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As the morning sun decorated the town with its golden shades, Mira Lane’s heart danced to the rhythm of both excitement and jitters. There she was, a whirlwind of emotions, pacing like a caged tiger in front of her pet shop’s expansive window. Each step she took reverberated softly on the polished white tile floor beneath her feet.

The dream of expanding her beloved pet store into the vacant space next door had been a constant thought for the past two years. It wasn’t just about business. It was a fervent desire to nurture her passion on a larger canvas. She wanted that store. It wasn’t an ideal time, what with the bad economy. Mrs. Kerns had rented that store space for over ten years for a thrift shop. Who knew how long it might take the next tenants to move out.

“As soon as they’ve left, I’ll talk to the plaza manager,” she whispered to herself as she watched movers hauling stuff out of the store next door.

The bell over her door jingled a happy sound. Two women headed straight for the dog supplies. She recognized them as regulars and gave a smile when they looked her way. She wasn’t the one they wanted to handle their needs as they set their aim for her handsome employee Gerald Gaines.

The young man had the looks of a model. Tall, dark brown hair, light brown eyes, and a smile that melted the customer’s heart. He’d make a sale on what they needed and as he’d suggest other trinkets for their pets. She often thanked God for putting Gerald in front of her the day she interviewed for employees.

A car passing by turned her back to dreaming of the opportunity next door. The chance to rent the space materialized so suddenly. She had no idea what happened to Mrs. Kerns. The woman claimed she’d never move out of her over-crowded thrift store. Did the fire department finally give her a citation? While the store was packed with secondhand merchandise, it held more antiques than anything. Knick knacks, glassware, dishes, kitchen gadgets and small pieces of furniture outnumbered clothing items.

Two years hadn’t given Mira the perfect financial means to rent more space, except she had a plan to woo the plaza manager with practicality. If he had to wait months or even a year, the plaza would lose money. By renting to her for a year at a reduced rate, they’d take the same loss but gain the stability of her continuing rent over the coming years.

She fixed her gaze on the sturdy double steel doors that stood sentinel between her shop and the new realm on the other side. Their presence was a tangible bridge between her current achievement and the future she envisioned. The promise of growth hung in the air, ripe and inviting, like fruit just waiting to be plucked. Those white painted doors stood a mute testimony to potential, and seemed to beckon to her, whispering secrets of the bustling enterprise that should come to life on the other side under her care.

The two women left the store with one small bag and Gerald walked over to her. “I have news,” he said.

“You’re going on a date with both of them,” she snickered.

“No. They’re not my type. Too young.” He attempted to keep a straight face but the side-to-side tug of his lips didn’t stop.

“Too young? They’ve got to be at least five years older than you.”

“Only two years, and that’s not the motherly kind. I want a woman that wants to take care of me. Fix my meals, make my bed, do my laundry, and have a job so she can take me out to dinner and a movie sometimes.”

“You’re in your twenties, Gerald. You have a mother to do that. Well, maybe all except the dinner and a movie thing.”

“Oh no, we do that too, so I guess I’ll stay living with her.” He grinned.

Mira knew he went on dates. But she didn’t blame him for wanting to wait for the right girl. In the past couple of years, she had been so picky, she hadn’t gone on one date.

“So, what’s this news.” She looked out at the moving truck still parked by the curb and the men carrying boxes from the thrift store.

“The ladies told me that the store has already been rented to someone.”

“What! No. When? Who? How do they know?” She pressed her hands to the glass window and tried to see the store next door.

“They work at the Mexican restaurant in the plaza, and the plaza manager eats there all the time. He told them.”

Mira’s happiness crashed.

Gerald patted her shoulder. “I know you had high hopes, but did you really believe you could get a reduced rate on that place?”

“Probably not.” The bell on the door jingled again and Gerald left her.

With reality fixed back in her mind, Mira’s heart raced as she continued her steady circling, her thoughts consumed by the new information. Her dream squashed wasn’t the end of hoping for one day getting her expansion. Yet, not knowing whether the business going in next door would be good or bad for her gave her pause for concern.

Lost in thought, she jumped at the touch to her back.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” Gerald said.

“It’s okay. I was thinking about who and how they got someone so quickly to rent the place. Mrs. Kerns never breathed a word. Do you think it was her plan not to tell me?”

“She wouldn’t have any reason not to tell you. Maybe she grew tired of coming to work every day. As for who rented it, I would think the plaza manager might have a waiting list of people wanting a space.”

“I suppose that’s possible.”

Gerald hovered behind her right shoulder and stared out the window. “Are they still moving stuff out?” he asked in a hushed tone.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I doubt they’d have a change of heart midway through the move. And seriously, why are we whispering?”

Her gaze flitted to Gerald when he moved closer to the window. His eyes set on something outside. An expression of interest painted his features as his wide, brown eyes mirrored the intrigue of a child discovering a hidden treasure. His tousled hair hinted at a perpetual rendezvous with the wind. With a small smile, she brushed a strand of her own hair back, reminding herself not to be too quick to judge, knowing she might share a similar disheveled appearance. It seemed easiest to keep her hair bundled into a loopy ponytail instead of hanging about her shoulders.

Gerald’s response came in the form of a nonchalant shrug, his lips curving playfully. “I guess I was just trying to maintain the undercover vibe for your spy mission,” he quipped, a laugh escaping his lips like rolling thunder.

She shook her head. “Trust me, they can’t eavesdrop through the window.”

Gerald chuckled, his voice light with humor. “So, you can’t hear anything, huh.”

“Nothing.”

“I’d say the glass probably doesn’t have much of a view with all your nose prints on it either.”

She gave him a look of mock offense as she examined the window. On closer inspection, it became clear that the smudges were not from her nose but rather her fingerprints. Swiftly, she retrieved a bottle of glass cleaner and a stack of paper towels from behind the checkout counter.

The sun’s light rays outside cast a warm inviting glow over the display rack near it. She spritzed and rubbed the towel against the windowpane, then worked on the shelf unit.

“Mrs. Kerns used to talk like she’d be laid to rest right there in that store.” Gerald’s tone took on a hint of sadness.

She had been so self-absorbed with her own plans and problems, Mira stopped cleaning to give thought to Mrs. Kerns.

“I know. It’s going to be strange not having her over there. I’ve always wanted that space, but I hadn’t planned for her to leave soon. I pray that she’s alright.” Mira resumed her meticulous cleaning of the window.

“The last time I talked to her she mentioned that her nephew wanted her to retire.” Gerald pointed to a spot she missed.

“She said something to me too about that a month ago. He’s a lawyer from what I remember her telling me about him. And I guess if she did retire, it wouldn’t be like he’d have any intentions of taking over a thrift store.”

“Yeah, that would definitely be a downgrade if he’s any good at making legal problems go away.” Gerald laughed. “Some people have all the luck.”

“That’s for sure. All I can hope is whatever business moves in, moves out when I’m really ready to expand.” She sighed.

“That’s right, Mira. Wish them bad luck.”

“It’s not what I meant. Don’t you have something to do?” She shooed him away with a flap of the cat printed paper towel.

Gerald chuckled, accepting the swatting nudge. “I guess I can go feed the critters.”

As he walked off to look after the animals, Mira again found herself feeling fortunate to have someone like him on her side. He was not just an employee, but a trusted friend. He understood the dedication she poured into her pet shop.

Continuing to clean the window, Mira fixated on a spot that appeared significantly cleaner than the rest. Determined to maintain her focus, she proceeded to wipe the glass shelves and carefully dust around the knick-knacks on display.

The moving truck people soon completed their task. As they shut the large door at the back, she noticed one of the men staying outside. She hadn’t noticed him before. If he had just arrived, it was possible he might be Mrs. Kerns’ nephew. He spoke to one of the movers and came across as the one in charge. It was strange she had never seen him there before for as much as Mrs. Kerns spoke about her family. Though, Mira recalled only the mention of two nephews, both with busy lives. And while she and Mrs. Kerns went to the same church, she had never seen this man in their church either.

As the stranger studied the front of the storefront, Mira took a step back to keep him from noticing her spying as Gerald put it. The merchandise on the shelves in front of the window made it hard to see him clearly. She shifted around, watching him cross his arms, staring at the closed thrift store in contemplation. What was he thinking? Why did he linger? Was it a moment of nostalgia about all that had unfolded within those walls?

When he eventually turned, her eyes widened. Attractive was a mild description. His brown hair and scruffy short beard didn’t match her image of a gray-haired, middle-aged lawyer. If she had to guess, maybe he was a little older than herself. His gaze moved toward her and her heartbeat quickened. She swept a finger over her ear to push back strands of her hair that had escaped her ponytail.

“My appearance,” she grunted, remembering she didn’t need any man’s approval on how she looked.

His eyes appeared to be brown, yet the distance didn’t allow her that detail. He had a stance that bespoke a quiet intensity. Had the moving of Mrs. Kerns out of her store affected him deeply? She knew the suddenness of it all caused an upset in her life.

Drawn to his features like a magnet, she continued her observance. Who was he? The top of his hair danced in the breeze. Her stomach matched the flutter. His attire also lacked the polish she might have expected from a legal professional, though her perception could have been influenced by television portrayals. After all, she had very few dealings lawyers.

Deciding to focus on other shelves away from the window, Mira used cleaning to divert her attention. What the man did wasn’t any of her business. Soon he’d leave and she’d get on with her daily routine.

She glanced around and watched the customers. Gerald or her other friend and employee, Michelle, appeared to have everything under control. And while she didn’t want to spy, the movement outside the store drew her back to the sparkling glass. The big yellow moving truck rolled through the parking lot and headed for the road. The man was nowhere in sight. She didn’t see him in the parking lot and doubted he was with the movers in their truck.

“Perhaps he’s taking one last look around the empty store, reminiscing about memories he shared with Mrs. Kerns,” she whispered to herself. “Or did I miss him leaving before the moving truck?”

The crisp jingling of the bell hanging over her store’s door snapped Mira’s attention away from the window. A new customer arrived.

“Good morning. Is there anything I can help you with?” Mira sat the cleaner and paper towels on the counter as she greeted the woman.

Glad to be done torturing herself with questions about the stranger next door, she hurried to make a sale.

“I thought I’d see what fish you had. My son has been wanting a fish.”

“Do you already have an aquarium tank?” Mira asked.

“I don’t know that I want a whole tank. My son will no doubt get bored with the fish after a few weeks,” the woman replied as she flicked her long blonde hair over her shoulder with the bat of her slender hand. “I was thinking more like one fish.”

Observing the woman’s stylish beige linen pantsuit and her matching three-inch spiked heel shoes, Mira noticed the contrast between the woman and herself in baggy denim overalls with paw prints on the pockets, and worn-out slip-on shoes. Mira dressed for her own comfort. Her black t-shirt, covered in cat hair from her morning cuddles with kittens, had a few holes from the cat’s happy treading and stretching their claws. It was the clothing she needed to wear. Though, at times, she did like to dress up.

“We have goldfish. They’re very easy to take care of. A bowl, some stones, one or two goldfish, and fish flakes,” Mira explained.

“I’ve heard that kind of fish can be messy,” the woman remarked.

“The water should be changed every other day. We have a pamphlet that comes with the fish, explaining everything you need to do.”

The woman sneezed, then asked, “Do you have something else?” She headed for the fish tank section of the store.

Mira followed. “Betta fish are the only other fish we have that can be kept in a bowl. I can show you them.”

“I like this one with the stripes.” The woman gave a laugh. “Reminds me of a dress I used to have.”

Mira didn’t see this as an easy sale. “That is a zebra fish, and it requires a tank with filtration and a heater to regulate the temperature.”

More sneezes followed, and the woman pulled a handkerchief from her pocket. “I don’t know what’s come over me. I only do this with too much dust.” She scanned the nearby shelves as if to find dust to blame.

“We keep everything as clean as possible.” Mira defended. “Maybe something else.”

“You have cats here, don’t you.” The woman wrinkled her nose in disgust or to fend off another sneeze.

“Yes. We pride ourselves in having a good variety of pets.”

“I should go then. I’m terribly allergic to cats.” With her heels clicking on the tile floor, the woman hastily made her way towards the exit.

“Come again soon,” Mira called out the farewell. The bell jingled quickly with the opening and closing of the door. “Well, that didn’t go well,” Mira muttered. “It’s unlikely she’ll be back with her allergies.”

Mira picked up the window cleaner and paper towels from the counter and put them away. She thought about how different customers could be and how each interaction brought its own unique charm to her day.

“Gerald?” Mira watched him lifting a tall birdcage onto a top shelf. It clanked metal to metal until he got it in place. “We have ladders, you know.”

“Too much trouble. I got it up without one.” He strutted in his cocky manner toward her. “I’m tall, remember.”

“Still, it wouldn’t be a strain, and what if a customer bumped you?” She flicked her hand at him. “Never mind. I’m going next door. Watch the register.”

“You going to do a little snooping?”

“Yes.” She didn’t bother to deny it. This would be the first time she’d seen the store next to hers empty.

The bell over her door jingled as she left. She glanced around the area and saw no signs of the man. “He had to have left,” she murmured, strolling along the walk until she reached the window next to hers.

Mira leaned close and peered through the glass and met with darkness. Though, she did see a scattering of stuff left lying on the floor. She turned towards the entrance door. “Maybe he forgot to lock it.”

A tug showed he had left it unlocked. But of course, why would he care if anyone went inside now that Mrs. Kerns was all moved out. Mira crossed the threshold and stared at the silent, dirty space. Her habit of tidiness almost compelled her to pick up the broom she saw leaning against the dark green painted concrete block wall.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Kerns.” She moved around through the clutter. “The movers weren’t as careful as they should have been moving out your stuff.” Mira bent down and picked up two pieces of a broken glass fish figurine. “A little glue can fix this.” She sat the fragments on a shelf.

Her attention shifted when she heard a rattling sound in the backroom. It reminded her of the snap a plastic trash bag made when it shook open.

“Hello?” she called out.

She made her way through the rubble on the floor. A bottle rolled when her foot brushed against it. She watched her next step and examined her path. The silhouette of someone in the backroom doorway brought her to a halt.

Without lights, the back of the store lay in a shadow of darkness.

“Hi. I’m Mira Lane. I own the pet store next door.” Nervously, she introduced herself, ready to run for the door behind her. She didn’t know who was in the store. Maybe the man she saw, or some derelict that noticed the man leave without locking up.

“Is there something I can do for you, Miss Lane?” A silhouette with a male voice came forward, kicking debris to the side, not letting anything on the floor get in his way as his strides closed the gap between them.

Mira’s gaze met the handsome stranger she had seen outside, and she found herself momentarily at a loss for words. He hadn’t left. The dimly lit interior offered no help in filling in the missing details of what she had missed about his features. Still, an unexpected flutter of sensations stirred within her from his voice alone.

“How did you know my name?” she asked.

“You told me.” A hint of amusement laced his words.

“I—” She did announce who she was, and heat rushed to her cheeks. “Yes. Right. I did tell you.”

“If you’re looking for the previous owner of the shop, she fell and broke her hip.” He informed her in a crisp tone, probably because she had been accusative with him about her name.

That edge of coldness put her on guard, but she recovered, deciding she caught him by surprise, or he was exhausted. The store wasn’t bright enough to tell if he appeared tired. It was morning, but he could have a night job.

He came forward into the daylight streaming through a window. His beautiful brown eyes held a mesmerizing depth, revealing warmth and vulnerability that spoke to her soul. His expression hinted at sadness. She refrained from personal snooping even though she wanted to know everything about him.

“And she decided to close the store?” she asked to stir up a conversation.

She had just seen Mrs. Kerns the week before at church. It seemed strange the woman gave up a shop she loved because of a fall. Had she injured herself that badly?

“Her nephew did. He’s been trying to get her to retire. And since she won’t be up and around for the next few months, now seems the best time to close this shop.” His explanation clued her in on the fact he was not the nephew. So, who was he?

“That’s too bad. She loved this place. And she had such unique items.”

“I suppose, if you like that kind of stuff,” he replied, a dismissive tone that suggested he didn’t care.

Nosiness getting the better of her, Mira asked, “May I ask who you are?”

“Decker Lawson. I’m opening an aquarium store here. I thought I’d come look around while the movers cleaned out the place.”

“An aquarium store?” The news sent a jolt of confusion through her. “You mean you’ll be selling fish?”

“Some fish. Mostly the stuff that goes with them. I build aquariums for businesses and private homes,” Decker explained.

A sense of disquiet settled in her chest. She had cultivated her cozy haven over the years with an exclusivity to that shopping plaza. The thought of a vibrant, aquatic store overshadowing her small, tropical fish department saturated her with anxiety.

“You can’t do that here.” She clutched the sides of her overalls, twisting the fabric between her fingers.

“Why not?” Decker’s question, while innocent sounding, seemed more like he goaded her to start an argument.

She didn’t want to fight with anyone, and yet, God gave her strength to do what was right. “I have a pet store next door. I sell fish. My contract has a non-compete clause that prevents the plaza from renting out space to anyone selling the same thing I do,” She tried to calmly explain, hoping to clarify the situation he was obviously unaware of.

Unfazed, Decker countered, his gaze boring into her, “Then I guess you’ll have to take that up with the plaza manager. They had no trouble transferring Mrs. Kerns rental contract to me.”

Mira took a short, deep breath. Decker Lawson was correct. The blame lay with the plaza manager. “You’re right. I’ll do that now. I’m sorry they inconvenienced you like this.” She left the store and stormed her way back into her shop to call the plaza manager.

As she scrolled through her contacts in her cell phone for the plaza manager, she realized she didn’t have the number because she had a new phone and hadn’t made sure everything transferred.

“What’s wrong?” Gerald asked, plunking down a sixteen-pound bag of cat food on the counter for a customer.

Mira took several slow breaths. It wasn’t healthy to get all worked up from the shakeups of the morning.

“That man we saw,” she started. “He isn’t Mrs. Kerns nephew. His name is Decker Lawson and he’s opening an aquarium store in that space. I told him he can’t do that because of my non-compete clause, but he didn’t seem to care or didn’t consider it too important.”

“An aquarium store.” Gerald raked his fingers into his hair and scratched his head. “You mean like fish?”

“He can’t sell fish if I’m selling fish, can he?” Mira questioned and walked over to the window, pacing the short space. The unexpected encounter with Decker Lawson, and the whole turn of events made her heart continue to race.

“In theory, he shouldn’t be able to with the non-compete clause in your contract, but sometimes there are loopholes,” Gerald said.

Mira felt the weight of the challenge ahead, “How can there be loopholes?” She froze at the sight of Decker Lawson outside on the walk.

She watched as he stepped down onto the asphalt parking lot near the awning post between their stores. Why hadn’t he stepped off by his door? She refused to move back out of sight as she saw his closeness to her shop an intimidation tactic.

When she first laid eyes on the man, she had a spark of curiosity about him. He was an unexpected presence, like a sudden storm on a clear day. Now, as she observed his strides to his car, his lean confident figure and air of determination angered her.

“Your pet shop covers a wide range of creatures, bedding, and toys. He’s focusing on aquariums and fish, which might be considered a different market. It’s like saying because you sell candy, that a candy store can’t open in this plaza.”

“You’re supposed to be on my side,” she snapped.

“I am. But I don’t know if there is much you can do about the situation.”

“It isn’t right.” She understood what Gerald said. But it didn’t stop her from worrying about the potential impact on her business. And her annoyance escalated as she continued to think about it. Lawson’s shop was a threat to her pet store. His plan to open an aquarium store next door, complete with fish and aquarium supplies, was an absolute intrusion on her territory. She put her cell phone back in her purse. “I’m going to talk to the plaza manager and tell George Hayes I’m going to sue the plaza if he dares rent that place out to anyone that has similar merchandise as I have.”

“Maybe you should give it a day. Cool down. Think things through. I doubt George up and willy-nilly handed the contacted to the man without going over the policies.”

Mira glanced at Gerald. When they met, she didn’t think he’d be a good fit for her new store. She had interviewed a couple dozen applicants, each young, idealistic in their world views, and some notably lazy. Gerald gave off the I-Know-Everything attitude. Every question she asked, he had an answer, and it didn’t always sync with hers. Except, when they were done, he politely asked that she think over her decision carefully so she didn’t have to keep doing the interview process repeatedly because the best choice may not last. She then asked him another question. Would he last? His emphatic reply was yes. She hired him on the spot, and they became the best of friends. While his answers were different than hers, he did know a lot about everything she didn’t.

“I think I should do this now,” she said, overruling his idea, and she left to confront the plaza manager.

She simply couldn’t accept Decker’s Lawson’s plan to open an aquarium store next to her beloved pet shop without a fight. She needed to address the situation immediately. Her business’s future was at stake. If Decker moved in and set up shop, she’d have a harder time getting him out. As she walked, she couldn’t shake off the upheaval of emotions Decker Lawson had stirred up. Unrest seemed the worst with her unbidden attraction toward him. The sight of him in the parking lot put a pause in her steps. He leaned against the end of a black SUV. He stared at the front of what he thought was going to be his store. When he cocked his head in the cutest way, a smile tugged his lips. What was he imagining? Was his gaze aimed at her store? She shivered from the idea he pondered the future possibility of claiming her space too. Then he looked up, hinting at him envisioning his own sign replacing that of Kerns Thrift Store.

When his head swiveled, his gaze shifted and met hers. He offered a smile and a nod. Was it genuine or an arrogant gesture of what he thought was his victory? Annoyance started building inside her.

On the one hand, she was fiercely protective of her business. She had poured her heart and soul into it and couldn’t simply let it crumble under the pressure of competition. On the other hand, her emotions were becoming increasingly entangled in the matter, and she didn’t know why. An old boyfriend had soured her on love and romance, so why had Decker, the bane of her store dilemma, put her head in the clouds?

Mira resumed marching towards the plaza manager’s office, preparing to address the issue at hand with determination. She grasped the brass handle with a firm grip and pulled it towards her, causing the dull gray steel door to swing open. An audible creak from the rusty hinges echoed around her, filling the air with a grinding, metallic sound that punctuated the motion.

George Hayes sat behind his cluttered desk, his eyes a murky brown appeared too small on his pudgy face. They had several confrontations in the past.

“Your door needs lubrication, Mr. Hayes.” She glared at him, needing an outlet for her anger beside Decker Lawson.

“Ms. Lane, what can I do for you today?” His tone gave away a hint of irritation.

Was it her fault that she had to come to him about the broken air conditioning unit, or the leak in the roof, or the crack in her store window. Her complaints were always the plaza owner’s responsibility. George Hayes just didn’t like doing more than he had to as the manager.

“You can tell Mr. Lawson that he can’t rent that store next to mine. I have a non-compete clause in my contract. It prohibits you from renting to someone selling fish,” Mira asserted firmly planting her palms hard on the desk for emphasis.

“I checked with the owners when Ms. Kerns nephew asked to convert his contract to Lawson. As explained to me, I can’t rent the store to someone running a pet shop, but he is going to run an aquarium construction and installation business out of the place.”

“But he’ll sell fish. I have fish. He’ll sell aquarium tanks. I sell tanks. He’ll sell everything for fish the same as I do. That puts him in competition with me.” Mira argued, not accepting the differentiation.

“He’s selling supplies for his constructed aquariums to his customers, not furry pets. As for fish, as I understand it, he will have a display for his customers.”

“I don’t care if he’s selling the fish or giving them away. He’ll have tanks, fish food, figurines, plants, and chemicals. Those are all the same items I sell.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Lane.”

“Can’t you talk to him and explain how this might affect me.” Mira pushed back.

“The plaza wants all the stores rented. It’s not my job to run off tenants.”

“And what am I? Aren’t you afraid I’ll up and leave?” Her insides shook with frustration.

“You just renewed your two-year lease last month. I don’t see you leaving before then, unless you can afford to pay rent for a place you don’t inhabit.”

She swallowed her squeal of rage so that just a pip of noise sputtered from her lips. “How convenient for you.”

“Is there anything else?” he asked.

Mira thought of the crack in the back wall. She had hidden it with merchandise. And there were the rain-stained tiles in the ceiling he hadn’t replaced since the roof leak was repaired. Or she might mention the back door lock on the outside no longer accepted a key. Not that she needed one as she always entered through the front door, and they bolted the back door from inside. She had a dozen petty grievances to plague him with, but she held her tongue.

“He’s out there in the parking lot. You can go talk to him at least.” She pushed.

“Like I said, there’s nothing I have to say to him.”

The refusal of George Hayes to intervene left her solely in charge of the problem. Not willing to let the matter rest, Mira flew out of the office to catch Decker Lawson before he left.

“Mr. Lawson.” she shouted, hurrying across the parking lot, her shoes slapping the asphalt. “Can I talk to you?”

“If it’s quick. I was just leaving. I have a meeting I must get to,” he replied opening his car door.

“What can I do to get you to change your mind about putting an aquarium store next to my pet shop?”

“Sorry. My plans are set in stone. I have merchandise coming, a contract I’m sure the plaza isn’t going to let me break, and I’ve put a lot of work into setting everything up with this place. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment.”

“No, I won’t excuse you, and neither will God for your disregard of my situation.” She clenched her hands at her side, unsure what else to say. Anger wasn’t a part of her everyday existence. She didn’t want to be mad at him, but he wasn’t making it easy.

Mr. Lawson’s brow furrowed and a flash of compassion glimmered from his pretty eyes.

“I’m sorry. But I don’t know how to make you understand,” she said, with a rise of old insecurities backing her down.

“I understand, and yet, as I explained... I’m sorry I can’t change my plans.” Despite his unwavering stance, she saw a glint of empathy in his eyes.

Her emotions at full tilt left her overwhelmed, and she gasped a breath trying to calm herself.

Mr. Lawson stepped toward her and reached out his hand. The warmth of his fingers on her cool forearm made her shiver. The tension between them, born from their conflict, seemed to momentarily dissipate, replaced by a charged silence. Mira didn’t anticipate the intensity of her unexpected vulnerability. She shivered, not only from the physical sensation of his touch but also from the emotional turmoil that brewed deep within her.

Mira’s pulse quickened. Her heart seemed to beat in rhythm with the erratic dance of sensations. She found herself trapped in that moment, torn between her professional concerns and the heavy pull of this man’s presence.

The contact was fleeting, a brief touch of his warm fingers against her cool forearm left an indelible impression on her. It was as though a spark had ignited between them, a connection that transcended their business rivalry. It was a moment that left her both perplexed and intrigued, as the boundaries between their professional conflicts and personal feelings blurred.

“Are you alright?” His light, ticklish strokes bombarded her senses. The kindness and understanding he offered only deepened her internal conflict. She didn’t want to feel this attraction, not when it might complicate her efforts to save her store.

“Yes.” She let out the
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