
Building Trust

A Heart’s Haven Story

Katie O’Connor

––––––––

Snarky Heart Press

―Building Trust―

―Heart’s Haven Book Three―

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2018 by Katie O’Connor

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, without permission in writing from its copyright holder.

Published June 2018 by Snarky Heart Press and Katie O’Connor

(katieohwrites.com)

Digital rights held by Resplendence Publishing

All other rights held by Snarky Heart Press and Katie O’Connor

––––––––

ISBN: 978-1-7752233-8-2 (Print Edition)

978-1-9990192-1-1 (Digital Edition)

Copyediting by Ted Williams


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Building Trust (Heart's Haven, #3)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Sign up for Katie O'Connor's Mailing List

Also By Katie O'Connor

About the Author

About the Publisher

Can a widowed mother and a playboy find happiness together?

After the devastating loss of her husband, Lisa Brown is determined to make the best life she can for her four-year-old daughter, Amy. Lisa is looking for a positive man to share a long-term commitment and become part of their family. 

Construction worker, Cameron Zeus’ parents taught him what a broken marriage and hateful attitudes can do to a kid. He’s adopted a love-‘em-and-leave-‘em attitude and lives fast and free. He’s determined to enjoy the bachelor’s life forever. But just when he has his life under control, fate thrusts Lisa and Amy into his path. 

Despite Lisa’s strong attraction to Cameron, he just doesn’t fit the bill for a promising future, but there is no denying her attraction to him. Still, when crisis strikes, it’s Cam Lisa looks to for help. Will he step up to the plate, or will he cut and run at the first opportunity?
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Nobody has done more for my writing career than Dawn. Owner of Blue Ridge Literary Agency, Dawn’s gone the extra mile for me. She’s teaching me grammar and punctuation. She locates my plot holes and helps me fill them. She negotiates and mediates on my behalf. She works her tail off for me. 

Dawn, thanks a million for everything you do for me and the other authors you represent. We’re blessed to have you guide us.
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Two Days Before Father’s Day

“Mommy, can Grampa come to daycare today?”

Lisa Brown looked up from tying her four-year-old daughter’s sparkly pink runners and blinked until Amy’s question registered.

“Why do you want Grampa at daycare?” A request to visit Amy’s grandparents occurred almost daily, but for something so specific was uncommon. Unease rippled up Lisa’s spine. This would be one of “those” conversations. She could almost feel it coming. Lord love a duck, she hated these no-win discussions. Times like this made her wish her husband, Davin, was still alive so she could pass the buck and make someone else solve the crisis.

“‘Cause it’s Father’s Day soon, and everyone is bringing their dad to snack time today. And I don’t have a daddy. Why don’t I have a daddy?”

Good gravy. This morning, it was about having a daddy, and to think yesterday she’d been upset when Amy had rambled on about wanting a kitten they couldn’t afford to feed. One thing about kids, they kept parents on their toes. Lisa sighed; so, this was why her friends sounded sarcastic when they joked on about the joys of motherhood. Mixed blessings.

“Oh, darling.” Lisa knelt down and hugged Amy tightly. “You do have a daddy. He’s just in heaven. I can come to snack today.” Surely, her boss, Clint Dawson, would let her leave work for half an hour to visit the daycare. He wasn’t a father, but he was one heck of an understanding man and often cut her way more slack than he probably should.

“You’re not my daddy.” Amy pushed out of Lisa’s embrace and stomped her foot. “Why can’t Grampa Brown or Grampa Dan come?”

“But Grampa wouldn’t be your dad either. And they live a long way away.” God, grant me patience to deal with this. Lisa resisted the urge to glance at her watch, knowing she was already late for work because she’d uncharacteristically slept in. She didn’t need an argument right now; she needed to be out the door and on her way to the café.

“You’re a girl, and it needs to be a boy. Some kids don’t have dads, and they’re bringing uncles.” Tears brimmed in Amy’s eyes, and her voice wobbled. Full-blown hysterics were seconds away. “I don’t have an uncle or a dad. Why can’t I have a dad? Other kids have a dad!”

Torn between frustration and anger, Lisa choked down the urge to throttle her daughter. And how had she missed the announcement of Father’s Day snack? She should have prepared for this. God, why did Davin have to die when their only child was an infant? And why did kids unerringly find the worst possible moment to pitch a hissy fit? Life sucked sometimes. Being a widow was tough, but not usually unbearable. She searched frantically for a way out of this dilemma. Of course, the problem wouldn’t exist if Davin were alive. What she needed here was a substitute, a pinch hitter.

“What if Mr. Clint came?”

“He’s not my daddy.” Amy sniffed and wiped a hand across her dripping nose smearing snot across her cheek. Her face brightened, and her frown morphed into a wobbly half-smile.

“No, he’s not your daddy. But he is a boy.” Lisa tried to grin. “He’s my boss, and he was your daddy’s friend. I’m sure he’d come because he loves you as much as I do.” That much was true. Clint was Lisa’s employer and one of her closest friends. He loved Amy like a daughter and was always ready to pitch in and lend a hand when Lisa needed him. He’d step up in a heartbeat.

“Let’s call him.” She pulled out her cell phone and dialed. Clint could usually be found in his office in the garage he owned, attached to the café where Lisa worked. The phone rang unanswered, so she tried the café.

“Hey, Clint,” she said when he answered.

“Where are you? This place is a zoo. We’ve got a rig move stopped for a break. We’re packed, and you’re late. I called Bev in early. She’ll be here in a half hour.” 

“I’m on my way, but I need a favor.” She rushed on without letting him respond, saving time because they were moving an oil rig to a new location, and it involved dozens of trucks and even more rig workers. Heavy traffic like that meant the café would be swamped. “Amy needs a special man to come to daycare for the Father’s Day snack later this afternoon. Do you think you could be there for her? We’re kind of having a meltdown here.” She hated the frantic pleading in her voice, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

“Tell her I’ll be there and get your scrawny ass in here. We’re swamped and I’m a shitty waitress.” He sounded harried but not overly upset.

“Thanks so much. I’m on my way.”

“Make it fast.” The laughter in his voice was reassuring.

His patient, understanding and easy-going attitude made him a fabulous employer. She hung up and slid the phone into the pocket of her A-line denim skirt.

“Come on, Amy. Let’s get you to daycare. Mr. Clint will be there for you today.” Pulling a tissue from the box on the table, she wiped Amy’s face.

“And next time, I’ll have a real daddy?”

The hopeful look in those deep-brown eyes, so like Davin’s, nearly broke Lisa’s heart. “We’ll see, baby girl. We’ll see. But don’t forget it takes a special man to be a daddy to a wonderful girl like you.” She finished tying Amy’s shoes and helped her slip into her jacket. “Grab your backpack. I’ll drop you off at daycare, and Mr. Clint will come for snack.”
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“Heya, boss.” Lisa whirled into the café and snatched a black-and-red half-apron off the shelf behind the cash register. The restaurant was packed to the rafters, every table was filled, and almost all the chairs were full including the backups. The air was redolent with the mouth-watering aromas of bacon, sausages and coffee. Cups clattered on saucers, chatter and robust masculine laughter echoed through the room.

“You could have called earlier,” Clint chided gently. He sidled past, coffeepot in hand. “Start taking orders. I’ve only got the three tables by the window done.”

“I’m sorry about that. We were on the way out when all heck broke loose. I appreciate you stepping into Davin’s shoes for the afternoon.” She snatched up an order pad and headed onto the floor. She caught a glimpse of herself in the pie case mirror on the way past it. Her short, blonde hair stood out like crazy, her skirt was askew and her blouse half untucked. There wasn’t a lick of makeup left on her face, except a smudge of mascara under one eye. She wiped it away with a napkin. Well, no time to worry about the rest of it now. She hurried to the first table to take their orders.

Two burly men sat across from each other, their impatience showing. She flashed them her brightest smile of apology. “Sorry, guys. Family crisis with my daughter. What can I get you?”

They placed their orders; one man was pleasant, his partner, on the other hand, personified snippy and rude. She smiled broadly, despite their brusque attitude, thanked them for their patience and moved on to the next table. Behind her, she heard them grumbling.

“Service in here’s slower than hell. She’s got a job. What’s her kid got to do with it? I just want my grub so we can get back on the road.”

“Give her a break. Kids are a tough gig. Wait until your wife gives birth next month then you’ll get it,” the first guy said. “We aren’t leaving until the rest of the crew is ready. So, suck it up. Drink your coffee. Enjoy the wait because we’ve got another ten hours to drive.”

Forcing their conversation from her mind, she smiled brightly at the two men and the small girl sitting in the next booth. Thankfully, they already had coffee and chocolate milk.

“Hi. Sorry for the delay. Are you ready to order?”

“Daddy, I want pancakes,” the little girl chirped.

“Pancakes it is. Sasha will have pancakes and bacon. I’ll have the lumberjack special. Whole wheat toast, eggs over easy. Double bacon and no sausage, please. What’ll you have, Cameron?”

Lisa turned toward the table’s other occupant. Broad-shouldered, well-muscled and sinfully handsome, he took her breath away. His light brown hair needed a trim, and he had a five o’clock shadow, despite it being eight in the morning. His bright blue eyes sparkled at her. He winked broadly, and she shivered in delight. It had been a long time since anyone flirted with her. Haven just didn’t have many eligible bachelors.

Abruptly, Cameron turned in his seat and glared at the grumbling occupants in the booth she’d just finished with. “Give the woman a break,” he snapped. “She said she had a family problem. So, shut the hell up.” They looked at him slack-jawed but didn’t say anything.

He turned back and flashed Lisa another smile. “Sorry, Pixie-Sticks. I’ll have the lumberjack special, too. Double sausage, double bacon, eggs scrambled, white toast and a side of fruit.”

Struck momentarily brainless by his smile, Lisa stared at him dumbly. Gracious, he was hot, and he’d defended her. What a nice person.

“What? Er, pardon me?” she stammered and stared down at her notepad. God, those eyes were so sinful they made her melt.

Patiently, he repeated his order. “And a large glass of orange juice, please.”

“Um. Sure thing. And thanks for sticking up for me,” she whispered, so the men at the next table didn’t hear. “I appreciate it.”

“No worries, Pixie-Sticks. Nobody needs that crap.”

She smiled gratefully at him. “I’ll get this in right away.”

She hurried from table to table taking orders and serving drinks. At some point, Bev, the second waitress, arrived and helped serve and run the cash register. They were rarely busy enough to need two, let alone three, waitstaff in addition to Clint pouring coffee and bussing dishes. A typical shift at the café included plenty of rest time between meals. Haven was a quiet town and her job easy, but today Lisa was grateful for the distraction from Amy’s sudden interest in her father and especially from her own interest in the handsome man with those sinfully sexy blue eyes.

How chivalrous of him to defend her. A girl could get used to gallant kindness. She’d never seen him before. Wouldn’t it be just her luck if he were simply passing through? The other man and the girl had been in a couple times, but she knew they weren’t local. They were probably in Haven on vacation. In a town of a thousand people, give-or-take, you learned who the locals were pretty darn quickly.

Except for her boss, Clint, she hadn’t had a man stick up for her since her husband died. Her time with Davin, God rest his soul, had been much too short. And while she was blessed to have such a lovely child, Davin’s child, she missed having a man to stand by her side and to depend on. She shook her head to dispel the romantic vision. She was strong and independent and didn’t need a man. She steadfastly ignored the part of her which still longed for a lifemate. And certainly, a blue-eyed, brown-haired rogue with a five o’clock shadow certainly wouldn’t fit the bill. Even if she did want to kiss those luscious lips. Surprise at the thought had her stumbling across the floor. Was it lust?

No! Heck no! She was not lusting after some man she’d never even met. No way. No how. But those lips... She clamped down on the thought and pushed it out of her head.

Eventually, all the orders were delivered, and she had a moment to breathe. After a few sips of coffee, she was rejuvenated. Grabbing the pot, she worked her way through the restaurant, chatting with locals, smiling at strangers and making small talk with everyone. Mr. Five o’clock Shadow and his friend lingered over their breakfasts. She wandered Mr. Sexy’s way to refill their cups.

“More orange juice?”

“No thanks, Pixie-Sticks.” He winked broadly.

“Pixie-Sticks?” She gave him a puzzled look. What was with the weird name?

Nicknames were something you called a friend, not a stranger.

“You betcha.” He winked again. “That spiky hair, those long, sexy legs, you remind me of a pixie.”

“Cam, cut the s-e-x talk,” his friend said, with a telling nod toward his daughter. “Little pitchers have big ears, and I’m not up to answering questions.”

“Big ears?” the girl piped in. “I have small ears.”

Cameron laughed. “She does pick up every little thing she hears, doesn’t she?”

“Don’t they all?” Lisa laughed. “My daughter never misses a trick.”

“You have got a daughter?”

Lisa’s gaze jerked back to Mr. Sexy Grin. What had the other guy called him? Oh ya, Cam. Cam sounded disappointed by her response.

“I do indeed. She’s the love of my life. Even on days when she drives me to distraction.”

“The love of your life? No man?” He glanced at her wedding rings with a raised eyebrow.

“Cam,” the other man said pointedly.

“It’s okay.” Lisa smiled reassuringly. “I’m a widow.”

“You know what they say about widows?” Cam waggled his eyebrows suggestively. His friend reached across the table and swatted him.

“No. What do they say?” Lisa planted her hands on her hips and glared. Jeepers, his crack was uncalled for. Who still believed that old stereotype anyway?

Cam coughed. “Um. Er. Nothing. They don’t say anything.” He looked down at his coffee cup, his face flushed. “I’m sorry.”

She wanted to chide him for his rudeness. It was all she could do to keep a civil tongue in her head. Her job didn’t pay much, and she needed every tip she could get to survive. “Can I get you anything else?” She ignored Cam and looked at his friend.

“Nothing, thanks. Just the bill, please. I’ll take this jerk and get out of your hair.”

She rummaged in her pocket then dropped their check on the table. “You can pay at the register. Thanks for coming in. Have a great day.” Her voice was icy, but she didn’t care. What kind of man categorized women by stereotype? And here, she’d thought he was cute. Pretty on the outside but ugly on the inside sprang to mind.
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Chapter Three
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“What the hell was that all about?”

Cam shrugged sheepishly at his best friend, Mark Sterling, as they left the café. They’d known each other for years. When they first met, their friend group had two Marks. Somehow, Mark Sterling had morphed into Sterling and years later, the nickname had stuck.

“She’s hot. I thought she might be fun to date. But she’s got a brat.”

“A brat? Holy crap. You think Sasha’s a brat?”

Embarrassment crept up his spine. “No. She’s awesome. One of the best kids I’ve ever met. I love this little munchkin. She ranks right up there with my sister’s kids.” He ruffled Sasha’s hair. Sterling had always had a knack for putting him on the spot with just a few words. If they weren’t best friends, that ability would have driven him crazy. It was as if Sterling was Cam’s conscience, his own personal Jiminy-freaking-Cricket.

“So why the widow bit? I’m a widower. Does that make me different?”

“I don’t know. I was just...disappointed, I guess.” Leave it to Sterling to make him feel like an ass. He already felt bad for being rude. He still didn’t know where the comment had come from. She’d caught his eyes the second she’d whirled into the café. The smile on her face had put the gleaming floors to shame. One look at her, and he was...disconcerted.

“Do you believe more women will date you if they think you’re an ass?”

“Let it go, Sterl.” Chagrin morphed into anger.

“If you liked her, you should’ve tried being nice to her, instead of implying she’s a slut.”

“She’s not a slut. I didn’t say that.” He kicked at a small rock, sending it ricocheting across the parking lot.

“What the hell were you getting at? I mean, you’re not one to be tied down, but you don’t usually alienate women. Hell, ninety percent of your old flames are still your friends. The only one who isn’t is Kim. But you come to town to visit us and act like a tool? What got into you?”

“I don’t want to talk about Kim or dating.” He dug out his keys, beeped his truck open then grabbed a folder from inside. “Here’s the paperwork on the Harvest Heights development. Check it over and see how close I got. I think I’m getting a handle on writing up bids.”

“I appreciate you bringing it from Calgary to Hicksville.” Sterling laughed. “Haven is a micro-town, but the lake is great. Lots of parks and shallow water for Sasha. I’m staying here all summer, but I can’t leave the office entirely. It means a lot that you’re stepping in and filling my shoes while I’m gone.”

“Daddy, the lady said there’s a park out back. Can we go play there?”

Cameron and Sterling looked at each other and shrugged.

“Why not, Muffin?”

They locked their vehicles and wandered around to the back of the garage and café. There, nestled among a dozen urban camping spots, was a park. The sun-dappled area had swings, a climbing structure, a merry-go-round, two slides and a teeter-totter. Benches and tables sat sheltered in the shade of ancient pine trees close to the playground.

“You go play, and I’ll check these papers. I’ll come push you on the swings in a bit,” Sterling said. They settled at a table, sitting side by side, so they could both watch Sterling’s daughter. “Keep an eye on her while I look these over, will you?”

“You got it, boss.”

“Partner. I’m not your boss. We’re partners.”

“I’m a silent partner. We both know my head for business sucks. I know which end of a hammer to hold, but my other skills are on life support.” Cam was grateful Sterling had invited him to invest in Sterling Construction. He was great with his hands and good with supervising others, but he lacked a head for estimating jobs and dealing with unruly clients. Under Sterling’s tutelage, he was learning, but he was content to be a silent partner.

The papers Sterling studied were Cam’s fourth attempt at bidding a job alone and part of his learning curve. He was cautiously optimistic that he had done well. It had become their habit to have both of them prepare bids on the jobs Sterling Construction applied for. Sterling did the real bid, and Cam did a mock up then they compared them. Cam learned something new with every practice proposal. This time, he was sure he had it right. Maybe, Sterling would use Cameron’s.

“This looks good.” Sterling tapped the sheaf of papers. “But I’d make a couple minor changes. “See here? For the man hours, you’ve underestimated a bit. You’re close, just a touch low.” He went on to explain why he thought the number needed increasing. “You’re short about five percent. Plus, I’d pad them a bit. Give us a bit of leeway in case of disaster...say an extra five percent. So, increase it by a total of ten percent. Then, I’d add a clause where we receive a bonus if we finish early.”

“Isn’t that grasping a bit? Being greedy?”

“It seems that way at first glance, but realistically, virtually no project is completed in the allotted time. Because they’re in a hurry, it’s in their best interest to agree to a bonus for early completion. It motivates us and benefits them in the end. They have the option of removing the clause if they don’t like it.”

“That makes sense.”

“I also know this project has been put out to at least twenty-five companies for tender. We’re unlikely to win the bid anyway. The early completion concept gives us a leg up over others. It’s a good prospect, but we’re not exactly hurting for work.”

“I’ll fix it up and email you a copy for final approval before I send it out.” He kept his voice calm, but inside, he danced with excitement. Finally, after several tries, he’d completed a bid which met Sterling’s tough requirements. Hot damn, it was good to measure up.

Silently, they watched Sasha play for a while. She was an adorable girl, tight blonde ringlets, sweet brown eyes and a ready smile. Cam loved his best friend’s daughter. Watching her made him think of the waitress in the café. She had a child.

Was it a boy or a girl? He couldn’t recall if she’d said either way. But damn, she was hot. Cute, perky, sexy. And that smile? Killer. If he had any intention of staying in town, he’d ask her out. He’d let her know the rules. A few dates, some fooling around and then he’d move on. But she had a kid. Women with kids didn’t want flings. They wanted permanence, and he wasn’t up for the commitment it entailed. He’d seen enough bad relationships to last a lifetime. He didn’t need to get himself wrapped up in another one.

Nope, Pixie-Sticks would have to remain a fantasy, despite everyone knowing widows were hot and horny. A frown creased his brow. Why did it bother him to cast her in the role of horny widow? Did he feel bad because she’d complained? The idea of another man having her bugged him. Whatever it was, it left him feeling out of sorts.

Duty called, and he had to finish the paperwork and get that bid in on time. He said his goodbyes and headed for his truck. If he wasn’t back to the city soon, he’d be late for his date tonight.
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“I can’t believe you found your lost love only to find out he had a child with another woman. That has to suck.” Lisa stared at her friend, Grace Winston. They’d been friends since Grace had moved to town a couple years ago. They shared everything. At least, Lisa shared everything. Grace didn’t share her secrets. She didn’t like to talk about her past much.

“Shh. Keep it down.” They glanced around the nearly empty café. Nobody gave them more than a passing glance. “What the hell do I do?”

“Do you love him?” Lisa cut right to the chase.

“No. Maybe.” Grace sighed and twisted her napkin between her fingers. “But he slept with her the night I left. It pisses me off.”

“Come on, Grace. Stop with the melodramatics. You were friends back then. You weren’t dating, and you had no claim on him. How can you judge him for what he did?” She sipped her coffee, tapped her fingers on the table and gave Grace a get-over-it look. Why was Grace getting so uptight about this? Time to break out the big guns.

“It’s pretty simple, Grace. You either suck it up or end it right now.”

“He slept with her.” Grace dashed away her tears.

“And you didn’t have a relationship with him back then.” Lisa waved her hand dismissively. “You were friends.”

“But I loved him.”

“Oh my gosh. You’ve turned into a teenager. I’ve never seen you like this. You can’t make a decision. You’re weepy. You’re jealous. Suck it up and admit you love him. Take it from someone who knows; you don’t pass up love. It could disappear before you even know it.”

Grace sighed moodily. “You make it sound so easy.” 

“Easy? Girl, love is never easy. It’s painful, messy and it hurts. But it’s worth every single second of pain and heartache. I still ache when I think of Davin. But he gave me Amy. His death sucked, but I’ve learned that everyone comes into our life for a purpose. Some good, some bad. You have to roll with the punches.”

Why did Grace have such a block against love? Lord knew Lisa wanted nothing more than to find a good man to spend the rest of her life with. She ignored the mental image of Cam that jumped into her mind. She didn’t want anything to do with a man with a huge ego. She just wanted someone warm, loving and dependable. Not some Lothario looking for a good time. She wanted what she’d had with Davin.

Yeah, having loved and lost sucked. Big time.

“But he—”

“Stop right there.” Lisa held up a hand. “You ran away. You might have only been friends, but you dumped him. What was he supposed to do? Sit around and wait for you? Stop living?”

“Yes?” Grace blushed. “Okay, maybe not. But geez.”

Lisa’s laughter sparked an answering laugh in Grace.

“Okay, I get your point.”

A shadow fell over the table, and someone stepped into Lisa’s field of vision.

“Hey, Grace. How’re things?” The man who’d defended her last month, stood there, looking all tall, dark-haired, and well-muscled. Lisa recognized him immediately. Cameron. That whiskey voice, those eyes. Damn. Yeah, he’d stuck up for her...just before implying she was a slut.

“Hey, Cam. I’m good.” Grace shifted over and patted the bench. “Sit. How’s the guy who got hurt at the job?”

Cameron slid in beside Grace and wrapped her in a huge bear hug. “He’s okay. He’ll be on light duty. He can’t run tools, but he can drive and run errands.” He shrugged. “I say we let him go, but Sterl says otherwise.”

“Just like that, you want to can someone?” Lisa huffed.

“Hi, Pixie-Sticks. How do you know Grace?” he queried Lisa.

“Pixie-Sticks?” Grace quirked one eyebrow then made introductions with a flourishing wave. “Lisa Brown, Cameron Zeus.”

“Hi,” Lisa responded coldly. She ignored Grace’s questioning look.

“Hi, yourself.” Cameron winked at Lisa then turned back to Grace. “What’s up with Sterl? He left with you and came back all out of sorts. You’re not messing with his head again, are you?” His words were teasing, but Lisa heard the unspoken warning behind them.

“We had a difference of opinion.”

“He slept around on her,” Lisa chimed in. “What kind of bastard does that?” She stuck up for her friend, despite not believing Sterling had actually wronged Grace. Friends stuck together, no matter what.

Cameron looked back and forth between them. “Ah. You did the math?”

“I did.” Grace looked down and fiddled with her cup, and Lisa wished she was anywhere besides at this table. Grace was her friend. She wanted to stick up for her, to help her, but something about this man kept her quiet. It wasn’t fear. It was more like...attraction. And a desperate desire to kiss him.

“Let me tell you this. You nearly killed him. I’ve never seen him so broken. He loved you like crazy, and you hurt him bad. He messed up and was just getting his shit back together when Marissa showed up. In the end, he did the right thing and kept their baby. Don’t go all hoity-toity and rich-bitch on him now. He still loves you. He never stopped, though I don’t know why. I would have...” He halted abruptly. “Never mind. My past has nothing to do with you guys. Just go easy on him. Okay?”

He rose from the booth, slid his hands into his jean pockets and stood there looking at them. “I missed you, Grace.” He turned to Lisa. “Nice to see you again, Pixie-Sticks. See you around.” He reached for her hand and kissed it lightly on the palm. “Later.”

The soft touch of his
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