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      Zaria Wallace walked away from a successful career as one of the world’s top models. She’s sick of the hedonistic lifestyle and wants nothing more than to raise her daughter in a peaceful, small town where kindness is the norm. She’s not expecting to come face to face with her past, three thousand kilometers from Hollywood.

      Carl Flint made some stupid mistakes as a youth. Now he’s back in his hometown, running the local garage. Life is good, except for the guilt and bad dreams that chase him from bed every night and drive him to walk his stress away in the quiet darkness.

      Zaria can’t believe that Carl is here. In this small Canadian town, there’s no escaping him and the reality that she still loves him. But if he can’t get past his mistakes there’s no hope for a future together.

      Can she help him slay his demons and forgive himself for a colossal mistake, or will his past destroy them both?
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      Former model Zaria Wallace jumped when Carl Flint cornered her in the kitchen of the inn where she worked. “Outside,” he hissed at her, a hard frown pinching his brows together. “We have to talk.”

      “I’m working,” Zaria growled and gritted her teeth. “I can’t leave. This is a wedding, you moron. Anything you have to say to me will wait.” She did not need this confrontation. Not now, not ever. She’d known it was coming the first time she gassed up her car and saw him tinkering away on a Hummer in the local garage, and had been hoping to continue avoiding him the way she had for the past six weeks.

      A small-town Manitoba girl, she’d been discovered by a talent scout at the age of fourteen. Days later, Zaria had been whisked away to Hollywood with her mother in tow. She’d quickly risen through the ranks to the top of the modeling world. After two decades of starvation, hard-work, and parties, she’d given up the fast-paced lifestyle and moved to Coyote Creek to raise her daughter.

      What were the odds that the one man she wanted to avoid forever, lived in the same small town she did? She’d run from Hollywood to the safety and privacy of small-town life, and who was here but a small piece of her past?

      Not the press, not her former fans, but the only man she’d fallen for in her entire life, Carl Flint. If she’d known that every second person in this tiny town was related to him, she never would have stopped for gas, let alone moved here. That’s what you get when you acted on impulse and fled the city. You landed smack dab in the middle of another disaster.

      Admittedly, running into Carl again wasn’t as big a problem as the ones she’d run from, but he had the power to ruin her life by dragging her back into the lifestyle she was trying to escape.

      “I’ve been calling you for weeks,” Carl growled. “You don’t answer your phone.” He grasped her lightly by the elbow and led her through the kitchen into the inn’s back yard. Without loosening his grip, he grabbed a jacket from a hook as they passed and hung it over her shoulders

      “Let go of my arm, you Neanderthal. You’re hurting me.” He wasn’t.

      He dropped his arm like he’d been burned. He’d always been kind and respectful toward her and would never willingly hurt anyone. His rough manner was very out of character for him.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. If you’d answer my calls, I wouldn’t have to manhandle you.” They stood face to face on the back porch, glaring, a world of untamed emotions whirling between them.

      Her body shivered with the awareness of just being near him. “How, exactly did you get my number? It’s unlisted.” There was no way he should have been able to get his hands on her private number. She paid a small fortune every month to keep it secure.

      “This is Coyote Creek. You can find out anything if you try hard enough.” He smirked. His double dimples drove a dagger to her heart. Damn, she’d always loved those dimples. They made him sexy and adorable. They’d been her downfall once before.

      “Tell me how you got my number, or I’m out of here, now. You’ve got thirty seconds before I go back to work.”

      “Back to work? You’re at a damn party with your kid.”

      “Yes, my daughter is here. My boss, Clara, you know her, your cousin, invited me to bring my daughter to the party to play with your nieces and nephews.” Snow drifted down around them. It was a beautiful night for a wedding. Carl’s brother Riley had just gotten married to the love of his life, Tricia. And now Zaria stood outside the inn with a piece of her past that she wished would just go away. “Fifteen seconds,” she reminded him. She wasn’t going to give him one extra second.

      “I found your number in Clara’s employee files. She left a cabinet unlocked when I was manning the desk while she went out to dinner with Zane. I saw the opportunity and I took it. I don’t regret it.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” His brows wrinkled into a frown and his dimples disappeared.

      “Nothing. It doesn’t mean a damned thing.” Even glaring, he was too attractive by half. How could he look that angry and still be so handsome he made her pulse thrum? She’d spent twenty-one years around the world’s most beautiful people and none of them had gotten to her like this man. Now he was stalking her and putting her job at risk.

      “Listen, just say whatever you have to say and get it over with, before I get fired.” Her sigh turned to frozen mist in the icy December air. She wasn’t feeling the cold, she was too annoyed at being hauled out of work against her will.

      “You won’t get fired. You said it yourself; your boss is my cousin. I’ll put in a good word, she’ll blame me, and you’ll be safe. Besides the wedding is over and done. There’s nothing but socializing left.”

      “Which, in case you forgot, is exactly my job. I’m here as a server, not a guest.”

      He reached out slowly, giving her more than enough time to react, and stroked a finger down her cheek. “You always were the most beautiful woman in the world. I never met anyone like you.” His breath mingled with hers in the air, forming a heart of drifting frost.

      Dammit. She was turning into a lovestruck idiot. This ended here.

      “Look Carl. Just tell me what’s so urgent that you’d steal my number and follow me around like a crazy stalker. Please.” She added the last grudgingly. Even back in the day, when they’d both been high as kites, he’d had the best manners of anyone she’d ever met. His actions over the past few weeks were a million miles out of character for him.

      “I’m only going to ask this once and I want the truth. I want you to look me in the eyes and tell me the absolute truth.” His brows pinched together. He looked worried.

      She knew where he was going now. But he was wrong. Dead wrong. Beyond all doubt wrong.

      “The answer is no.” She wrapped her arms around her middle and took a tiny step back from him. She hated retreating, but her traitorous hands wanted to tangle in his snow-covered hair.

      “No? You won’t tell me the truth? Where do you get off?”

      “Me,” she squeaked. “Where do you get off, dragging me out of work and making demands. Yes, I’ll tell you the truth. I know what you’re going to ask, and the answer is no.”

      “How could you know?” he demanded.

      She stared him straight in the eye, almost getting lost in the perfect stereotypical Flint green eyes. All the men in his family had those mesmerizing green eyes with the golden flecks that pulled you right in. Every time she bumped into one of the many Flint men; she was reminded of the time she spent with Carl, and her heart bled a little.

      “Is your daughter my child?” His jaw flexed and tensed with each word as if he were controlling his temper.

      “No.”

      His glare intensified. “Zaria.”

      She hated that he said her name properly. Zair-ee-ah. Why couldn’t he get it wrong like half the rest of the world? That he got it correct infuriated her for some reason. But then, he’d always managed to get under her skin.

      She reached out and clasped his forearm. It was warm and firm under her fingers. God, she’d missed him. “I swear to you, on Ivette’s life, that she is not your child. I would have told you if she was.” That was the plain unvarnished truth. She’d never keep a child from their father.

      “Do you even know for sure? It’s not like we were at our best that weekend. We were both under the influence the entire time.”

      She wasn’t offended by the statement. It was nothing more than the truth. They’d hooked up at a Hollywood party after a photoshoot. They’d been modeling underwear together. Even now, clean and sober for over three years, it was the best weekend of her life, except for the birth of her daughter. He was right, they’d been drinking, but she’d been fully in control and knew what was going on.

      “Neither of us were at our best,” she admitted without shame. She’d moved beyond who she was then. “But I can promise you that Ivette is not your daughter.” She squeezed his arm hoping it would reassure him. She told herself that it was a squeeze of reassurance, not because she couldn’t resist the urge to touch him.

      “How can you be certain?” His frown almost looked like disappointment.

      She didn’t want to talk about this. Now wasn’t the time or the place, but he obviously wasn’t going to let it go until she told him. She closed her eyes. One would think that having spent over two decades nearly naked in front of strangers that bodily functions wouldn’t embarrass her, but in this case, they did. She pushed out a breath and swallowed hard. “Because, I had my period two days after we were together. I know because I ruined a ten-thousand-dollar dress I was modeling because I wasn’t prepared.”

      Back then, her period was a rarity because she was model perfect, aka underweight. She’d changed that and was now a healthy body weight and felt much better for it.

      She opened her eyes, hating the heat that rose in her cheeks. Doubt lingered in his eyes as he stared into hers. After a moment, he nodded decisively.

      “Thank you. But you have to admit, she looks a bit like me.” His grin was weak.

      “No, she doesn’t,” Zaria laughed, all tension slipping away. “You’ve got dark brown hair and green eyes. She’s a blue eyed blonde.”

      “Yeah, but she has my dimples.”

      “Well, she does have dimples, I’ll give you that. I swear, she isn’t your child. She is mine, and mine alone.” Perfectly so.

      “And her father? Is he in the picture?” Carl quirked one eyebrow in question. His shoulders had relaxed with her confession and his usual smile returned.

      “No. He is not. He knows about her. He signed away all his rights and obligations. She is mine. I share her responsibility with no one, and that’s just how I want it.”

      “How the hell can a man just walk away from his child? What kind of asshole does that?” Carl snapped out, frown returning.

      She’d known Carl for years before they hooked up. This was the first time she’d ever seen him on the verge of losing his temper. Wow!

      “A very famous Hollywood actor with a huge selfish streak is who does that. That’s all you get from me. I have no place in my life for his drama and drunken lifestyle. I walked away from booze and drugs over three years ago. I know you’re clean and dry as well. Good for you.” The words sounded sarcastic but were meant sincerely.

      “Thank you. I’ve worked hard to stay sober. Some days are easier than others,” he admitted.

      “Isn’t that the truth.” She gave him a high five. “Ivette helps me keep on course. I wouldn’t let anything happen to her.”

      “I admire that. My family is a huge part of me being sober too.” He paused. “Look, I’m sorry I dragged you away from the celebration. I’ll leave you alone now.” He grasped her shoulders and pivoted her around to face the entry. “Enjoy the party.”

      “Aren’t you coming inside?” She tried to hide the disappointment in her voice. She always had liked him, but she shouldn’t want to be with him.

      “Not yet. I’ve got stuff to process. I’ll see you around town, Zaria.”

      “You too Carl.” She had to force her feet to move forward. One step. Another. Another. She paused at the door and turned for one last look. He was facing away as if he couldn’t bear to see her go. She studied the breadth of his shoulders. He wasn’t tall, just a bit under six feet. They were practically the same height, but she’d always felt safe and protected near him. There was just something about Carl Flint that spoke to her body. And maybe to her heart.

      Melancholy dropped over her like a cloak as she snuck back inside to check on her daughter and get back to work.
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      “Five damn months,” Carl growled to himself as he walked down main street. He swatted away a mosquito. He knew better than to forget bug repellant in May in northern Alberta. Either the weather was freezing, or the bugs were out in full force. There was no happy medium.

      “I can’t believe it’s been five months since I talked to her. Doesn’t she ever need gas or car maintenance?” As owner of the only local gas station and garage, he expected to see her occasionally, she did have a car. He’d seen it.

      He'd damn near wrecked his knuckles when his wrench slipped the first time he saw her parked at the pumps. Two days later, Mrs. Adelson had been all atwitter with the news that the famous model, Zaria Wallace had moved to town two weeks ago. He’d like to know why Zaria chose Coyote Creek when she left Hollywood. Maybe he’d ask her if he ever saw her again.

      He shook his head and upped his pace. It was three in the morning, and he was awake. Again. Sleep was elusive most nights. He had too many past demons to rest well. Lately, since he’d had it out with Zaria at Riley and Tricia’s wedding, his insomnia and bad dreams were worse than ever.

      He’d caught glimpses of her often when she first arrived in town. Since their confrontation, he’d barely seen her. There was no doubt she was avoiding him. She was probably trying as hard to stay out of his way as he was to catch sight of her and that added to his unease.

      His doctor suggested sleeping pills for the insomnia, but this wasn’t a physical issue, this was entirely mental and no drug in the world would cure the battle in his head. Especially since it appeared that Zaria was in town for good. Just knowing she was in his hometown brought all his demons roaring back.

      Like the worst type of stalker, he’d asked his mechanic, Zane, if Zaria still worked at the inn. Zane had married Zaria’s boss, Clara, on New Year’s Eve. He was fairly sure the only reason Zane agreed to answer was to keep his job. Not that he needed it, Sweet Dreams Bed and Breakfast, a small inn, was an enormous success and was fully booked more often than not. It was also a favorite wedding venue in town.

      Carl slaved away in the garage, working on cars, doing paperwork, ordering parts, all the while pathetically hoping for a glimpse of the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. He was like a love-struck idiot.

      At times, he almost wished he was back in the party world of Hollywood. He’d seen her a lot back then. At least once or twice a week. Hollywood parties could be legendary, and he’d attended more than his fair share of them.

      Realistically he never wanted to go there again. That lifestyle nearly ruined him, yet he still missed seeing Zaria and talking to her at parties.

      He’d been at tech school when he’d been scouted by a modeling agency and his whirlwind career as a model had taken off. Apparently, he had the perfect shoulders for nearly nude modeling. His half-naked body had been plastered on billboards all around the world. Caught up in the fame and bright lights, he’d fallen into bad habits. At first it was just a drink or two at dinner. Then a couple shots with producers or photographers at a party. He’d never gotten trapped by hard drugs, but he’d done some E and smoked some pot. Addiction was a slippery slope and he’d been rocketing his way to the bottom.

      His parents would be mortified if they knew the things he’d done while drunk or high; those mistakes still haunted him. They kept him up at night. He’d made his peace with God, and his parents, but he was having trouble forgiving himself. What kind of man partied like that and treated people that way? His shame ran deep and wasn’t easy to forgive.

      “Stop it, Flint,” he muttered to himself. “You’re not that man anymore.” He was a better person, but having Zaria in town brought it all home in a rush. Unable to sleep, he walked. He’d walked through more cowboy boots since he’d
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