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Chapter One
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KATIE SHIFTED IN HER chair and glanced around at the other wedding guests. She loved these people... they were her extended family, but two weddings in as many months had stirred up all sorts of emotions, causing her to examine her own well-ordered life. She hated to admit it, but the road ahead, usually so clear and straight, had faded into a barely discernible path.

“Everything okay?” Tyler leaned into her and reached for her hand. She couldn’t meet his gaze, he was far too perceptive and she didn’t want to have to explain the malaise that clawed at her, turning her stomach upside down.

“I’m fine.” She gave his hand a squeeze.

Maya floated up the aisle, her eyes awash with love for Sean. The producer stood waiting for her under the simple arbor, his eyes glowing with love. The romance between these two deserving people was like something out of a novel, and only when Maya’s full story came out did Katie grasp what it truly meant to love with all your heart. Would she ever feel that way about a man? She had no idea. Perhaps she didn’t measure up to her mother and her circle of friends... The Women of Independence. Take Allison and Cole, for example. Torn apart by events out of their control, but finding love together all those years later. Faith and Cameron, married just last month. Uncle Jake and Carmen, Danielle and Grayson, and now Maya and Sean. She turned to look over her other shoulder and caught her mother’s eye. Lindsey and Mark had been dating for almost a year, and were talking about a fall wedding. Was there such a thing as being surrounded by too much happiness? Possibly. And to top it all off, Allison – her birth mother – and Cole were expecting their first baby within a few weeks.

Sure, they were all happy, but not one of their journeys had been easy. Maybe that was it... maybe her own life hadn’t held enough challenges. She shot a quick glance at Tyler. To all intents and purposes, he was her boyfriend, and yet they had kept their friendship platonic. Oh, sure, he’d kissed her now and then, but those were friendly kisses... kisses he’d given when he knew she was down. His ability to sense her moods was remarkable... he knew when she needed support, and he knew when to back off. He rarely asked for anything in return, and as she studied him, Katie admired his restraint. There was no doubt in her mind that he’d like to take their relationship to ‘the next level’, to quote a popular expression, and she often wondered if she was being selfish. A year older, he’d had lots of opportunity with other girls, but so far he’d been loyal to her. Their friendship sometimes seemed one-sided, with Tyler doing all the giving. Perhaps being at college this fall would help her see things in a different light.

Tyler nudged her and she realized that the ceremony was over; Maya and Sean were walking down the aisle. The couple had decided on a honeymoon right here in Independence, at Maya’s home. She had purchased and furnished her home overlooking the lake in the hopes that Sean would see it one day, and now, against all odds, her dream had come true. Their love story was as unlikely as something out of a romance novel, yet it was as real as any Katie could imagine. The newlyweds deserved all the happiness in the world.

“Did you want to leave early?” Concern edged Tyler’s voice. “You seem out of sorts today.”

Katie looked into his eyes; she didn’t deserve him. “Thanks, Ty, but I’m okay.” She nodded toward one of several tents on the Green Lake property. “Let’s get something cold to drink. They’ll be serving food after a short while.”

Tyler grinned. “You mean this isn’t a typical wedding where the guests have to wait for a couple of hours while the bride and groom get their pictures taken?”

“No. I mean yes, this isn’t a typical wedding. Maya has a photographer taking candid shots, but that’s all. She says she doesn’t want to miss a moment of her own wedding.”

“Clever woman.” Tyler’s gaze drifted over to where Maya and Sean were accepting congratulations. “You said he’s a big time movie producer?”

Katie thought for a moment. “Let’s say he’s a successful movie producer. I think he and Grayson will be working together on Grayson’s next project. Cameron is consulting.”

“Let me get this straight. Sean, the fellow who just got married to Maya, is a producer. Grayson is a director and is married to your Aunt Danielle. And Cameron is some sort of covert Special Forces type and is married to Faith, another one of your mother’s friends.”

Katie smiled at the simplified explanation. “Close enough. Danielle isn’t really my aunt, but she and Allison – my birth mother – grew up together. Faith too, so I called those two my aunts. I was raised by Lindsey, so I call her Mom, but she’s my real aunt.”

He grinned down at her. “I think I need a program to keep track of the players.” A brief shadow crossed his face, then disappeared. “But seriously. With so much family, how do you keep them all straight?”

“They’ve always been around.” Katie kept her tone light. Tyler could be sensitive about his lack of family, and she purposely changed the direction of the conversation. “There’s Cole over there,” she said. “Why don’t you talk to him while I check on Allison?”

She watched him walk across the lawn, his gait familiar. In many ways he was like Cole Slater. Steady, faithful, and, to quote Cole, ‘comfortable in his own skin’. Tyler worked for the older man in his custom furniture shop, and a mutual respect had grown between the two, fuelled by their passion for woodworking. Cole was probably as close to him as anyone... except perhaps her. And yet she was never really sure if she knew Tyler Johansen. A self-contained young man, there was a part of him... perhaps ten percent... that he kept to himself. Katie had learned early in life that everyone had secrets; she wasn’t about to push him to reveal his. If the time ever came that he wanted to unburden himself, she was confident that it would be to her.
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ALLISON, DANIELLE AND Faith huddled under the weeping willow tree. As Katie approached, laughter erupted over something Danielle said. In that moment, it was easy to imagine them as teenagers, enjoying a simple life in the small town on the shores of Okanagan Lake. And now here they were, happily married, with two of them about to give birth. Allison was due in a few weeks, and Danielle in November. Knowing Faith’s love of children, she’d probably be next.

“Hi, Mom.” She kissed Allison on the cheek and glanced down at her distended stomach. “How’s my baby brother? Giving you a hard time?”

Allison’s eyes softened at the sight of her daughter. In the past few years, Katie had started calling her ‘Mom’. Lindsey had suggested it, knowing that it would please Allison, and she’d been right. Confident enough to know that Katie would always be her daughter, Lindsey had laughingly pointed out that two mothers were twice as good as one.

As she spoke, Cole and Tyler strode across the lawn, each carrying two fold-up chairs. They quickly opened them and placed them on the ground, ensuring that the women were settled. Cole brushed his lips against Allison’s cheek, then he and Tyler wandered toward the food tent. Tyler glanced back, an amused smile on his face.

“Did you arrange that?” asked Allison, touching Katie affectionately on the hand.

Katie shook her head. “No, I didn’t actually.” She glanced toward Cole. “That man just loves you to pieces, doesn’t he?”

Allison blushed, and then raised her head. “Yes,” she stated. “He does.”

Danielle rolled her eyes. “Here we go again.”

“And you.” Katie looked at Danielle’s barely discernible baby bump. “November, is it? Looks like you’ve had some lovin’ of your own.”

“Katie!!!” All three women spoke at once, and then their laughter rang out over the still waters of the lake.

Faith looked toward Tyler. “He’s a nice young man. You’ve been going out with him for several years now, haven’t you?”

Katie tried to keep her voice light. “Yes.” She avoided Faith’s eyes. The other woman was sensitive to others’ feelings, and Katie didn’t want to go there today. “We’re good friends.”

Faith nodded. “Friendship is the foundation for most good relationships. You’re lucky.”

Sensing Katie’s discomfort, Allison changed the subject. “So tell me, Danielle. What’s the latest on the movie? Or does Grayson confide in you?”

Danielle groaned. “All the time. Not that I mind of course, but at the moment he’s a bit frustrated with this one. Sean and Grayson both want Jeff Jackson to play the lead, but he’s committed to something else. And then when they finally agreed on a date, the script was delivered, and it’s all wrong.”

Faith murmured something and they turned to her. She looked up, wide-eyed, as though surprised they’d heard her. “Cameron is working as a consultant, and he says that whoever wrote it knows nothing about covert operations.” She lowered her voice. “He told Sean and Grayson that the movie would be laughed out of the theaters if they used the script as it was.”

“Is he going to be on-site as well? I mean when they’re filming?” Allison looked from Faith to Danielle. “He’s so handsome, I could see him playing the lead.”

Faith blushed. “Me, too.” Her gaze drifted over to where Cameron and Grayson appeared to be in a deep discussion. “But when you think about it, no matter how good looking he may be, or how qualified for the part, the studios need a big name star to get financing.” She turned to Danielle. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Especially with the kind of money commanded by stars like Jeff Jackson.”

Katie listened, her eyes shining. “This is so cool.”

“What?” Danielle lifted her shoulders.

“To think that we’re sitting here talking about a movie that’s bound to be a big blockbuster. I feel like I’m in on the ground floor. It’s exciting. Where is it going to be filmed?”

“In and around Vancouver, mostly.” Danielle warmed to the subject. “There’s one big action scene on one of the chairlifts at Whistler. It should be spectacular... at least that’s what Grayson says.”

Katie turned to Allison. “Doesn’t Uncle Cole have a friend in the movie business in Vancouver? Seems to me I heard you mention something about that once.”

Allison hesitated. “Yes, his name is Timothy. He’s a go-to guy for a lot of the production companies. He liaises between the studios and local governments, sets up locations, sources equipment and extras for the production companies... things like that.”

“It all sounds fascinating.”

Three sets of eyes turned toward Katie. “Seriously?” Allison frowned. “I had no idea you’d be interested in something like that.”

Katie felt a blush creep up her neck, but she carried on. “I’m good at logistics.” She grinned, and edged forward on her seat. “But my real love is retail.”

Faith gave her a blank look. “You mean like in a store?”

“I suppose I should qualify that. I’m fascinated by the idea of advertising a product, and then displaying it to the best advantage in a retail setting.” She warmed to her subject. “When you get right down to it, I guess it’s marketing I’m really interested in.”

Allison’s smile was forced. “I didn’t know that.”

“Yes, well...” Katie blushed again. “It’s not quite as glamorous as what Timothy does, but a girl’s got to start somewhere, right?”

“True enough.” Danielle’s gaze drifted off, smiling at some distant memory. “I recall the first few jobs I took on as a contractor like it was yesterday.” She came back abruptly from the past. “And you’re right. You have to start somewhere.”
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TYLER WATCHED THE FOUR women, a puzzled frown on his face. “What do they find to talk about?” he asked Cole.

Cole tossed back his head and laughed. “I have no idea, but if you ever figure it out, let me know, will you?”

Tyler’s frown turned to a wry smile. “Yeah, right. Like that’s gonna happen.”

Cole nodded, accepting the comment with his usual calm. “Come on, I see they’ve started serving food. Let’s go see what they’ve got.”

Tyler followed him eagerly. “Shouldn’t we wait for the ladies?”

“Yes, but I need something small to fill this hole in my gut. I’ll wait until Allison is ready before I fill up a plate with food, though.” He picked up a napkin and a couple of meatballs. “This will do nicely.” He popped one into his mouth and closed his eyes. “Good.”

Tyler followed suit. “These are actually better than Donna’s, but don’t tell her that.”

“Donna?” Cole shot him a quick look. “Oh, you mean Donna Creed. You’ve lived with them for quite a while now, haven’t you?”

Tyler nodded. Yeah. Sometimes I forget they’re not my mother and father.”

Cole raised his eyebrows but made no further comment.

Tyler reached for another meatball. He rarely talked about himself, but for some reason, he felt the need to confide in Cole. Perhaps it was the fact that the man was so non-judgmental. He sucked in a quick breath and started talking.

“My parents died when I was young. They both came from small families, so there were no relatives to take me in. I remember living with several families, and then one of them took me in permanently.” He shook his head, trying to rid himself of the memory. “They lived out in Meadow Valley which is beautiful as you know, but they were terrible people. As far as they were concerned, I was there to work... around the house, on the farm... there was always something to do while their own kids lounged around playing video games. I kept running away, and finally at age eleven, I was placed with Matt and Donna.” The expression on his face softened and he was silent for a few moments. “They treat me like one of their own, and I’m grateful for that, but I’m ready for the next phase of my life... the part where I make a family of my own.” He swallowed a giant lump in his throat. “At school they always talked about mentors and role models. It wasn’t until I started working for you that I realized what they mean. I’ve learned more this past year working for you that I could have imagined.” He shot Cole an embarrassed look. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to go all fanboy on you. The thing is, I know I need to strike out on my own and that starts with getting my own apartment, but I keep wondering if I’m good enough.”

Cole gave him a steady, understanding look. “I know what you mean. We all wonder if we’ll measure up when the time comes.”

Tyler glanced up at the older man. “I can’t imagine you ever having doubts.” He bunched up the napkin he’d been holding and tossed it in a trash receptacle. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I suppose it’s because Katie is going to college this fall and I’m wondering if she’ll still be interested in me when she comes back. I’ve been thinking I should back off while she’s there. You know, encourage her to go out with other guys.”

Cole looked over to the group of four women. “That’s a hard one, and not something I feel I can advise you on. When Allison’s parents died and she moved to Cherryvale, it was the worst time of my life.” He drew in a shuddering breath.

Tyler waited for several beats, but the other man didn’t seem inclined to say any more. “I know what happened,” he said finally. “And yet look at you now. About to have a child.” He gestured toward the women. “I’m amazed every time I see those women get together. Those three, and Lindsey, they’re all so tight, so involved in each other’s lives, it’s easy to forget who’s who.” He smiled into Cole’s eyes. “I sometimes forget that you’re not Katie’s father.”

Cole exhaled, his expression thoughtful. “I wish I was, but we can’t change the past. Anyway, look at her... she’s had two amazing women to bring her up.” He laid a hand gently on Tyler’s shoulder. “You can always go and visit her while she’s in school, and she can come back here.” He leaned closer. “Don’t tell her, but Allison and I are buying her a car. With Lindsey’s approval, of course.”

Tyler tried to look enthusiastic, but Cole sensed his ambivalence. “What’s the matter, Ty? I thought you’d be delighted.”

How could he explain to Cole that he was afraid? That everything was changing too quickly?

“I am... I am. That’s great news.”

Cole gave his shoulder a squeeze, then dropped his hand. “If I had to give you one piece of advice, it’s that Katie has always known her own mind. The two of you have been friends for a while now, so perhaps you should keep that in mind.” He paused for a moment. “Have you told her how you feel?”

Tyler backed away. “Lord, no. We share a lot, but I’m not ready to open myself up that much. As I said before, I don’t even know why I’m telling you all this.”

Cole gave him a steady look. “I’m flattered that you trust me enough
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