
        
            
                
            
        

    
	You can run from your past, but it will catch up to you eventually.

	 

	 

	Alexis has that special something about her that Seth can’t fathom. His friend Mirabelle’s new employee is even prettier than the merchandise she sells. Too bad she’s distantly polite when he tries talking to her.

	Alexis is attracted to Seth, but she’s in hiding from her past and her mistakes. Getting involved with the one person she’s attracted to could blow her cover.

	When they’re forced to work together, their libidos ignite. Alexis is terrified to open up and give in to her feelings for Seth. If he remembers that night five years ago, he’ll never speak to her again.

	It becomes a question of whether Seth will expose her and force her to keep running, or if he’ll help her face her past.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Mirabelle’s Shop—King Street, Bridgewater, Nova Scotia

	Thursday Morning

	 

	Seth hated taking sleep aids, but he was getting desperate. It had been weeks since he had a decent night’s sleep, and today, he needed to concentrate. They were getting measurements for the wall between Mirabelle’s shop and the unit next door to expand her store.

	He opened the glass and steel door and realized he didn’t feel any cool air. That’s right. The air conditioning is turned off so it won’t blow around the sawdust. Great. This is going to suck moose balls. Working in humid conditions wasn’t new to him—he worked outside in 30 Celsius plus weather sometimes, with a heat index pushing 40. Working in it when he wasn’t at one hundred percent was going to be horrible.

	Alexis Graves, Mirabelle’s newest employee and friend, sat behind the counter. She was staring at some papers in front of her, and her brow was furrowed as she scribbled something down on a yellow notepad.

	Seth had never gotten a good look at her despite meeting her once or twice in the last week. It was time to take more than a fleeting glance or two. Her long dark brown braid curled around her neck and dangled between her small breasts. She leaned her chin on her right hand and tapped the pencil on the pad with her left. Her flowing blouse was a soft lavender, and she wore glasses with subtle gold frames. She shook her head, and a soft tinkle emitted from her silver chandelier earrings before she let out a soft sigh and erased something on the page. His gaze travelled down to her left hand. All but the ring finger were decorated in silver rings of various stones.

	She pursed her lips, lifted her head, and blinked in surprise when her gaze met his. Alexis’s eyes were a soft brown, the colour of milk chocolate, and they were framed with thick, dark lashes.

	Sweat started to form under his arms, his eyes slammed shut, and his mouth went dry as the image of another pair of brown eyes blinking at him overlaid his vision. She looked almost identical to the girl that had been plaguing his dreams. That was why he wasn’t sleeping. Shit. The bitter taste of bile hit his tongue. He felt his body going left, then right.

	“Seth? Are you okay?” A cool hand touched his bare forearm. A soft tingle flowed from her fingers into his skin. It felt odd, and although soothing, added a bit of confusion to his already addled brain. His eyes opened. Alexis was staring at him with wide eyes and her lips parted slightly.

	“Yeah,” he mumbled and cricked his neck as he moved his gaze from hers. He took a deep calming breath and felt the dizziness start to ease. He could see her staring at him out of the corner of his eye.

	“Do you want some water?” she asked. “It’s hot out there, and it’s going to be worse next door.” They were propping open the shop’s main door, but not the door to the next-door unit, due to curious passerby. If they were moving something in or out of the unit—equipment or drywall, for example—the door would be open then. No air circulation meant it was going to be a long, hot day. Fucking meow.

	“I’m fine, thanks. I’ll get some later,” he replied, and he tried not to smile. Alexis was normally somewhat prickly. The offer wasn’t like her. Maybe she’s overcome by my charm?

	She shrugged and pointed to another stool behind the counter. “Blaine may be talking to Mirabelle for a while, so you may as well sit while you can.” Blaine was Mirabelle’s husband, as well as Seth’s best friend. The men were like brothers, and therefore Mirabelle was like Seth’s sister. She was also overprotective of Seth and would freak out on him if she saw him out of sorts.

	Seth shakily sat down next to Alexis with a nod of thanks.

	She gave him a small smile in reply. His gaze was drawn to the soft pink fullness of her mouth. She turned her attention back to the pad in front of her and started doodling again.

	After several minutes of waiting, he stretched his neck and tried to hold back a yawn. At least I’m productive on the nights I can’t sleep. I hope Mirrie loves the trim I’m designing for the archway. Seth wanted this expansion to be perfect for Mirabelle. She loved the thrill of a sale, purchasing unusual merchandise, and chatting with her customers. He’d never tell her, but he was highly uncomfortable in her shop on his best days. It was filled with too many frilly and glass things for his taste. A yawn escaped his mouth without warning.

	Alexis glanced at him and turned back to her doodling.

	A few minutes later, he let out another one, this one a bit louder than the last. A trickle of sweat ran down his cheek. He wiped it away. Shit, I’m more tired than I thought. If anyone suggests getting some iced coffee, I’m game.

	Alexis stopped doodling, raised her head, and shot him a dirty look before she started drawing again.

	He smiled internally. She’s kind of cute. Covering his mouth with his hand, Seth yawned for the third time.

	Alexis turned her head and gave him a blank look over the top rims of her glasses.

	He sheepishly grinned in reply. There was a weird flutter in his gut when she smiled back.

	“You didn’t sleep well last night, did you?” she asked.

	“It’s been so damn hot.” It was typical July weather for Nova Scotia. Temps hovered around 28 Celsius with a heat index of 35. The weather wouldn’t break for another month. It always started cooling off around mid-August most summers unless there was a hurricane coming up the coast. Seth hoped it would cool down soon. Maybe then the damn dream would stop harassing me.

	The pencil in her hand made a soft scraping noise as Alexis glided it across the paper. “There’s a pot of fresh coffee out back, unless you want something cold to drink.”

	He grinned. “Are you offering to get me something?”

	“Nope.” There was a light note in her voice, almost teasing.

	He snickered. “I tried.”

	“Hmm, it was a good one,” she replied with a soft giggle.

	He didn’t miss how she tried hiding her smile by ducking her head. She is adorable. His gaze drifted downward, following the line of her thick braid to her arm and hand. Her fingers efficiently guided the pencil in a flowing pattern, like she was creating flowers on the page. He could make out something that resembled leaves. “What are you drawing?”

	“Not much, it’s an idea I have.” Her tone was dismissive.

	He stood up to peer at it over her shoulder and caught a whiff of something soft, flowery and feminine when he got close to her. Damn, she smells as pretty as she looks. He saw a glimpse of a fairy a second before she quickly flipped the pad over and stared up at him with a filthy look.

	“I don’t like it when people look over my shoulder,” she said defensively with narrowed eyes.

	Seth gave her one of his most charming grins. “I can see it from the other stool, and it looks great. Will you please show me?”

	Alexis glared at him. “I’d rather not.”

	“Why not?”

	“It’s not finished yet.” She turned her back to him and leaned her right arm across the pad.

	Taken aback that she was able to resist that smile—his best, according to Mirabelle—Seth narrowed his eyes and tried to come up with alternatives. He wanted to see that damn picture, and if he had his way, Alexis would be showing him before Blaine and Mirabelle were done talking. “Are you sure? I always like to get critiques on my work before I finalize it.” He added a soft plea to his words.

	She glanced at him over her shoulder, and her eyes rolled skyward. “Using the we’re creative pals, so you have to share your work with me line doesn’t work, Seth.”

	It seemed like she wasn’t going to budge after all. Seth should have left it at that. It would have been the smart thing to do. On the other hand, I would like to see what she’s drawing. He tentatively reached for the notebook. He blamed his actions on the heat and humidity. Or was it the lack of sleep? It could have been her perfume.

	The instant his fingers brushed her arm, he knew it was a dumb move. She grabbed the pad, jumped off the stool, and whipped around to face him. Her glare could have melted concrete. It was that nasty. “Mind your own fucking business, Seth Mitchell!” she yelled and shoved his chest, hard, with her left hand.

	A voice saying something similar echoed in his mind, and he grimaced as he tried to shake it away. The image of the girl, wearing a black hoodie, covered the canvas of his mind. What in the hell was happening to him, and why did the visions of the girl in the dream keep bothering him that day? It had been her voice he heard, not Alexis’s. Bile rose in his throat. Oh fuck. Don’t let me be sick! He squeezed his eyes shut, weaved in place, and grabbed the counter in hopes of remaining standing. Crashing onto the floor in a faint wasn’t his idea of fun.

	The subtle perfume hit his senses again, stronger, and he felt a hand on his upper arm as his hands visibly started to shake. “Seth, are you okay?”

	Alexis. “I’m not sure.” His t-shirt was stuck to his back. It’s not even nine AM, and I’m soaked in sweat. Great. He took a few shaking breaths to balance himself and wiped his cheek with the back of his wrist.

	Her hand, cool and soothing, pressed against his hot forehead. “You’re awfully warm.”

	“I may have gotten overheated. I’ll be fine in a minute.” For some reason, he was reluctant to admit how her defensiveness and prickly attitude had affected him. He opened his eyes to meet her gaze. Her forehead was wrinkled in what he hoped was concern, and her soft brown eyes peered up at him for a long moment. Her cool fingers brushed his chin and forehead before she briefly cupped his cheek in her hand.

	Seth relaxed and resisted the sudden urge to lean into the caress. She’s six inches shorter than I am. He was six-foot-one, meaning Alexis was closer to five-foot-seven inches. She was the perfect height for a man his size to kiss. Where the fuck did that come from? He shook it off and smiled, his way of conveying he was fine without words.

	She smiled back, although the furrow between her brows didn’t disappear. “Stay here.” She walked to the back area and went into the doorway.

	He swallowed hard a few times, and the fog started to lift. The nausea started abating, too. Thank fuck. I thought I was going to throw up on her shoes.

	Alexis returned a scant moment later, a bottle of water in her hand that was covered in condensation. He took it with a nod of thanks and cracked it open. A shot of icy goodness slid down his throat as he took a long gulp.

	“Is that better?” Alexis asked.

	“Yeah, thanks,” he replied and took another swig.

	She gave him a quick, shy smile and nodded.

	Mirabelle flew into the main area with Blaine on her heels. “Seth Mitchell, you get back into my office and lie down!” she snapped.

	“Mirrie, I’m fine, I—”

	“Now!” She pointed toward the staff area, located in the back.

	“What about the—”

	“Shut up and listen to me, damn you!” she hissed. A few tendrils of her curly blonde hair stuck to her sweaty face.

	He nodded sheepishly and got up. It took a lot of effort to walk to the employee’s area without falling on his face. Somehow he kept the shaking under control, and although he allowed one yawn during the trek, he didn’t waver. The last thing he needed was another bawling out from Mirabelle, and she would really give it to him if he didn’t pretend he was fine.

	Mirabelle muttered, “That man hasn’t taken good care of himself ever since Janie left.”

	He flipped her the finger over his shoulder.

	 

	Seth shifted to his other side on the short, uncomfortable sofa in Mirabelle’s office and sighed when a spring poked him in the ribs. I hope she gets a new one when we’re done with the renovations. I feel like I’m lying on a bed of rocks. He propped an arm under his head and wiped the sweat from his brow. Fuck, it’s hot back here. At least he wasn’t out front, where the sun hit the windows. Someone could easily get heatstroke if they were out front for too long without the shades pulled down.

	Seth glanced at the clock hanging above the office door. He had been back there for over an hour. It feels more like three hours in this humidity, and lying on this piece of garbage makes it feel even longer. He grunted and grimaced as he shifted to a less painful position.

	Alexis poked her head into the office.

	He greeted her with a pained grin.

	“You scared her.” Alexis leaned her shoulder on the door jamb and hooked her thumbs into the front pockets of her faded blue jeans. They were almost skin-tight, and they moulded to her slim, almost boyish shaped legs perfectly.

	Mentioning his best friend’s wife was the perfect way to distract him from Alexis’s appealing body. “Mirrie worries too damn much,” he muttered and sat up with a groan.

	Alexis snorted. “Be glad you can’t hear her. She’s spouting off how a man needs someone to take care of him, and a lot of other shit. Blaine’s getting an earful.”

	“Better him than me,” Seth grumbled around a snicker.

	Alexis giggled, and her eyes lit up behind her glasses. “Are you feeling better?”

	He loved to hear her laugh. “I am, thanks. Am I allowed to get up? I’m here to work, not lie on this stupid couch.” Please let me get up, Mirrie. I feel like I’ve run twenty marathons.

	“I think she’ll let you up once she sees you’re fine. It’s cooler back here than it is out front. I have to come back here for a few minutes between customers, so I don’t get sick.”

	“I can see why,” he mumbled and stretched his neck. Ouch, that fucking hurts. Fuck it. I’m buying Mirabelle a brand new couch when the renovations are done, one that turns into a bed. That way, if anything like this happens again, I won’t feel like I’ve been stoned half to death. Christ!

	The chime above the door jingled, and Alexis let out a sigh. “I’d better go see who that is.”

	She disappeared, and Seth suddenly felt odd without her there. With a shake of his head, Seth realized he liked her a lot. Being standoffish makes her even more adorable. His gaze lingered on the door. His reaction to her was a mystery.

	 

	Late that afternoon, Seth held a measuring tape along a piece of wood he was prepping for carving when something blocked the light from the doorway.

	His gaze moved upwards to meet Alexis’s. The noise from Cody’s work on the table-saw made it too hard to talk. Seth nodded and waved to her, tossing in one of his most charming grins.

	Alexis smiled back, not as widely, and returned the wave.

	Good. She sees I’m okay, and I’ve put in a lot of work. Maybe with a little luck, I won’t have any more episodes like I had this morning. Their gazes locked for a moment before she turned and walked away. Her perfume hit his nostrils over the scent of sawdust and lingered long after she disappeared from view.

	 

	Friday morning

	Seth’s Bedroom, Wileville, Nova Scotia

	 

	“Jesus Christ!” The pillows flew off the bed as Seth’s body shot upwards, a crushing sensation on his chest and his scream echoing in the room.

	The image of the young woman, sitting in the corner of the grey room, stabbed his mind and lingered despite blinking several times and shaking his head. Sweat dripped into his eyes, which burned his corneas, and it soaked the sheet beneath him. His throat felt like it was full of concrete. It was so hard to breathe. Nausea rumbled in his throat. He swallowed several times to keep it at bay, grateful he hadn’t eaten anything strongly flavoured for supper. Barfing up something like lobster isn’t my idea of fun.

	He grunted a few times and tried to get out of bed. The top sheet was tangled around his legs, which made him stumble. Finally he was able to untangle himself and chuck the damn thing in the corner, away from the bed. He let out a long sigh and stared at the green numbers on the clock. 2:47 AM. Anyone in their right minds would be asleep this early in the morning. He wiped more sweat away from his eyes as he tried to make sense of everything. What the fuck is going on? Who is that girl? Why do I keep dreaming about her? She’s not real. Or is she?

	Something tingled at the back of his mind. He tried catching it, but it eluded him. With a shrug, Seth stood up and started stripping the bottom sheet off the bed. I may as well wash them. I won’t be sleeping anymore tonight—fucking dream.

	 

	Later that morning, he and Blaine arrived at the store early. Like Thursday, Alexis was sitting on a stool behind the counter with her drawing pad in front of her and a pencil in her hand. She glanced up with a smile and a nod in greeting and turned back to her work. Blaine went toward the back again, and Seth made sure he stayed away from the front part of the store.

	Seth let his gaze wander over Alexis while he waited. Yesterday’s lavender blouse had looked amazing on her, but that soft blue t-shirt really caught his eye. One eyebrow went upwards in masculine appreciation as his gaze followed the line of her small breasts. The sudden twitch of admiration from other, sexual parts of his body came as a surprise. Hey! She’s not my type, don’t go there! Focus on your work, dumbass. Jesus.

	Seth moved toward the side of the store that was cleared to let the men work as a way to keep his mind focused on his job. They were creating the archway halfway toward the back, on the opposite side from the checkout counter. It looks great. I didn’t realize they were clearing out the area while we were busy in the other part yesterday. Good. He examined the wall to be sure they had the correct measurements. Mirrie wants at least a foot between the top of the arch and the ceiling. We can do it. His gaze followed the lay of the ceiling, looking for any uneven areas. This old place was built in the 1950s, but it’s good and sturdy. I don’t see any flaws we have to watch out for. He reached into his pocket for the stud finder, and with an inward sigh, he realized Blaine had it. So much for getting that out of the way. He dug his drawing pad out of a pocket on his carpentry apron, so he could work on the trim design while he waited.

	A whiff of the same flowery scent he remembered from Thursday hit his nostrils. He wasn’t expecting to talk to Alexis much that day due to the noise. Plus, he was expecting her to be busy with customers most of the day. “Morning, Alexis,” he said without looking up from his pad.

	“Hi. I thought you two had the measurements for here already,” she replied.

	He spared her a glance and shrugged. “We do, but Mirrie asked me if I could design some trim for the arch. I wanted to get a better look at it from this side. That way, I know what would look great and get a feel to make it look good for all parts of the store.” He peered at the wall for a moment, made an adjustment in the drawing and stared at the wall again. Something was missing. What was it?

	Alexis was quiet, and he could feel her watching him. “May I take a peek? I know what she has in mind. If you get it right the first time, it’ll be less work for you.”

	“I’m not done yet,” he replied and moved a foot away from her.

	“Come on, don’t be chicken. I promise I won’t laugh.” There was a coaxing note in her soft voice. It sounded like honey to Seth’s ears.

	Damn, I love her voice when she talks like that. But I can’t give in, not after the way she acted on Thursday. She wants to look? Fine with me. Game on, girl! He snapped the pad shut and grinned evilly and dangled the notepad above his head. “Come and get it.” He batted his eyelashes at her and backed up a step.

	Her eyes narrowed, and there was a challenge in her dark irises. “Don’t even try it,” she muttered and tried to reach it.

	He wanted to tease her a bit, to see if he could get her to open up more and to show her that messing with him wasn’t a great idea. He backed up a couple more steps toward the main door and dangled it in front of his face. “You’re not seeing it until I see what you were doing yesterday.” He added a taunting note to emphasize his point.

	She smirked. “Don’t start something with me, Mitchell, because you won’t win.”

	They stared at each other for several heartbeats, two opponents locked in mock combat. Alexis sprung at him again.

	Seth barely had time to evade it. Her slim, firm body collided with his, and the image of the girl in his dream hit him, which made him a little woozy. She’s not the dream girl. Alexis is real. Focus on teasing her! The vision disappeared, and with it, the dizziness. He backed up another step and felt the door behind his back. “Come and get it,” he sneered jokingly and held it at arm’s length as he physically prepared for another dive.

	She smiled slyly a split second before she jumped at it. He yanked it out of her reach with a snicker.

	“Prick.” Behind the lenses of her glasses, her eyes twinkled with merriment.

	“Be nice, or you won’t see it at all,” he said with a tone of mirth.

	With a roll of her eyes, she shrugged, folded her arms across her chest, and turned away. “If that’s the way you’re going to be, fine. I can wait until it’s done.” She stuck her nose in the air and marched primly back to the counter.

	Seth chuckled because he knew he had won that round.

	“Show me yours, and I’ll show you mine.” She giggled and held up her closed notepad.

	He sighed and grimaced. He was as curious about her drawing as she was of his, and he knew if he made a dive for her pad, she’d really let him have it.

	They stared at each other across three feet of crowded space. She was grinning devilishly, her cheeks were flushed, and there was suppressed laughter in her stance, which made her more endearing. He tried to keep his mirth in check, but it was a losing battle. He could feel it in his chest, rising in his throat, about to explode.

	At the same moment, their mutual amusement broke free in a joint round of laughter. Seth leaned back against the door and held his stomach as Alexis used the counter for support.

	Her laugh was high-pitched, and it sounded sweet to his ears. “Stalemate?” she gasped after a minute between giggles.

	“Stalemate,” he agreed with a snicker.

	They exchanged a playful grin, and she flopped down on the stool behind the counter.

	A moment later, Mirabelle and Blaine started walking toward the front of the store.

	“See you two later,” Seth called on his way out with a wave, following the bear-like Blaine.

	“Yeah, later, Seth.” Alexis still had a giggle in her voice.

	Damn, what a great way to start off a day.

	He exited, and with a mental snicker, he started wondering how much he could tease her before she really let him have it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Later that morning, Blaine came into the store with an electric saw in his hand. “Sorry, but we’re going to be invading your space for a bit,” he said apologetically.

	Alexis nodded and closed her notebook. She knew this part was coming, and although she didn’t like the noise, she was relieved Blaine was doing it. She had seen way too much of Seth over the last two days. He was too friendly and way too sexy for her comfort. “It’s a necessary evil. Let me know if you need me for anything.”

	“You can keep the customers out of our way.” Blaine smiled at her. His reddish-brown beard and shaggy hair made him look like a cuddly bear when he smiled, even with the safety glasses and while wearing his carpentry belt, loose jeans and a stained grey t-shirt.

	“Gotcha.” She gave him a thumbs-up. The bell over the door tinkled again, and when she glanced at the newcomer, her insides did a tailspin. Despite his open, easy smile, her relaxed grin snapped into a coolly polite expression when she saw Seth. Like I have enough distractions without adding him to the mix?

	“Hi, Alexis,” Seth drawled with a smile.

	Thankfully, she was spared returning his casual greeting when Mirabelle came out of the office. “Alexis, flip the sign to closed for the day and put a note on the door saying why. It’s not like we’re fighting off a crowd. Everyone is at the exhibition. I forgot to tell you to do that yesterday and to take the day off. My mind’s been on other stuff.” She turned to her husband. “Since Alexis is here, we’re going to take inventory while you get the hole cut. Don’t break anything!”

	Alexis ran off to do her boss’ bidding, grateful she wouldn’t be tortured by having Seth in her line of vision the rest of the day. She grabbed her drawing pad and pencil on her way back to the small, cramped storage area. It was hotter back there, but cleaner. An iced tea would hit the spot. Maybe I’ll make a coffee run for everyone, just to get out of this heat.

	Mirabelle walked into the room and closed the door.

	Alexis began to breathe easier. Good, now she wouldn’t hear Seth talking.

	Her boss handed her a clipboard with a long list fastened to it. “I’ll search the boxes while you take notes,” she said with a wink.

	Alexis hated counting and math in general, and Mirabelle knew it. “Thanks,” she replied with a grin. “We didn’t sell any of the glass bowls yet? I thought they were gorgeous.”

	Mirabelle frowned. “Um, I think one of Seth’s cousins bought one for a friend of hers that’s getting married.” She did a quick count. Her manicured fingernails sported pink roses on a yellow background this week, while last week’s had been a green, blue, and gold plaid pattern. “Yes, one of them is gone.”

	Alexis vaguely remembered a blonde woman talking to Seth outside, and how he introduced her as his cousin. “His cousin’s name is Gina, and I think it’s her friend Neil that was getting married. He’s a freelance writer.”

	Mirabelle glanced at Alexis over the top of her reading glasses. “Yes, that’s it. Great memory. His girlfriend’s name is Kelsey. She’s been in here a few times on her way home from taking his daughter to Art Happening. They’re really nice.”

	The whine of a saw echoed through the door.

	Alexis had a vision of Seth holding a saw above his head, with his muscles playing beautifully under his tight green t-shirt and his form-fitting jeans. She grimaced and blinked to dispel that image. Not going there! He’s the one guy in the area you cannot go around much. What if he remembers?

	Mirabelle glanced at the door. “It sounds like the men have started.”

	Alexis shrugged and hoped her boss hadn’t noticed her frown a moment earlier. “I guess.”

	“How are you fitting in? Are you making any friends yet? That’s twenty-five of the crystal dog ornaments.” Mirabelle closed the box and opened another one.

	Alexis scribbled the number down and sighed. I know she means well, but good fucking grief. Leave it to Mirabelle to start in on her about growing roots when she was unable to escape. Alexis resisted the urge to bang her head on the wall and shrugged.

	“Well?” The large blue eyes twinkled behind Mirabelle’s glasses.

	Alexis rolled her eyes and mumbled, “I haven’t had a lot of time for socializing.” There, I admitted it. Shut up, Mirrie!

	“Uh, huh,” Mirabelle murmured, and her expression brightened after a moment. “A bunch of us are going to the exhibition this evening. Do you want to tag along? It’s not all couples. There are a few single people that go, too.”

	Alexis’s brow wrinkled as she thought about it. She wanted to check out the largest event of the year in Lunenburg County but hadn’t because she didn’t want to go alone. From what she’d heard from customers, it was a lot of fun, and there were a lot of interesting things at the fair. There were farm animals, a midway, lots of crafts on display, several competitions, lots of locally produced food, and even the International Ox Pull between teams from eastern Canada and the New England States. It sounded like it was a great spot to have fun and not be noticed in a crowd. She grinned at her boss. “Sure, count me in, thanks. When and where do we meet?”

	“We’re meeting inside the front gate, by the First Aid Station, at seven o’clock. Wear jeans and sneakers because it can be dirty, and you’re going to be doing a lot of walking,” Mirabelle replied airily.

	Alexis nodded and turned back to taking notes. This is going to be awesome!

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Friday Evening

	South Shore Exhibition, aka The Big Ex

	Top of Dufferin Hill, Bridgewater, Nova Scotia

	 

	The smell of animals, food, and other scents clashed as the throb of twenty different songs boomed together with human and animal chatter, and lights from the midway flashed and sparkled in the evening light. The sun was still high in the sky in its descent toward the west, and a soft, cooling breeze eased the blanket of heat and humidity that lay over the small riverside town.

	In Alexis’s opinion, Bridgewater was a gem on the gorgeous LaHave River. The exhibition grounds were at the top of Dufferin Hill, away from the river that the town straddled, and across the street from what locals called the West Side Plaza. The plaza was a familiar sight to Alexis, and she shopped at the chain department store on the far side of the plaza. There was also a home improvement store and a large-chain coffee shop on the other side of Dominion Street, which graced the other side of the plaza. The centre of the spacious parking lot, where no store could claim was for their customers only, was packed with cars. Alexis assumed it was people who didn’t want to pay the fare for parking in the lot across from the grounds on Exhibition Drive, by the nursing home.

	She let out a long sigh, grateful she’d worn comfortable sneakers as Mirabelle had suggested. It was a bit of a hike from the opposite end of the parking lot to the Main Entrance, all uphill. I hope Mirrie doesn’t mind sitting down for a coffee or iced drink after we go on some rides. That was quite a walk! She paid her entrance fee and pushed her way through the gates. As she looked around, her gaze landed on Blaine almost right away.

	Mirabelle saw her and waved. With a glance around, Alexis recognized Jerry and Norma Zink, along with Wayne and Kathy Nixon. With an inward groan, she saw Seth was the eighth person, and she wondered what had happened to Angie, Mirabelle’s cousin who was supposed to be there, too.

	“Brody is sick,” Mirabelle explained. Brody was Angie’s ten-year-old son and was always into mischief of some sort. “I guess he ate too much junk this afternoon and threw up all over his father’s car.”

	Alexis cringed. “I was hoping to see her this evening.” Shit. Is that why Seth is here, too, or was he a part of the group from the start, and Mirrie kept her yap shut? She kicked at the gravel beneath her feet—a touch annoyed that her boss hadn’t mentioned Seth.

	“You two can gossip and catch up later on when her kids aren’t pulling off stunts like that. I think he did it deliberately so she couldn’t go have a night of fun without him,” Mirabelle replied.

	They headed toward the Midway, the smells of hot dogs, hamburgers, and fries mingling with the scent of horses and other livestock drifting along the breeze that came from the more central parts of the grounds. The Midway itself was on the outer edge of the area, facing Dufferin Street, and a lot of the trailers banked the stainless-steel fence separating the grounds from the street.

	It was crowded, noisy, and the smell of manure wafted through the air a few times, but Alexis was in heaven. Her gaze landed on a cotton-candy stand. I am getting a bag or two to take home. I love cotton candy! Other food trucks gave way to games, from Bingo to races, and shooting games. This is awesome! I’m so glad I decided to tag along, even with Seth here. She mentally kicked herself when her gaze flicked toward him, and she forcefully turned her head away. Why does he have to look so damn sexy, even when he’s covered in sawdust? Her gaze was drawn back to him, a tall, lean figure in a brown leather jacket, black button-down shirt, hiking boots, and faded, form-fitting jeans that hugged his muscular ass and legs perfectly. His dark brown hair was ruffled from the breeze, and his deep blue eyes seemed almost navy in the fading light.

	Ugh, why him? Why do I have to be attracted to the one guy in the area who will expose my past if he remembers? She let out a long sigh and switched
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