the switch then turned back to her, grinning as it came on. “It’s great,” he said, his delight obvious. “Whoever thought of this should get a gold star.” He appeared to look at her for the first time. “You look tired. I’ll bet I can find us a cup of coffee somewhere in that kitchen. Why don’t we have a coffee out here and enjoy the solitude?”

“You’re kidding, right?” She took a few steps closer. It did look inviting. “This is someone’s private home. We can’t just sit out here like we belong.”

“Why not? You worked here tonight and I’m... well, I’m a bit early.” He cocked his head and there was a challenge in his eyes. “Come on, what do you say? So what if the guy comes home... what’s he going to do? Ask us to leave?”

“I don’t even know you,” she said, studying him. Dark stubble on his cheeks lent him a rakish air, but he was well dressed. Well-spoken too, come to think of it. She thought of the last man she’d dated; he could scarcely string two sentences together. “Why should I want to have coffee with you anyway?”

He grinned and her heart did a quick little tap dance in her chest. “Because you think I’m a bit dangerous and you haven’t done anything exciting in a long time. Come on, I dare you.”

His challenge brought her up short. “Okay Cowboy. What’s your name?” she asked.

“Jake.” What’s yours?

“Paige Baxter. And you’re right. I haven’t colored outside the lines for a long time.” She turned and headed for the kitchen. “I saw a single-serving Keurig in the cupboard. I can make a couple of cups of coffee in no time.” She glanced back at him. “Do you have a jacket?”

He tilted his head toward the living room. “I tossed it on one of the chairs when I came in.”

“Good,” she said, turning her back to him so he wouldn’t see her smile. “Wait for me outside, Jake.”

“Black with one sugar,” he called after her. “In case you were wondering.”

​

Chapter Four

“These are the best mugs,” she said a few minutes later, handing him his coffee and then settling into one of the large padded deck chairs. “I’m always looking for mugs like this with decent sized handles.” She shot him a quick look. “Functional and esthetically pleasing at the same time.”

“You should have been a designer,” he said idly, but he was checking out the outside space with a satisfied smile on his face. “It’s nice out here, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but I still don’t know what I’m going to say if the owner comes home.” She sighed. “I have an appointment to see him next week that’s going to be awkward. If he finds me here, who knows what he’ll think.”

He sat up and turned toward her. “Do you feel like talking about it?”

“Not really.” She lifted her mug, then lowered it. “Actually, I do.”

“Great. I love a good story.”

“Easy for you to say,” she said, her expression grim as she gathered her thoughts.

“I guess you know who owns this place,” she said, waving a hand.

He nodded.

“And you know that he owns a new facility at the north end of town.”

Another nod.

“Well, I’m the owner of the Deli in the mall, and I’m doing a presentation to him to operate the cafeteria in his plant.” She made a face. “I guess that’s what you’d call it. I think they assemble electronics. Does that make it a plant?”

“Close enough.”

“But something has come up.” She glanced over at him. “I’m assuming you own the cleaning business, so as a business owner you’ll understand how hard this is. I’m going to tell him I’m withdrawing my proposal.”

He raised an eyebrow. “The proposal to run the cafeteria.”

“Yes.” She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “The thing is, we live in a small town – sorry, you know that – and I’m afraid that people will talk and say I’m unreliable. I don’t want to ruin my reputation by backing out, but I don’t see any way out of the dilemma.”

“Which is?”

She watched the falling snow for a moment, then turned back to him. “I just found out the other day that a young woman I know is also making a proposal.”

“You’re not afraid of the competition, are you?”

“No, it’s not that.” She stared into her coffee mug. “Ilyana has had a hard time of it. Her family disowned her when she married a Canadian instead of the man they’d picked out for her. Then her husband died while she was pregnant with their second child.” She raised her eyes to look at him. “The family still doesn’t support her and she’s having a hard time making ends meet. The thing is, Donovan’s company treats their employees well, and one of the perks of working there is a super affordable child care center where she can leave her kids during the day.” She leaned slightly toward him. “So you see, she really needs to get the contract, and I know she’d do a great job for him. If I’m out of the running, she has a much better chance.” She searched his face for some clue as to his thoughts. “What do you think? Does that sound flaky?”

“Not at all. It sounds like the actions of a caring, compassionate woman.” He paused and took a swallow of coffee. “Have you thought about how you’re going to get out of this? You can’t exactly tell Donovan her story without sounding like you’re pushing her at him. He’ll need to make up his own mind.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right. Any suggestions?”

“I said I’d listen to your problem. I didn’t say I’d solve it.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Seriously, though. It’s a good thing you’re doing. You’ll think of just the right thing to say, I’m confident of it.”

“I hope so.” She picked up her mug and cradled it in her hands, absorbing the remaining warmth. “I understand what it’s like to have responsibilities.”

“Is that a segue to another story?”

She placed her mug carefully on the table that sat between them. “If I hadn’t made the coffee myself I’d think there was some sort of truth serum in there. I haven’t talked this much in a long time.”

His expression grew serious. “You need better friends.”

“Don’t let Dana hear you say that. She’d be insulted.” She let her head fall back “But the truth is, I don’t always tell her what’s on my mind. If something’s really bothering me she’s always super supportive, but we both have busy careers so we try to keep it light when we’re together.”

“Sounds like me and Damian.”

“Your BFF?”

“Don’t make it sound all girly. But yes, Damian and I have been buds since high school. He owns a motorcycle repair shop down near Cassidy.”

Paige nodded. “I think I know it. It’s on the highway, right?”

“That’s the one.”

“So is he a typical biker?”

“And what does that look like?”

“I don’t know. Leather jackets, tattoos, speaks in words of one syllable or less. That sort of thing.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Yes, I’m kidding. He’s probably a very nice guy.”

“He is, actually. Would you like to meet him?”

She held up a hand. “No thanks. I’m taking a break from men for a while. The last couple of guys I dated didn’t last long.”

He turned sideways in his chair. “I can’t imagine why. Certainly not because of your looks. You’re very attractive, but you must know that already.”

She lowered her eyes. “Not really, but thank you.” When she looked up he was studying her with an intensity that took her breath away. Had any man ever looked at her that way? Suddenly she couldn’t remember.

She took a deep breath. “The thing is, my father died of prostate cancer just over six years ago. I have a special needs brother and my mother never did cope very well when it came to Simon.” Her voice softened at the mention of her brother. “I don’t know why, because he’s not really that bad, but she left us a couple of years after Dad died.”

Anger flashed in his eyes but he maintained his silence.

“I was nineteen going on twenty and Simon was twelve. When I saw how devastated he was about Mom leaving, I knew I couldn’t do the same, so I’m his primary caretaker.”

He frowned. “That’s quite a financial burden.”

Her thoughts drifted to those days right after her mother had abandoned them without warning. “It was about this time of year,” she said quietly. “I remember looking out at the snow and being nervous about the future, but there was never any doubt in my mind that I’d take care of my brother.” She brought herself back to the present and looked at him with a sad smile. “He thought his mother would always be there for him and yet she left. I couldn’t do that to him as well.”

Jake exhaled slowly.

Paige continued. “There was one little ray of sunshine, if you can call it that. My father must have known that Mom couldn’t hack it when the cancer finally caught up with him, so he had an airtight will set up that left Simon and I well provided for. So he’s been able to stay in the house he grew up in, and that means a lot.”

She looked into her coffee mug. “Want another coffee?”

He shook his head.

“Neither do I.” She got up and pulled her chair around so that she could face him. “I’m getting a crick in my neck,” she said, then sat back down.

“Simon has ASD.”

Jake blinked a few times and frowned.

“It stands for Autism Spectrum Disorder, more commonly called high-functioning autism.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ve heard of that.”

“He’s incredibly bright about some things,” she said, warming to her subject. “Ever since he was a little boy he’s enjoyed taking things apart and putting them back together again. Recently he’s been working on assembling large models, but that’s only because he’s run out of small electrical devices or electronics. There’s a small repair shop a few blocks from the mall that used to supply me with items they couldn’t repair, like electric beaters, or clocks... things like that. But these days we live in a society where everything is disposable. Nobody gets that sort of thing repaired anymore. I do get a few items from a couple of computer repair shops, but it’s not enough to keep him busy.” She chuckled. “If your remote control isn’t working, bring it by the Deli.”

“He could have a little business going.”

“No, no. He’s not interested in being paid. He just does it because he likes the orderliness of it.” She grinned. “His word, not mine.”

“It’s a good word.” He waited a beat. “Does he go to school?”

“He did, but he’s eighteen now. The school district offers some special needs classes which are excellent and he made a few friends there, one young man especially who’s not quite as high functioning as Simon. Of course their idea of friendship looks nothing like ours. They can go hours working on a project without exchanging more than a few words, but they enjoy each other’s company. Sometimes he and Randy come to the mall and have poutine at the Food Court. That’s their new thing.”

“It’s too bad Simon doesn’t have a man in his life.”

“I know,” she said thoughtfully. “But what can I do?”

“What about Big Brothers?”

“I don’t know.” She turned to him quickly. “Do you think I’m being too protective?”

“I couldn’t say, Paige. I don’t know much about autism.”

“Sorry. That wasn’t fair of me to ask you that.”

“It’s okay. I wish I had some answers for you. It sounds like you’ve done a great job with him.”

She sank back in her chair. “He’s becoming more aware of things around him recently – at least he seems to be more aware of me as an individual.”

Jake raised an eyebrow.

“He asked me the other day if I was going to get married and if not, was it because of him. It broke my heart to hear him ask, but I just told him the truth, that we’re family and that he’ll always be with me.” She looked across at the stranger who had listened so intently. “And that’s mainly why the men in my life don’t last. They want me but not my brother.”

“Then they’re not worth you... or Simon either.”

“Stop, you’ll make me cry.”

He stood up. “You’re an amazing woman, Paige and I’ve kept you up long enough. It’s time to go home to that brother of yours.”

“You’re right.” She gathered their cups. “Sorry for unloading on you, but it felt good to tell someone.”

“No apology necessary.” He opened the door. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

She smiled up at him. “That’s doubtful. I don’t get out much.”

“You sell cheese at the deli, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I happen to like cheese.” He waited for her to gather her bags and walked her to the door. “See you around, Paige Baxter.”

​

Chapter Five

“Where are you?” Jake walked past several motorcycles in various stages of disassembly and stood at the door leading to the paint shop. “Jimmy said you were back here somewhere.”

“What are you doing here?” A disembodied voice came from behind a Norton.

Jake walked around the bike and passed a cup of coffee under Damian’s nose. “It’s Saturday and I come bearing gifts. Besides the cleaning crew is at my place.”

“Put the coffee up there,” said Damian, glancing at the workbench. “I’ll be right with you.”

Jake leaned against the counter and watched his friend for a few minutes; the masking job was almost complete. “Why don’t you advertise the fact that you have the best paint shop on the island?”

Damian made a rude sound. “Unlike you, I don’t care about making money.” His hand stilled. “Okay, that’s not quite right. I do care about making money, but if I advertised, then I’d have to deal with every Tom Dick and Harry who comes through the door. Whereas now I pick and choose my clients.”

“Lucky you, but I’d like to remind you that whereas you have five employees, I have over two hundred. I need to keep them employed and to do that I have to be aggressive about getting business.” He sighed. “Anyway I didn’t come here to argue with you. It’s my first day off in a long time.” He picked up a sketch of the proposed paint job from the counter and a couple of paint samples. “This is slick. What color is that called?”

“The manufacturer calls it aubergine, but I’m calling it burgundy.”

“Either way, it’s going to look amazing with the black and white accents.”

“Thanks.” Damian rose and reached for the coffee. “How did the party go last night?”

“I missed it. One of our parts manufacturers in Malaysia was having trouble understanding the specs on an order so we managed to set up a Skype connection and I went through it with them step-by-step. If we had more skilled workers here on the Island I’d set up my own shop and avoid these long-distance problems. The time difference is a killer.”

Damian nodded thoughtfully. “Couldn’t you recruit them? It would be something to look into. I’ll bet the government would facilitate the immigration process if you needed to go out of the country to find qualified workers.” He watched his friend’s reaction. “But that’s not why you’re here, is it?” He glanced at his watch. “Want to go for a late breakfast? I’m starving.”

* * *
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“Steak medium rare and two eggs over easy. Hash browns.” Damian handed the menu back to the server.

“Make that two.” Jake smiled at the server.

Damian growled as she walked away. “She’s too young for you.”

Jake glared at his friend. “Of course she is. What’s gotten into you?”

His friend suddenly found the contents of the sugar dispenser fascinating. “Bianca’s going to take a job in Vancouver.”

“Well that sucks.” Jake stirred some sugar into his coffee. He didn’t usually drink more than one cup a day, but it tasted good this morning. “So it’s over?”

“Pretty much.” Damian raised his head. “I’m not interested in a long-distance relationship.”

“When does she leave?”

“In the New Year, but we agreed to stop seeing each other right away. No point in dragging it out.”

“Sorry, man.”

Damian shrugged. “She was fairly high maintenance anyway. Next time I get involved it’ll be with a woman who knows who she is.” He offered a wry grin. “Remind me about that, would you?”

“Will do.” Jake took a sip of coffee. “I met someone last night.”

His friend gestured for him to continue.

“She thinks I’m in charge of the cleaning crew.”

“Already I don’t like where this is going, but continue.”

“Thank you.” Sarcasm dripped from Jake’s words but Damian looked at him blithely.

“People talk to me differently when they learn I’m RL Donovan.” He put air quotes around his name.

“So who is she?”

“She owns the Deli in the mall. She was catering the finger food for the party and I came in just as she was about to leave.”

“And you pretended to be someone else. Nice.”

“Do you want to hear about this or not?”

The server arrived with their food. Damian picked up his knife and fork and gestured for him to continue.

“I managed to talk her into having a coffee outside. By the way, that propane heater works like a charm.”

Damian paused with a piece of steak part way to his mouth. “I told you it would.”

Jake continued as though his friend hadn’t spoken. “I like her, D. She probably has more compassion in her little finger than all of the women I’ve dated over the past five years combined.”

“That wouldn’t take much. They were dating the reputation, not the man.” He made a face. “The elusive RL Donovan who’s rarely photographed.”

Jake acknowledged with a grim smile. “Which is why I didn’t tell her who I am.”

“So tell me
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