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To A Tea

They battle a love that won't be extinguished.

Chastity Howell has always loved Logan Wright. But at age seventeen, she made a mistake that almost destroyed both of their lives. Angry and disappointed, Logan ended their relationship. Unable to cope with the consequences, Chastity started drinking. Now, her heart won’t accept that their young love has perished in the aftermath of the disaster.

A man of convictions, Firefighter Logan Wright desires a good woman to start a family with. Once upon a time, a long time ago, he thought Chastity Howell was that woman. But with her troubled past, she doesn’t fit his image of the perfect wife.

Watching her interact with Harmony’s less fortunate, he wonders if maybe he’s mistaken. But with pain and hurt between them, can they forgive the past to build a new future together?
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Chapter One
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THERE WASN’T A MAN Chastity Howell hated more than Logan Wright. But then again, there wasn’t a man she loved more either. Life was insane when your heart wanted the one person it could never have.

“Chastity, you really should start dating again.”

Tea’s chuckle turned into a full belly laugh.

“Riley Hamilton, just because you’re love-struck and speeding headlong into matrimonial bliss, doesn’t mean that everyone else needs to follow suit. And let’s not forget that Brock is head over heels in love with you. You guys are meant to be together. Me? I’m not looking for a man.”

Inside The Tea Shop, a converted, bright yellow, two-story Victorian style house, Chastity, known to her friends as Tea, sat at one of her shop’s eclectic, mismatched tables with her friend, Riley, relaxing and discussing Riley’s wedding plans. Tea loved everything about her décor; she was especially partial to her chairs; particularly the high backed, white, day of the dead chair; her patriotic red and white maple leaf one, and the custom-created Star Trek Captain’s chair. The variety of seating and table shapes appealed to her whimsical side.

“What about...”

“Don’t even say his name,” Tea interrupted. “Let’s talk about you. I mean, look at you, you’re beautiful; you’re an up-and-coming professional. I envy your long curly blonde hair. You’re tall and thin while I’m stuck with this mousy brown mop and twenty pounds I can’t seem to dump, no matter how far I jog. And I’ve screwed up my life too badly to recover.”

“Hey, everyone is different. You’re attractive; your shop is successful. You need to forgive yourself for what happened and find a man who doesn’t care about the mistakes you made in the past. Keep telling yourself that we aren’t our mistakes; we’re who they turn us into. You’ve changed. You’re one of the most loveable and generous people I know. The right man is out there for you.”

Tea sighed. What was it about people in love that made them want to ruin life for everyone else? She was happy alone; she didn’t need a man to complete her. The nagging voice in her mind that she never quite managed to shut up whispered contrary thoughts. Okay, maybe she didn’t need a man, but she wanted one. Not just any man, but a specific one. Why did she have to want the one man that was beyond her reach?

Tea looked up when the old-fashioned bell on the front door of The Tea Shop jangled, alerting her to the arrival of a customer. She resisted the urge to groan when she saw who stood inside the entry. Think of the devil...

Logan. Logan Wright. His name echoed in her head, sounding like Bond, James Bond, but with a dark, discouraging twist that made her heart ache.

He paused inside the doorway looking around. Tea’s heartbeat accelerated at the sight of his fire department T-shirt straining over the muscles of his chest and arms. Long and lean and sexily balding with chocolate-coffee eyes, he still made her pulse race, even when the rupture between them made her heart ache with loneliness.

She’d hoped to avoid him today, because in spite of her best efforts, she couldn’t stop imagining the feel of his arms around her. Hard to believe it was ten years since she’d felt his teenage embrace. The gangly awkwardness of youth had disappeared and been replaced with the solid strength of a fully grown, well-muscled man. And danged if she didn’t want to step into his arms once more, to see if his touch moved her like it used to.

Bah. The last thing she wanted to deal with was a blast from her past in the guise of a sexy firefighter who couldn’t get beyond the fact that she’d made one huge mistake. Granted it was life-changing, for her and him and his whole family. She was tired of her heart jumping excitedly every time she saw him. If she couldn’t have him, she didn’t want to see him. Fat chance she had of avoiding him in a town as small as Harmony.

She dreaded the days Logan made the firehall’s coffee run. With the fire station half a block down the alley there was always a firefighter popping in for coffee or sweets. Occasionally, she wondered why they didn’t travel the four blocks to Mandy Brighton’s bakery, Whimsy. Mandy sold a much larger selection of sweets; her cupcakes of the month were to die for. Yesterday, Tea had virtually inhaled September’s Summer’s End S’Mores Cupcake. She was tempted to pop over today for another one.

Her own shop sold only cookies, squares and muffins, yet the firefighters found their way into Tea’s establishment almost daily. Proximity must make a difference.

Cynthia Sheridan called out a cheerful greeting to Logan from behind the counter.

“Cyn, how are you?” He winked broadly at Tea’s teenage employee. Her cheeks went from milk chocolate to ruddy with a blush in seconds. Her brown eyes lit with pleasure at the attention. Her tight curls and ready smile enhanced Cynthia’s sweet chocolate beauty.

Tea stifled a grimace at Logan’s blatant flirting. He flirted with every woman from two to eighty-two. Well...every woman except her. Too often, she felt like he didn’t even know she was alive. His knack for making a person feel important was part of the reason Tea was so smitten with him years ago. Now, it irked her because she missed being the object of his flirtations.

“Hi, Riley,” he called with a smile and wave.

Riley fluttered her fingers and smiled.

“Chas.” He greeted her by rote in a flat, dismissive tone.

Her heart stuttered.

Butternut. She hated his cold indifferent attitude. Would he ever forgive her for what she’d done?

She glanced at Riley before rising and moving to where he stood. He had a full nine inches over her, yet the height difference felt double that. She was average for a woman and generously curved, but somehow, she felt small and delicate beside him, even when he ignored her.

“Logan, I keep telling you...I’m not Chas anymore. I left that part of me behind six years ago when I sobered up. I’ve told you a billion times to call me Chastity or Tea.”

“A billion, no doubt. Come on, Chas, lighten up.”

She puffed out a frustrated breath. “Seriously, don’t call me that.”

“Your name is Chastity Howell. Chas for short. And...you are short.” He chuckled.

Tea cast a squinting glare at Riley when she laughed too. It turned her giggles to chortles.

“I’m five foot six. I. Am. Not. Short.” She enunciated each word separately to be certain he heard it. “Just because you’re a giant doesn’t mean I’m short. What are you six-two?”

“Six-three, actually.” He squared his shoulders and stood straighter, emphasizing the difference in height. “And you’re not just short; you’re a little short on patience,” he added.

Behind the counter, Cynthia laughed aloud. Tea gave her the stink-eye until she returned to work.

“Come on, Tea, it’s funny. What happened to the patented Chas sense of humor? In high school, you were a laugh a minute. Did you break your funny bone, or what?”

“Are you here to annoy me, or did you actually want something? Cynthia will be happy to get you whatever you need.” She turned her back on him and returned to her seat.

“As it happens, I called the order in and I’m waiting for it.”

His emotionless stare was an icicle to the heart. From icy to flirting and back to icy in a heartbeat. She blinked away a tear at the rift between them, a rift she’d caused. Why didn’t he see that she wasn’t the same foolish, good-hearted party girl that had been smitten with him years ago?

She’d fallen for him when she moved to Harmony when she was ten, shortly after her twin sister died in a crazy accident near their Calgary home. Something between her and Logan had clicked. Their friendship was instantaneous and she’d been naively certain it would turn into something more.

Later, he’d helped her through the loss of her parents. He’d been her rock, the stabilizing influence in her world, keeping her grounded and focused when things got tough. They’d been fast friends spending every spare minute together. Snowboarding, skiing, hiking or studying; it didn’t matter what they did as long as they did it with each other.

That was then, and this was now. Logan had gone from confidant to thorn in her side. The night of her seventeenth birthday, on the night of her biggest screw-up, when she had needed him most, Logan had cut her out of his life. Yeah, Logan Wright could kiss her backside for all she cared.

“Go.” She waved him toward the register. “Cynthia’s got your order.” Turning her back dismissively, she hoped he’d go away and stop churning up longings she couldn’t control.

“Later, Riley.”

His lack of a goodbye hurt. She glared at him over her shoulder as he paid Cynthia and sauntered out of the shop.

“He’s so hot,” Cynthia declared as the door shut behind him. “If only he were ten years younger.”

“He’s a pain in my rear and nothing but trouble.”

“Yeah, but he is h-o-t.”

“I wish he wasn’t.” Tea exhaled as Logan disappeared around the corner.

“Good grief,” Riley piped up. “How did I miss the fact that you’ve got it bad for him? I thought you were over and done with him years ago.”

“Get real, the man is my worst nightmare. One of these days he’s going to walk in here for a safety inspection of this old house; he’ll find some trumped-up violation and boom, he’ll shut me down, just because we’re not together anymore.”

“Come on, Tea, you know he’s not like that. He’s a good guy. Besides, didn’t you have an inspection recently?” Riley quirked one eyebrow.

“It was almost a year ago. He has the power to ruin my life, and he has it in for me. One crappy review and I’ll be out of business.”

Riley frowned. “I’m not sure he’s a cold as he seems. Sometimes, I see him watching you. There could be something there. You two need to talk over the past so you can move beyond it.”

“Nope, no way. Never. Ever. I’m done with Logan Wright. I just want to run Gran’s shop in peace and forget he ever existed.”

Forget he ever existed? Like that was possible. He invaded her dreams more often than he invaded the shop she’d inherited from her grandmother.

Chastity chatted with her regulars, cleared dishes and wiped down tables later that afternoon. Furtive motion caught her eye. She pivoted toward it. A grubby red-haired teenage girl in bulky clothing snuck past the counter and headed down the short hallway to the bathroom. It was the third time this week the skinny girl had slipped into the washroom. She never made a purchase, instead she crept in while the staff was busy and was gone before anyone could talk to her. Chastity carried the dish pan into the kitchen and hurried down the hall after the girl.

Tea wasn’t concerned that the girl used her bathroom without making a purchase. She’d been caught short more than once and had to use the facilities in another business. However, something about the ragged, unkempt, teen tugged on Chastity’s heartstrings. Surely, someone that young wasn’t homeless. In Harmony, homeless people were almost non-existent, but this girl had all the markings of a runaway and that was a dangerous way to live in this climate. Every day this week snowstorms had darkened the skies, threatening snow. So far, they’d been lucky and hadn’t had any, but if winter hit as hard as it usually did, anyone living outside was in danger and Chastity wanted to help the girl if she could.

She entered the women’s bathroom and peeked into each stall. Empty. Where had the girl gone? A frigid breeze blasted over her feet as she stepped back into the hallway. She hurried to the back door. It was slightly ajar. Had the girl slipped out the back?

She strode out onto the back porch and scanned the yard. Nothing. She’d have to mention the girl the next time Roger Nallos came in for coffee. As an RCMP officer, he’d know how to handle this. She’d like to talk to Logan about it, but the rift between them stopped her.

***
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PERSISTENT BANGING jolted her from steaming hot dreams of Logan’s well-muscled embrace. Tea bolted upright in her bed. Someone was pounding on the door. She listened for a moment. They weren’t knocking on the shop door; it was her apartment door. Her sleep-muddled mind couldn’t fathom why someone was on her second story balcony trying to beat her door in. Below the din she heard a man calling her name.

Was that Logan?

What the heck? Why would he be at her door?

“Come on, Chastity, open up. Fire department! I know you’re in there. Don’t make me break the damn door down.”

She leaped out of bed, grabbed her bathrobe and slippers, and hurried to the door and flung it open. Logan stood there decked out in his fire gear. Her heart stuttered and her libido leapt into overdrive. He should be on a sexy firefighter calendar. Why was he beating her door down in the middle of the night?

“Come on, Chas, we have to go. The shop’s on fire.”

“Chastity,” she corrected him.

“Can we argue over it later? You have to leave. Now. The shop’s on fire.” He enunciated each word separately.

She glanced around. The flashing lights of the firetruck created overlapping glares, distorting her vision. Firefighters scurried back and forth in the grass with axes and hoses. The air was heavy with smoke and her yard glowed with an unholy light. Reality hit her like a baseball bat to the solar plexus. Her knees buckled and she wavered on her feet.

“Holy crap! My shop’s burning.” Blood surged through her, her heart pounded and panic spiked. What if her whole world went up in flames? She pushed past him.

“Oh God. My house!” Her gaze flew left and right. She wanted to bolt. She wanted to rush back inside and put out the fire. Indecision froze her to the spot.

“Is there anyone else inside? Pets?”

“J-j-just me.” She shifted from foot to foot.

Logan grabbed her shoulders and gave her a shake.

“Chastity, get a grip. You need to get out of here.” He turned her toward the stairs and gave her a nudge forward to get her moving.

She hurried down with him hot on her heels.

“How bad is it?”

“I’m not sure yet. I had to make sure you were safe before joining the fight. Come over here, out of the way.” He led her to an ambulance on the street by her side yard. “The guys will check you over.”

“I’m fine.” She pushed him aside.

“You can’t go near the house; you’ll be in the way. Bystanders tend to hinder our work unknowingly. And protocol dictates that you’re checked over by the paramedics.”

“I’m fine.”

“Chas...”

She glared at him.

He placed his hands gently on her shoulders. “Chastity, don’t fight me on this. I need to get back to work. Let the paramedics check you over and I’ll keep you updated on what’s going on inside. Please.”

She nodded. He beamed at her agreement and turned back toward her home and business.

It took only minutes for the paramedics to ensure that she hadn’t sustained an injury or inhaled any smoke.

She watched helplessly as the crew scurried around dragging hoses and equipment. There were no signs of fire upstairs, and her smoke detectors hadn’t gone off. If not for Logan beating her door in, she’d never have known about the fire downstairs.

What if she’d slept right through the fire?

What if she’d inhaled smoke and never woke up?

Holy crap, she could have died! She trembled; her knees knocked together. Her stomach lurched; bile rose in her throat. She was going to be sick. Swallowing hard, she sucked down the anxiety.

How had the fire department heard about the fire? Her alarm system hadn’t gone off.
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Chapter Two
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SHE HOPPED OUT OF THE ambulance and paced back and forth along the fence line. Smoke billowed from inside, and they’d busted down the back door to gain entrance.

Twenty interminable minutes later, a fireman strode through the gate toward her. Even in full gear and helmet, she could tell it was Logan. She’d recognize that confident stride anywhere.

“How bad is it, Logan?” Her hands knotted together in front of her. She shifted back and forth on her feet while he removed his helmet.

“They had to kick the back door in to get inside. We couldn’t risk waiting for you to wake up.” He paused as if formulating his thoughts.

“How bad?”

“Not bad, the door will be fine, but you’ll need a new lockset and frame.”

“Not the door.” She glared at him. “Are you being deliberately obtuse? How bad is the damage to the shop?” She barked the words at him. Her patience stretched to the breaking point, threatening to snap at any second.

“Oh, that. Not too serious. Just the small room at the back, the one Willow uses for her psychic readings, caught fire. Thankfully, that door was shut, containing the fire. There’ll be smoke damage elsewhere though.”

“Well, fudge. I can’t afford to be closed.”

“You’ll have to close for a couple days at least while the arson squad investigates the fire,” he sympathized.

“Arson?” Her voice peaked and squeaked to a halt. It was her worst nightmare come to life. Logan was shutting her down in revenge for her past sins.

“I’m not saying it was arson, but all fires are investigated.” He dropped his gloves and cupped her arms with his hands. “It’s going to be okay, Chas.”

“Chastity. Damn it. I said call me Chastity or Tea. I’m not Chas anymore. For Pete’s sake, I’m under enough stress right now. I don’t need your crap.” Uncontained emotion washed over her. Anger at his refusal to stop calling her Chas; fear over the damage to her home; and most of all panic over her future. Fury battled for supremacy. It felt like a hailstorm of emotions. She bit back a scream of frustration. How could he stand there so calmly when she was losing her mind?

“When can I go back in?”

“It’ll be a while. Typically, you can enter after you talk to the police and a safety check has been completed.”

Calm and professional, his attitude pissed her off. Didn’t he know what she stood to lose? Didn’t he realize her livelihood was at stake? Through the fog of thoughts, a single word registered, deep in her brain.

“The police?” Her voice rose in alarm.

“Routine questions as part of the investigation.”

“I’m being investigated?” Anger crept up her spine culminating in a slow-burning rage that threatened to encompass her. “I didn’t do anything.”

He shook her gently. “Come on, Chastity, stay with me. Nobody’s accusing you of anything. It’s going to be okay. Breathe.”

Focusing her attention inward, she closed her eyes and recalled Willow’s relaxation techniques. Sometimes she got herself worked up over nothing. Okay, this wasn’t nothing; but panic wasn’t helping. Three deep, meditative breaths later, she opened her eyes.

“Will I be able to stay here tonight?” She asked the question that percolated to the top and pestered her most.

“Unlikely. I’ll help you get a few things together once they clear the place. If you don’t have anywhere else to go, I guess you could stay at my place.”

It wasn’t hard to catch the reluctance in his offer.

“With you? Are you out of your mind?” She squinted up at him.

“It’s just an offer. You can spend the night wherever you want. I do have a three-bedroom house. I was trying to help out an old friend.”

“We stopped being friends years ago. It’s too late now, that ship has sailed. It won’t matter. I doubt I’ll sleep anyway.”

Another firefighter strode up and removed his helmet. “Chastity, you can come inside and give things a quick look over. Then Logan can escort you upstairs to grab a few things. The damage isn’t bad, but you still can’t stay here tonight.”

“Thanks, Sam.” Logan slapped his best friend and supervisor, Samuel Quinn, on the back. “I’ll give her a tour before she talks to the investigation team.”

“You do that. I’ll help clean up the equipment.” Sam nodded his approval.

“Let’s go Chas-tity.” He corrected himself before she could complain. “I’ll grab you some shoes and walk you through.”

“Shoes?”

“You’re in your slippers.” He laughed. “I didn’t give you time to get shoes.”

“Oh. Butternut,” she blurted her replacement for an expletive. “I forgot.” She hurried toward the house, dodging firemen on the way.

“Slow down,” he called from behind her. “You have to be supervised.”

She whirled around and poked him in the chest with her finger. His rock hard, solid muscles jarred everything up to her elbow. She stabbed him again out of spite. Neither jab seemed to faze him. “Supervised?” she squawked.

“Chastity, don’t make this harder on either one of us. It’s procedure. Technically, we don’t have to let you back in at all before the investigation is finished. We’re doing you a favor here. I know this isn’t easy for you. It never is. I’m trying to help.”

Her hands dropped in defeat. “Butternut.”

“You know it’s cute that you don’t swear anymore?” He teased.

“Oh. Gah.” There were no words for her annoyance at his glib attitude. She pivoted and stepped up onto the porch. He watched while she changed from slippers to shoes.

“I suppose you have to go first?” she snapped when they stood outside the shop
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