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My Dear Readers:

I’m pleased to present you with this boxed set of the Heart’s Haven Series.

Originally published by a traditional publisher, the individual books came out in random order. When I republished them, I maintained that order with Running Home as book one. Saving Grace as book two and Building Trust as book three. Each story is a stand-alone book and can be read alone or in any order you choose.

Here, I’m presenting them in chronological order...as the stories happened in time.

Happy Reading,

Katie

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.

Original Titles Copyright © 2016 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.
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Box Set Dedication
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While each of the original publications had its own dedication. I’m switching things up on the box set. This is one is for Dave, my darling husband. He stands behind me supporting me and nagging me to write every single day. I couldn’t do this without him. He’s my rock, my strength, my heart and a huge pain in the ...

Well, you know what I mean. I love him to pieces.
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Saving Grace
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She has one regret...

Five years ago, fed up with her controlling parents, Grace Winston cut all ties with her family. She escaped to Haven, a small town in North Central Alberta, determined to build a new life for herself, depending solely on her own skills and not her family’s name. Successful and happy, running her own business, Grace has one regret. Mark Sterling, the man she left behind.

His mistakes cost them their future...

Mark Sterling knows he screwed up by failing to reveal the depth of his feelings for Grace. Then she was gone, and he was alone to wonder what could have been. Unable to find her and reeling from the consequences of an ill-conceived one-night stand shortly after Grace fled, he determinedly moved on with his life. Still, over the years, his lost love never strayed far from his mind. 

A chance encounter changes everything...

Widowed and vacationing with his young daughter, Mark Sterling bumps into Grace. Sparks fly, but the only thing they agree on is that they disagree on everything—except that they want each other. With just a few short weeks, can they erase regrets, fix mistakes and finally build a relationship? With nearly insurmountable odds, only time will tell if past hurts can be overcome. Deep inside, they both know finding the future they’ve always wanted might be their only chance at true happiness. It might be their only saving grace.  
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Chapter One
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Haven, Alberta. Canada Day.

Grace Winston stood inside the turn-of-the-century house that had been renovated into a bookstore. She loved this place, and it was hers. She’d worked hard to purchase it and had earned the right to be proud of herself. 

Converted years ago, the main floor was retail space; the upstairs was an apartment. She loved small town living above her shop. A born-and-bred city girl from an insanely wealthy family, she treasured taking care of herself. At twenty-seven years old, she was finally starting to feel like an independent, self-sufficient adult.

She took one last look around the bookstore and paused to speak to her staff. 

“Hop to it, guys.” She straightened the princess tiara resting on her coiled-up, curly blonde hair. “We only have a few minutes until we open.” She waved toward a teetering stack of used paperback mysteries. “Jim, can you straighten these before they fall and take someone out?”

She searched the room until she found the person she was looking for. “Jayna, can you call Nick’s and make sure the snacks will be here on time?” She’d planned to save money by baking last weekend, but with all the last-minute book orders coming in, there had been no way she could fit in baking eighteen dozen cookies, decorated to look like books. She’d been in the store since six this morning, blowing up helium balloons for the kids and prepping the gift bags that would be the reward for large purchases. There just hadn’t been enough time for baking.

Things were different from when she had moved to Haven. She was different. She was more creative, more enthusiastic and happier than she’d ever been.

The last thing she had intended when she’d left home five years ago was to take over a failing bookstore and revamp it. She’d run from town to town and job to job before finally landing in Haven two years ago and taking a job in this small, formerly unsuccessful shop. 

Mavis, the previous owner, had been a cantankerous woman and not at all inclined to listen to her customers’ wants and needs. Over the year of employment under Mavis’ rule, Grace had made some suggestions on how to improve sales. In a fit of pique, Mavis had said, “If you think you can sell more books, why don’t you buy the place and put me out of my misery?”

Amusement had tickled Grace, for a while.

The idea had germinated, and she’d known this was where she was meant to be. This small, mountain town with its variety of people of all walks of life was where she belonged. She’d make a go of the failing shop. This was where she’d prove herself capable.

Now, here she was, a full year later, preparing for her first annual summer sale. It was the first anniversary of buying Book Nook! She was frantic that the celebration would go well. If the inaugural Summer Book Blast was a success, she’d finally feel as if she’d made it. And she had done it on her own. Well, not on her own exactly. She had the help of her staff and the support of the rest of Haven.

Haven was remote, but during the warm months, it morphed into a tourist hotspot, and sales would carry her through her second winter. Summer was make-or-break time. She’d eked out a living through fall and the long winter, but she knew she needed to improve sales during the summer to build up a nest egg. She didn’t want to spend another winter living off canned soup and macaroni.

She wanted to make a big bang. She’d put ads in the papers of all the surrounding towns and put fliers up in the local campgrounds, as well. She was optimistic that the turn-out would be good, but the small girl inside her, who’d never quite been able to please her parents, kept whispering she would fail. Again.

Grace took four, long, slow breaths and forced her shoulders to relax. She refused to give in to the Negative Nelly inside her. She glanced from face to face in the small group and smiled. It was nice to have friends; true friends who liked her for who she was, not for what her money might buy them. Most of all, it was nice to have people who believed in her. They’d help her make today a success.

“Okay guys, let’s open the doors and hope for the best.” She smiled at them.

“Hope for the best?” Tamara asked, peeking through the shutters at the street. “Look,” she said waving toward the window. “They’re lined up three deep out there.”

Grace hurried to the window. “I can’t believe it,” she whispered. “I was hoping for a good turnout, but wow, it looks like Boxing Day at a big-box electronics store out there.”

Excitement rippled through her. Her smile widened as she took in her staff. Nineteen-year-old Jim was just starting to outgrow the awkward skinniness of his teenage years. He wore a magician’s suit and would perform magic tricks and make balloon animals. Twenty-eight years old, tall and reed thin, Jayna wore a dolphin costume. Gray-haired Tamara, like Grace, had chosen to go the princess route. Everyone scheduled to work today, friends and employees alike, was in costume to ramp up the party atmosphere.

“Let’s do this thing,” Grace declared and yanked open the front door.

The early morning crowd flowed through the doors. There were a lot of townspeople, a few she recognized as seasonal residents at the campground near the lake and many she’d never seen before. If the day continued like this, she’d be sitting pretty during the long winter.

Through the course of the day, customers from town stopped by and spent their hard-earned cash. Even Gypsy Rose, a nearly blind octogenarian, bought a secondhand book. Grace moved around the store, helping people find books and directing them to the free coffee, juice and cookies. The day flew by, and she hardly had a chance to rest. Her feet were killing her, and she would give anything for an ice-cold beer. The day’s heat waned as evening fell. The store was still open, though she’d planned on closing at six. Business was steady, and she refused to lock the door while customers continued shopping. If it stayed steady, she wouldn’t close until the Canada Day fireworks started at ten.

It was already after nine, and only Jayna and Grace remained, straightening and re-shelving the books left on the tables around the shop. Grace was puttering about reorganizing the display window when she heard a young girl’s voice.

“See, Daddy. It’s still open. I knew we wouldn’t be too late. Can we go inside? Please? I’ll be very, very good tomorrow,” she pleaded.

Gruff laughter followed the comment, and Grace’s heart stuttered.

No!

It couldn’t be!

She must be hallucinating. She couldn’t possibly recognize that laugh.

“Princess, you are always good,” a familiar, deep voice responded. “But you have to promise to go to bed without complaining for the next three days.”

“Daddy,” the girl complained. “I like to stay up with you in the tent.”

Grace heard the screen door open and squeak as it closed behind someone.

“Promise or no books,” he teased, his voice coming closer.

Holy crap! That voice was one she’d never dared hope to hear again.

Sterling.

Her knees wobbled, and her head felt light. What was her old flame, Mark Sterling, doing here? After all these years? Oh God, she had to get out of here. She stumbled out of the window display. Nearly tripping on the one step down, she collided with a solid wall of flesh and sucked in a deep breath.

Oh God, that scent! Citrus, sandalwood and man. It was him. Her heart pounded double-time and shivers raced over her body. Dammit, only one man had ever had that effect on her. Sure, she’d had lovers over the years, but only Sterling could make her come alive with a casual touch.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. She didn’t dare look at him. If she did, she’d never be able to walk away. She kept her head low. Maybe if he didn’t get a good look at her, she could escape without him realizing who she was. Leaving him had left a gaping hole in her heart that had never fully healed. She didn’t want to reopen that wound. She tried to dodge around him.

“Not so fast.” He gripped her shoulders lightly, trying to steady her. “Are you all right? I didn’t mean to crash into you.”

“I’m fine,” she whispered, hating how her voice was husky with desire after so simple a touch. God, he’d always been able to move her, to arouse her, with nothing more than a smile or a casual caress.

“Are you sure?” he asked softly and slid his finger under her chin, raising her face so he could look at her.

Their gazes connected with a jolt that shot down her spine and set her heart pounding.

Too late!

She’d never escape now. Her fight-or-flight response kicked in big time. She had to get out of here.
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Chapter Two
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Sterling looked down at the woman who had bumped into him. Her curly blonde hair flew madly around, popping untidily from under a princess tiara. The sight of those curls made his heart race. They brought to mind the one woman he’d always wanted but had let escape.

Grace.

He told himself to calm down. What were the chances of running into her here? After all these years? Nil, that’s what the chances were. Infinitesimal. Or even smaller than that. Against all reason, hope flared in his chest.

He clasped her shoulders, helping her find her footing. He didn’t want her to fall. He couldn’t allow himself to let her go without ensuring she was fine, so he lifted her chin to get a better look.

Fuck!

It was her.

Grace.

Her wild, untamed, sexy as hell, blonde hair was exactly as it had been years before. And her eyes, Jesus, he would never forget them. For a moment, he wanted to drown in the deep chocolate of her eyes. Lord, he had missed her.

“Sterling,” she whispered, her voice filled with conflicting emotions.

“Grace Winston, as I live and breathe, I never thought I’d see you again.”

He yanked her into his arms and pressed his mouth against hers. He kissed her hard and deep, reveling in the feel of her in his arms and under his lips after so long. His body reacted as if they’d never been apart; arousal flowed though him, and his cock leapt to life. His tongue delved into her mouth. She resisted. At first. But then the fight went out of her, and she gave herself up to their passion. Her arms slid around his back and pulled him closer. He felt as if he were coming home after years away.

“Daddy, why are you kissing that woman?” a small, quiet voice asked.

It took a moment for his daughter’s words to sink in. He pushed Grace out of his arms and took a step backward. He turned to look at Sasha. “She’s my friend.” He groped for an explanation for his actions that a four-year-old would understand. “I missed her.”

“You don’t kiss Mrs. Green like that.” 

Her comment made him chuckle. “No, Sasha, I don’t,” he agreed. “Mrs. Green is my friend, but she’s old. Miss Grace is my special friend from before I knew your mom. And I am very glad to see her.”

“Oh,” Sasha said. “Can I still get a book?”

“Go ahead, Pumpkin. Find something to read. I’ll talk to Miss Grace, and I’ll find you in a minute. Don’t leave the shop, okay?” He waited for her nod of agreement.

“Yes, Daddy.” She skipped off.

He closed his eyes and grasped for calm. He turned to look at Grace, but she was gone. She’d slipped off while he’d been diverted. Dammit!

Jesus. Not again. He couldn’t lose her again. Where the hell had she gone? Frantic, he paced the bookstore, looking down the short rows of shelves. He had to find her. His heart sank, and his guts clenched. She’d disappeared like she had five years ago.

“Can I help you?” A skinny, dark-haired woman in a dolphin costume walked up to him.

“Where did Grace go?” he asked, still searching the room. He was being rude, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. He didn’t want to talk to a staff member. He had to find Grace.

“Um. She had to go.” She avoided his eyes and twisted her hands. “I don’t know why. We aren’t even closed yet. We’re closing soon though, when the fireworks start. Can I help you find anything?” she asked again, obviously trying to divert him from discussions of Grace.

“No, thank you. I’ll just find my daughter. We’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes.” He only gave her half his attention; his gaze never stopped looking for Grace. Dammit, where had she gone?

It didn’t take Sasha long to find a stack of new books. Usually, he would have protested and made her choose one or two. Today, his head was muddled, and he couldn’t find the strength to argue with her, so he let her buy all eight books. Reluctantly, he left the store, vowing silently to come back and find Grace. She wouldn’t escape so easily next time.
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Chapter Three
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Grace bolted out the back door and let the screen slam behind her. Holy crap!

That had been one steamy kiss. Her entire body had melted like butter in a hot pan. She’d reacted as if they’d never been apart. How could one man have such a devastating effect on her? One touch of his lips and she was weak-kneed and aroused. Her pulse throbbed and she felt parts of herself thunder back to life after years of slumber. The worst of it was her heart was filled with love. After all these years, she’d thought she’d moved on. Okay, not moved on exactly, but she hadn’t known she still loved him.

He hadn’t wanted her back then. Why would she think he wanted her now?

And gee whiz, why was he here? There were so many contradictory thoughts running around in her head that her brain felt like a beehive. Ideas bounced back and forth and crashed into each other like bumper cars. Her heart clenched. Sterling. After all this time. She didn’t know whether to run away or do a happy dance.

God, he’d felt so good. His body had been rock-hard and strong against hers. He was bigger than before. He’d filled out and was all lean muscle. His lips were soft and had demanded she give herself to him. And after a moment, she had. Willingly. He smelled the same, he tasted the same, and in the span of one kiss, she’d fallen for him all over again. This was not good!

She paced back and forth along the covered porch behind the store, trying to regain her equilibrium. She wanted to bang her head into the wall in confusion and frustration. She felt...unbalanced. Mentally and physically. She couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea that the only man she’d ever loved had suddenly reappeared in her life.

She crossed to the porch swing, sat down, leaned back and closed her eyes. Memories came rushing back, like a movie on high speed. They’d first met at a college biology tutoring session she hadn’t wanted to attend. He had been the tutor, and she, the student. She hated the feeling of not being good enough, not being smart enough and of being unable to do the things she wanted or needed to do. So, she’d stood in the doorway, battling the urge to run. Finally, she’d concluded that looking stupid for a few minutes was better than failing the class and succumbing to her parent’s low expectations of her.

She’d watched him, his head bent in concentration as he helped a young man come to grips with a perplexing problem. Sterling had peeked up at her, and her breath had caught in her throat. He had the loveliest eyes she had ever seen—a bright, cornflower blue that had sparkled in the glaring lights of the study hall. One smile in her direction and she’d wanted to fall into his arms.

“Come on in,” he’d coaxed, a welcoming grin on his face. “No need to be shy.” When she’d hesitated, he added, “We’ll have you up to speed in no time.”

“Okay,” she whispered but didn’t move.

“Come on, everyone has something they aren’t good at,” he said as if reading her insecurities in her hesitation. “Me, I can’t dribble a basketball for love or money.”

His self-deprecating humor pushed her insecurities back, and she settled at the table and pulled out her books. He moved to stand beside her and placed his hand gently on her shoulder.

His touch was warm and soft. Tingles spread through her, starting at the point where his hand touched and flowing through her until she felt alive and almost...jumpy.

“What’s tripping you up?” he asked, sliding into the empty chair beside her.

She opened her book, and they started with mitosis. From his first welcoming smile, through countless hours of tutoring, he’d never once made her feel inadequate or stupid. Biology had never come easy for her, but she’d managed to make it through all the required classes with his help.

Their scholarly relationship had blossomed into friendship, and for her, it became something more. Something deeper.

She’d loved him, despite the fact they’d shared a single, drunken kiss at a party and she had never been able to get him out of her mind. They had been celebrating Grace’s high mark on her Biology 105 final. She’d passed the course with flying colors, thanks entirely to Sterling’s excellent tutoring. After several drinks, she’d thanked him with a kiss, and if another drunken partier hadn’t interrupted them, she didn’t know how far it would have gone. That moment had rocked her world, but Sterling hadn’t seemed affected at all. It wasn’t fair that she’d slowly, inexorably fallen in love with him, and he seemed content to be friends.

Nothing more. Nothing less. Just friends.

They’d never talked about it. Not once had he mentioned it. Because she worried he didn’t share her feelings, she’d let sleeping dogs lie. If he didn’t want to acknowledge the passion or the deep emotions, she wouldn’t risk losing him by pushing the issue. It was better to have him as a friend than not to have him in her life at all.

Now, here he was, again, years later. And he still kissed like a dream.

Not good! This was not good! In fact, it might be the worst thing that had happened to her since she’d thrown off her parents’ stifling rules and left home five years ago.

What the hell was Sterling doing in Haven? How the hell had he found her? And why had that girl called him Daddy? Her heart clenched, and she gave herself a mental head smack. Obviously, he was married; the only man she’d ever loved had moved on and gotten married. She’d been in relationships over the years, but no man had measured up to the standard Sterling had unknowingly set.

Now, here he was in Haven, married.

It didn’t seem fair. Married and with a child. He’d called her Sasha, the perfect name. Grace had always thought she would call her first daughter Sasha...if she ever found someone she loved enough to have children with.

Sterling’s daughter had thick, blonde hair in tight ringlets and her father’s blue eyes. She wore a pretty, pink and yellow short set with a frilly top. Her hair was wild and untamed, and she had scratches and dirt on her knees. She must be a tomboy, like Grace had always been, much to the dismay of her staid, perfect parents. Sadness crept over Grace. That little girl should have been hers. She should have been the woman to give Sterling a child, but he’d moved on and found someone else.

“Idiot,” she chided herself. “It’s been five years. Of course, he would have married by now. Just because you never found someone to love, doesn’t mean that Sterling didn’t get married.” Why did thinking of him moving on hurt so badly?

Sasha looked as if she was about four. Was she younger than she appeared? Older? Grace had left about five years ago. No matter how she sliced it, it hadn’t taken Sterling long to move on. Well, not move on, exactly, since they hadn’t had anything beyond friendship, no matter how much she’d yearned for it to be more.

Frustrated and confused by her strong reaction to him, she banged her head gently against the back of the padded porch swing. Haven was small enough that everyone knew everyone else’s business, and no new families had moved into town recently. So, at least, he didn’t live here. He must be a visitor. Thank, God. Watching him with his wife and daughter would kill her. Wait! Why would a married man be kissing another woman? The Sterling she used to know wouldn’t cheat on his wife. Could he be a single parent?

She vaguely recalled Sasha saying something about a tent. Good. They were camping. If she steered clear of him while they were in the area, she would be home free and he’d be gone soon. Surely, her heart could survive their brief encounter, especially if she managed to avoid seeing him again.

The nagging little voice in the back of her head warned her that she’d never managed to forget him the first time, so how could she forget him now.

“Easy,” she told herself. “He’s got a family now.”

“Who’s got a family?” A masculine voice announced the arrival of her friend, Nick Blackstone, owner of the bakery across the street from the bookshop.

“Nobody,” Grace denied. “What’s up, Nick?”

“Not much. I just popped over to see if you’d eaten yet. I’ve got a couple chicken pot pies left and thought I could bring them over with a salad for supper. And some wine?” He raised one eyebrow and winked hopefully.

Grace studied him. He was attractive. Tall, dark hair, sea green eyes, nice muscles. He was kind and generous. He always made her laugh. She should be attracted to him, but she wasn’t. Not one bit.

“I don’t think so, but thanks.” She shrugged. “I’m pretty tired.”

“And that,” he persisted, “is why you should let me feed you. I’ll bring food and wine; we can sit on your balcony upstairs and watch the fireworks. Maybe start a few fireworks of our own.” He gave her a teasing grin.

She sighed.

“I know,” he said. “You don’t feel that way toward me.” Resignation filled his voice.

“Nick, I really am sorry. You’re an attractive man, and you’ve been a really good friend, but you don’t make my heart skip a beat. I love you like a friend.” It felt wrong to hurt him like this, but she didn’t want him to suffer through the pain of not knowing where their friendship was going. She’d hinted at her lack of interest before. Today, she finally stated it outright. He didn’t deserve to suffer as she had because of Sterling.

“But you need a man who can make you swoon?” He nodded.

She looked up at him as he climbed the porch steps and sat beside her on the swing. He didn’t seem upset. He seemed...worried. Worried about her.

“So, my friend, can I bring you dinner?” He shoulder-bumped her. “I’m resigned to my fate.” He gave a wry grin. “I know you don’t love me that way, and if we’re being completely honest, I have to tell you...I don’t feel that way either.”

She stared at him open-mouthed. “Then why?”

“Because at one time, I had hopes—high hopes. High, apple pie in the sky hopes—that you and I could be something together.” He ran his fingers through his hair and scratched his chin. “When I first saw you, my heart skipped a beat. You are beautiful, confident, sexy as hell, and you’ve been a good friend to me. I had hoped our friendship could become something more.”

“Oh, Nick. I’m so sorry.” Oh great, she had hurt him. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

He gave a soft laugh. “When you turned me down for dinner last week, I realized I wasn’t hurt. That shocked the crap out of me. It finally hit me. We aren’t meant to be together. No matter how hot you are, no matter how much I love you, it’s as a friend, and that’s all we’ll be.” He jumped to his feet.

“Look at me, pouring out my heart like some...some chick.” He snorted. “God, if the guys heard me, I’d never live it down. Can’t you just hear it? ‘Ooh, there’s Nick. He’s such a girl.’”

Grace couldn’t help it. She laughed along with him. “I would pay money to see that.”

“So, are we on for dinner?” He gave her a questioning look. “As friends.”

She held out her hand, and he pulled her to her feet. “Let me close up the store. I’ll meet you upstairs in a few minutes.”

“I’ll bring food. And you can tell me all about your married friend and why he hurt you.”

“How did you know?” she stammered. Was she that easy to read? 

“Kiddo, I’ve known you for two years. If you were a guy, you’d be my best friend.” He punched her lightly on the shoulder. “Ten minutes? The pies should be heated through. I’ll grab them and come back.”

“Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?” she teased.

“Yup. Either that or hungry enough to eat two chicken pot pies.” They laughed together. “Go close up shop; I’ll be back with supper and wine. Strawberry cheesecake or double fudge brownies?”

“Cheesecake,” they said in unison.

“You do know me, don’t you?” She grinned and peeked inside the store.

“If you’re looking for Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome with the little blonde girl, they left as I crossed the street. It’s safe to go inside now.”

* * *
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NICK AND GRACE SAT side by side on Adirondack-style chairs on the oversize deck, outside her suite above the store. They gazed out over a long, wide, green space leading to a park. They would have a perfect view for the fireworks. They’d shared a companionable dinner and chatted easily. 

It was nearly ten o’clock, and the fireworks would start when it got a bit darker, so anytime now. Their feet were braced on the railing, both of them leaning back to stare up at the sky.

“That was an incredible meal,” Grace complimented Nick. “You have a gift for baking. The cookies were a huge hit today at my sale.”

“Thank you.” He accepted the praise graciously. “Did I ever tell you that I wanted to open a restaurant?”

“Seriously? No way.” She stared at him in disbelief.

“I actually had the job as head chef in a major New York hot spot. High-end. You know—fancy-dress-and-heels, suit-and-tie kind of place. I hated every minute of it.”

“Why? It sounds like a chef’s dream.”

“That’s just it. I’m not a chef. I’m a baker. I love the early morning solitude. A cup of coffee and creating in the kitchen. Alone. I hated schmoozing with customers, and I hated the late evening hours. And holy hell, I detested, beyond belief, living in the rat race of The Big Apple.”

“How did you end up in Haven? We’re a long way from New York.”

“I came here for a friend’s wedding. Do you remember Tatiana and Ralph? They moved away not long after you started working at the bookstore.”

“I remember them. She was a ballet dancer, wasn’t she?”

“She was. She teaches ballet now. They went back to the Ukraine to run her grandmother’s dance studio.”

“Wow. That’s a long way to go for a job.”

“Not a job, a passion. They both love ballet. Ralph actually danced for the Alberta Ballet for a while. They married in Haven, and Ralph’s parents lived here. I came for the wedding. Best man, you know.” He shifted proudly in his deck chair.

“You’ve been a best man a lot, haven’t you?”

“Seven times in my six years here in Haven.” He gave a dramatic mock sigh. “Always the best man, never the groom.”

She reached out and swatted him lightly. “So why did you stay here?”

“Oh yeah, that was the point of my story. Tat and Ralph followed their dream back to her home country. The last thing Tat said to me was to find my dream and be happy.” He smiled at the memory. “I did some thinking, ditched New York and dumped my savings into the bakery. I haven’t looked back, not even once.”

“Don’t you miss the city?”

“Do you?” he countered.

“Touché.”

“Sometimes, I get lonely. Not for friends, but for love. When I saw you, I thought you might be her.” His voice was wistful, but not sad.

“Oh, Nick. I’m sorry.”

He gave a dismissive wave. “Don’t be. It isn’t like you set out to hurt me. Actually, I’m not hurt, but if you wanted to give a compensatory roll in the hay...we could have some fireworks.” He trailed off teasingly.

“Oh, shut it,” she laughed, knowing he didn’t mean it.

A shrill whine and large blast interrupted his response.

“You ask for fireworks.” She waved at the explosion of light and sound above them. “And I give you fireworks.”

They watched the multicolored pyrotechnics and chatted. In the dark, Grace found the strength to confess her past with Sterling and express her regrets for the way she had abandoned him and her family. It was nice to share her burden with a friend; with someone she could talk to without fear of disapproval. When she finished talking, Nick was quiet for a while.

“You know what I think?” he said finally. “You should find out if he’s married or not. If he’s unattached, you could give him a chance. No, make that give yourself a chance. Take a risk. You don’t have a monopoly on mistakes. Get a clue. Get on with your life.”

She wrinkled her nose at him and chortled. “You’re framing your advice in the names of board games?”

“Bingo! You laughed, didn’t you? Besides, it doesn’t make the advice less valid. Think about it, my friend.” He kissed her on the cheek, gathered up their dishes then went home.
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Chapter Four
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“Daddy, when are the fireworks gonna start?” Sasha asked sleepily. She cuddled up alongside him on the tailgate of their navy-blue SUV, where they’d have a clear view of the light show.

“Soon, baby girl.” He stroked her hair softly. She was looking forward to the display, but exhaustion was winning. She blinked repeatedly to keep sleep at bay, but with each blink, her eyes stayed shut a little longer. He hoped she didn’t drift off, because once she was asleep, she stayed asleep. She’d be devastated to miss the show.

“Why do they have to be so late?” she complained lightly.

“Because it has to be dark, silly beans.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and cuddled her close. With his other hand, he pulled the pink and green, floral quilt higher and tucked her in snugly. Sasha loved the quilt his mother had made her. “They’ll start soon. Don’t forget they’ll be really loud. I remember when I was as small as you; the first time I heard fireworks, it scared me to bits.”

“Oh, Daddy. Don’t be silly. People can’t get scared to bits. Fireworks are just noise. Like funder.” She still stumbled over the th sound occasionally. She patted his knee comfortingly.

The small, caring gesture filled him with pride. 

“I know it’s just noise, but it will be loud. Very loud,” he warned.

She tilted her head and kissed him. “Don’t worry, Daddy. I’ll keep you safe.”

Lord, what had he ever done to deserve such a wonderful daughter? She was so small, but so kind and giving. Thankfully, she was nothing like her mother. She was more like...Grace. Even in his mind, he whispered her name. He didn’t want fate to hear him, for fear Grace would be snatched from his grasp again.

His mind wandered as they waited for the pyrotechnics to start. 

Long ago, he’d given up hope of ever finding her again. For a while, after she’d left, he’d considered hiring a private investigator to locate her, but in the end, he’d discarded the notion. He’d only just finished his business degree and started his own construction business. The cost of a PI had been beyond his means, so he’d tabled the idea for reconsideration later.

He knew that, with the exception of a few “I’m okay” emails, she still hadn’t contacted her own family. She’d kept her sisters updated on the generalities of her life and health but refused to tell them where she was. It all stemmed back to the way her folks had tried to control her every move. Still, he didn’t understand why she’d dumped him when she’d run away.

Sterling had kept in touch with Grace’s sisters, Gabriella and Greta, but he’d sworn them to secrecy about his daughter and his desire to find Grace. If she didn’t want him in her world, he wouldn’t force the issue. When business had picked up, he’d devoted as much time and money as he could afford to looking for her. Or he had until a one-night stand reentered his life and rocked his world. He remembered that debacle all too clearly.

Sterling had pulled his truck into his parking stall behind the apartment complex where he lived. Climbing out of the truck, a bag of takeout food in his hand, he’d noticed a woman sitting on the back step. There had been something familiar about her, but he couldn’t quite place her. Exhausted from two months of eighteen-hour days, he’d intended to walk past her and go inside. He’d needed food, a shower and to fall into his bed for some much-needed sleep.

“Hi,” the woman had said as he approached.

“Hi,” he’d responded by rote, barely sparing her a glance.

“Remember me?” She’d sounded angry.

He’d studied her closely.

“Not really, no.” She had looked vaguely familiar, maybe even a bit like Grace. But he’d been too exhausted to play the polite game.

“Funny, I would think you would after what we shared.” Her voice had been heavy with sarcasm.

He’d looked again. There definitely had been something about her he’d recognized but for the life of him, he couldn’t place her. He’d raised one eyebrow quizzically, silently asking for more.

“Five months ago, you came into the bar where I worked,” she said and lumbered to her feet, swaying slightly.

The snap in her voice had made him look more closely at her. He’d studied her face but still couldn’t place her. “Sorry,” he’d said, not sure why he was apologizing. “I don’t remember you.”

She’d shifted on the step, and her coat had slid open to reveal her bulging stomach. She was pregnant.

He hadn’t been able to drag his attention from the swell of her abdomen. “Oh...” There had been no hope of formulating a complete sentence. He’d stood there, transfixed and dumbfounded. Something inside of him had known this wouldn’t be good. 

“Oh is right,” she’d drawled sarcastically. “Tell me about it.” Her shoulders had stiffened, and her brows had pinched together. “My boyfriend dumped me when he found out this isn’t his.” She’d waved dismissively at her rounded belly. “It’s all yours, and I want to know what you intend to do about it.”

“Oh my god.” Her words were a sucker-punch to his gut, and the bottom dropped out of his world.

Panic had stolen his breath. Jesus. Could the baby be his? Now, he recalled where he’d seen her. He’d seen her once, naked in his bed, the morning after Grace had left him. Back then, before she’d cut and run, he’d hoped that their friendship would blossom into something more. He’d been working up the courage to actually ask her on a date: as a couple, not just as friends.

Grace. She’d be ashamed of him. His face had prickled with remorse, and his stomach had clenched. She’d want him to do the right thing.

“Fuck.” He’d mentally run through every curse word he’d ever heard. “Come inside out of the cold.” Light snowflakes had drifted down around them as he’d opened the door then led her inside. He’d unlaced his heavy work boots, stepped out of them and carried them to the elevator. She’d followed wordlessly behind him. Once in his apartment, he’d asked her to wait while he changed out of his filthy work pants. Intermittent snow had turned a dusty construction site to a mud-bath. A thin layer of drying muck had clung to his clothes. He’d draped his pants and jacket over the shower bar to dry, slipped into jeans and a polo shirt then returned to the woman waiting in his kitchen.

“Tea?” he’d asked, putting the kettle on. She’d seemed too wired for coffee.

“A shot of whiskey would be better.” She’d groaned and flopped back in her chair.

“Sorry, I don’t have any alcohol. Tea is the best you’re gonna get.”

“Fine,” she’d snarled in a tone indicating the opposite.

He’d busied himself making tea, his mind racing like an out-of-control race car careening around the track. What if the baby wasn’t his? She’d claimed to have had a boyfriend. It could be yours, a voice in his head had whispered. God, he hated his conscience. Nothing like a good dose of guilt-gut to knock a man on his ass.

He’d set the tea in front of her, along with milk, sugar and a plate of cookies. The familiar routine had brought him a measure of sanity. Tea and cookies were his mother’s way of broaching an unpleasant subject for discussion. The ritual had a way of calming a person and opening them up.

“So.” He’d spun a chair around and straddled it, arms crossed on the back. “Let’s talk.”

“Funny, you weren’t much for talking a few months ago.” Derision had filled her voice. The stench of alcohol on her breath had stunned him.

“Have you been drinking?” he’d asked incredulously.

“Yeah, so what?” She’d brushed off his words as if shooing away a fly, but her narrowed eyes belied her anger.

Her attitude had pissed him off. “Listen, lady. I remember you. Vaguely. I don’t know what your problem is, but you don’t drink when you’re pregnant. It’s not good for the baby.” Jesus, how could she endanger a child that way? What kind of woman did that?

“That’s rich.” She’d feigned amusement. “You drop into my life, knock me up and take off. Now, you try and tell me how to live.” Her laugh had been cold and heartless. “Get freaking real.”

“Sorry...” He would be damned if he could remember her name.

“My name’s Marissa, since you obviously forgot.”

“Hi, Marissa.” He’d offered his hand. “I’m Mark Sterling. Nice to meet you, again.” She’d ignored his outstretched hand, and after a moment, he’d dropped it to his lap. “It seems we have a problem.”

“No, you have a problem, and I want to know what you’re going to do about it.” Her eyes had snapped with fire and anger.

“You said the baby is mine. What about your boyfriend?” Sterling had clutched onto the desperate hope the unborn child might not be his.

“I was single when I met you,” she’d said. “I had been for months, and I was for a couple months afterward. I didn’t start dating my ex until long after you’d passed through.”

“Don’t take this wrong,” he’d said, holding up a hand as if to keep her in place. “But how do I know it’s mine?”

“It’s yours all right,” Marissa had growled and glowered at him. “No way she could be anyone else’s.”

“She?” he’d whispered, awestruck. He might have fathered a tiny baby girl.

“Yeah, they said it’s a girl,” Marissa had confirmed. “I’m giving it up for adoption; I don’t want it. I would have aborted it if I’d realized I was knocked up sooner.”

“No!” Sterling had shouted, exploding to his feet. How could she be so callous about the precious life she carried inside of her? Abortion? Holy Mary Mother of God.

“I don’t want it. I can’t afford to keep a brat, even if I wanted to. I want your signature on these papers so I can give it up.” She’d yanked a bundle of tattered papers from her cavernous purse and slapped them on the table.

“Why didn’t you just give her up without telling me? Why do you need the papers?” he’d asked, wondering why she’d even bothered to show up on his doorstep.

“I dunno. I figured you might want to know.” She’d shrugged dismissively, as if his opinion meant nothing. “Sign the damn papers.”

“Not without a paternity test,” Sterling had said, trying to remain calm, despite the frustration and disbelief racing through him. Could he do this? Could he sign the papers to give his daughter to a stranger? If his mother ever found out, she’d kill him. 

And Grace? Though she was no longer part of his world, he could almost hear her reprimand him for being so careless as to father a child. She’d go ballistic if she learned he was considering letting Marissa give up his child. “I won’t sign anything without the proof, and I’ll pay for the test. And stop calling the baby it. Call her she or my baby.”

“Fine,” she’d snapped. “I just want this done and over with, so I can get on with my life.”

He’d called a friend from his biology classes at university. Three days and several hundred dollars later, they had the results. The baby was Sterling’s, beyond all scientific doubt. After much agonizing and deliberating, he’d refused to give up custody of his daughter. He’d decided to keep her, no matter what Marissa wanted.

Marissa had had a problem with the idea. A big problem. She’d droned on and on about not wanting Sterling in her life. She didn’t want the baby either. They’d spent hours arguing before they reached an uneasy truce.

Sterling had flat-out refused to allow her to give up his child. Marissa had wanted him to buy the baby, to pay for the use of her body; but he’d wanted his child to have his name and be legally his. He’d wanted his daughter.

He’d refused to pay Marissa up front, and she was irate. Eventually, they came to an agreement. She would marry him, live with him and stop drinking and using drugs. He would pay all her expenses, and after the baby was born, they would divorce and he would give her money to move on, but only after she signed away all legal rights to the child. Six days after her concession, they were married in an emotionless civil ceremony.

His parents were still together, and he was a big believer in marriage, so part of him had hoped Marissa might eventually warm up to him. Maybe they could find a way to turn their unconventional relationship into something real. But marriage to Marissa had been difficult at best, intolerable at its worst. She had given up drinking, smoking and drugs but had refused to spend time getting to know Sterling. She’d wanted his money, not his company, and she’d had no bones about letting him know it. Still, he’d hoped to make it work.

Marissa hadn’t shared his optimism. She’d spent her time entertaining friends or shopping. He hadn’t begrudged her the money because she was giving him a precious gift, the child she carried in her womb. His child. It had bothered him that she had no desire to make a go of their relationship. She’d repeatedly told him how glad she’d be to be done with “the thing” growing inside of her. He’d never met a woman with less maternal instincts.

He’d never had to pay her “womb rental” as she’d so callously called it. Late in her pregnancy, she had come down with pneumonia. Hospitalized and under close observation, she had managed to carry the baby to term, but she’d been weak from her illness. She hadn’t had the strength to bounce back after a difficult birth that had been full of complications and ended with hemorrhaging and an emergency C-section. She’d died sixteen hours after giving birth to their daughter.

The first few months after Marissa’s death were hell. He’d struggled to keep his business afloat and to care for his daughter. Thank God for his mother. She’d stepped in to look after Sasha. Together, they’d managed to make it work. Now that Sasha was just over four, she wasn’t as much to handle. His mom still looked after her, and he took off a full month each summer to spend with his daughter. He didn’t want her to think he didn’t love her or that she wasn’t wanted. It was an almost perfect arrangement. He got to spend time bonding with his daughter, and his mother had time to do her own thing. A number of times, he’d offered to put Sasha in daycare, but his mother had adamantly refused. He worried about his mother overdoing it, but at the same time, he was grateful for all she did for them.

He sighed heavily, and Sasha perked up beside him.

“What’s the matter, Daddy?” she asked, looking up at him.

“Nothing, sweetness. I was just thinking.”

“Me, too,” his daughter said. “I was thinking about my mommy. How come I don’t have a mommy?” she asked.

His heart clenched at her simple question. 

“You did have a mother,” he said kindly. “Her picture is in your room at home, remember? But she died when you were born. She’s in heaven with the angels.” 

“That’s what Grandma says. I wants Mommy to be here.” She pouted.

It was a familiar refrain when she was overtired. Normally, his daughter was a happy-go-lucky girl bringing smiles and sunshine wherever she went. But when she was exhausted, she had a weepy side.

He slid off the tailgate and squatted to look into her eyes. “Sweetness, that isn’t possible. If I could bring your mommy back to you, I would. But I can’t.” He hugged her close.

He’d never tell her what a selfish woman Marissa had been. Marissa was gone now, and there was no sense in maligning her character. Instead, he reassured his daughter that her mother had loved her very much. The blatant lie didn’t bother his conscience one bit. 

“Can you get me a new mommy?” she asked hopefully.

“Maybe someday. If my heart finds someone to love as much as I love you.” He kissed her on the chin. “She would have to be awfully special, because you deserve the best mother in the world.”

Damned if he couldn’t see Sasha and Grace together. With their curly blonde hair, pretty smiles and happy dispositions, they could be mother and daughter. A wistful smile curved up the corners of his mouth.

“Can she be as pretty as the lady you kissed today? She was beautiful.” She drew the word into four, long, exaggerated syllables.

“We’ll see, Darling. But love isn’t about beauty. It’s about what’s inside. It’s about kindness and giving and helping and caring...” He trailed off.

A loud crack filled the air, and the sky filled with bright splashes of color.

Saved by the bell, he thought, thankful for the start of the fireworks.

“Oh, Daddy. It’s beautiful.” Sasha sighed and clasped her hands to her chest.

“Almost as beautiful as you,” he told her with a smile. “And almost as loud as you when you play with your building blocks,” he teased.

“Daddy.” She sounded exasperated.

“Sasha,” he teased back and settled beside her to watch the fireworks.
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Chapter Five
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Standing at the open garden door to her terrace, Grace breathed deeply. She took a moment to enjoy the morning and to watch a storm work its way across the sky toward town. The air was cool with a light scent of rose from the blooms climbing the trellis alongside her balcony. The sound of someone racing to finish mowing their lawn before the rain hit drifted on the breeze like the distant hum of bees. She loved the fresh scent of newly cut grass.

Thunder rocked the balcony and lightning flashed. She could almost feel the crackle of electricity in the air. What was it about a thunderstorm that was so invigorating? It didn’t matter if it was late at night or early morning like this, she loved storms. Even as a child, she hadn’t been afraid of rough weather. Instead, she’d embraced it, spending hours on the balcony outside her bedroom and staying out there long into the night until her parents had forced her to come inside and go to bed.

Gosh, she missed those days. Sneaking outside late at night, a warm quilt wrapped around her shoulders as she’d curled up on a deck chair and reveled in the cool wind and the exuberant actions of a summer thunder boomer. Then again, it was nice to live alone and not have to account to someone else for your actions and decisions.

Leaving the door just as the rain started to fall, Grace rinsed her coffee cup then popped it into the dishwasher. She paused to look in the mirror. No sense going to work with a coffee stain or glob of jam on her shirt. Her mother’s words echoed in Grace’s head. “Always dress like you are going to meet the man of your dreams or your worst enemy.” It gave an inner confidence that unnerved those who didn’t like you and enticed those you wanted to impress. According to Grace’s mother, looking the part was everything.

Well, Grace looked the part today. Her emerald green, silk blouse was buttoned up almost all the way and protected by a pristine white, cotton sweater. Her tailored pants made the most of her curvy shape. She dressed professionally casual. But more importantly, she was comfortable. She slipped on a pair of green suede flats then made her way down the stairwell between her suite and the store. On rainy days like this, it was nice to be able to get to work without going outside. She went slowly, carefully making her way past a couple boxes of overstock books. She’d placed them there to keep them out of the way during the Canada Day sale and forgotten all about them. With a mental note, she added them to her to-do list. Time seemed to have flown since the sale.

Over the last few days, her shop had been busier than ever, partially due to the rain. Vacationers from the lake often came to town when the weather was bad. But it also seemed her new marketing plan had created a lasting interest in the shop. Of course, her theme days probably didn’t hurt. Three days a week, she focused on something different to draw in readers. Some were geared toward adults, but most were designed for children.

Today’s theme was ladybugs. It included displays of ladybugs in jars and a video of ladybugs. At eleven, two and four, she would read ladybug stories to any child who might be in the store. Emily, who ran a home daycare, planned to bring her charges to the first session. Grace had invited each of the local daycares to a different session, hoping to ensure they didn’t all show up at once. There would be no sales from their visits, but it felt nice to give something to the town that had helped her find herself. 

Theme days kept her busy, and when she was busy, she didn’t have time to think about Sterling. Well, at least she didn’t think about him much. 

She laughed at herself as she opened the door to the shop. “Yeah, he hardly crosses your mind at all,” she scolded herself. “Just a dozen times a day.” She refused to acknowledge that she wasn’t sleeping because he kept invading her dreams.

“Three days,” Grace said to herself. She didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved that Sterling hadn’t shown up at her store again.

“Three days since what?” Tamara asked.

Grace cried out, startled by Tamara’s sudden appearance and question.

“Oh my, clearly you weren’t talking to me.” Tamara’s giggle set her gray hair shaking. “But I still want to know the significance of three days. Is it three days until something? Or since something?”

“Holy crap, you scared ten years off my life,” Grace chided, trying to catch her breath. Her heart pounded like crazy, and the tips of her fingers and toes tingled. Adrenaline, her mind informed her. Fight or flight response, getting her body ready for action.

Ready for action? Ha! With the dreams she’d been having, she was more than ready for action.

“Really?” Tamara said wryly, raising an eyebrow at Grace.

Grace clamped a hand over her mouth. “Oh shoot, did I say that out loud?” Her cheeks stung with the first stain of a blush.

“You did.” Tamara laughed. “So, three days and hot dreams... Anything you want to tell me?” She followed Grace into the small office.

“Nope,” Grace denied, hoping her friend and employee would drop the subject.

“Come on, you’ve got my interest piqued. You can’t deny me now.”

“I can, and I will. I’m the boss here.” Grace tried to make the words sound commanding.

Tamara smirked. “Honey, you may be my boss, but I thought we were friends, too. And if that blush is any indication, I really, really want to know what’s going on underneath those crazy blonde curls.”

“Crazy is right. You have no idea the depths of insanity inside this head.” Her words were light, but the more Grace thought about Sterling, the more she wanted to see him, and that was insanity. He had a child, which meant he was probably married and therefore off limits. Until that kiss, he’d never seemed to want more than friendship from her. She bit back the negativity and smiled at Tamara.

They bantered back and forth for a few minutes, and once the store opened, Grace settled down with her accounting. She was good with numbers, but bookkeeping was her least favorite part of being a store owner. Since there was no sense in letting the task pile up and nag at her subconscious, she fired up her computer and started to work. Sometime later, a soft knock sounded on her closed door.

She finished the entry she was making and called out, “Come in.”

“Hey, boss,” Tamara quipped. “There’s a gentleman here to see you. I know you’re busy, but he says it’s important.”

“Send him in,” she said, closing the accounting program.

“Grace.” Sterling stepped into the office and eased the door shut behind him. It latched with a quiet click that seemed to echo through the room and her soul.

She surveyed him up and down, from the tips of his hiking boots to the top of his thick, dark hair. Her heart stuttered then sped up. Her blood pulsed wildly through her veins and her body came alive. How could one man be so delectable? His hair was neat, and he was clean-shaven—two things she’d adored about him. No matter what he wore, from sweats to a suit, he was always tidy and presentable. Even when he’d worked on his truck, covered in grease and oil, he’d had a “put together” look that had drawn her in and made her want to touch him.

“Sterling,” she greeted him simply, without getting up.

“Grace,” he repeated, flashing a quirky smile.

She glanced at him warily, hating the way his voice slid down her spine like melted chocolate, leaving her feeling hot and needy. “Why did you shut the door?”

“Because what’s between us is private.” He eased into the chair across from her desk. His blue eyes turned navy. Always expressive, they darkened when he was serious, but when he was laughing and having fun, they sparkled and glinted with his joy.

“What do you want, Sterling?” she asked. Her eyebrows pinched together in annoyance as her thoughts careened out of control. Why did he have to go and get married? And why had he name his daughter Sasha? Sasha was the name she’d planned for her future daughter, and Grace was certain she’d told him that at one time. Somehow, she managed to keep those questions and about a dozen others to herself.

“I just wanted to talk to you.” His hands twitched almost imperceptibly against the arms of the chair. It was something someone who didn’t know him would miss, but to her, it spoke volumes.

The idea that he might be uneasy both buoyed and worried her. “What did you want to talk about?” Her words were casual to cover her nervousness.

“About you. About us,” he replied. He made a vague gesture that encompassed them both.

“There is no us.” She forced herself to ignore the jump in her heart rate when he said us. “A long time ago, we used to be friends. Now, we’re...acquaintances.” Whatever they’d shared was over, so why did she feel as if they had unfinished business? And why did she want to restart that business? “Time moves on, and things change.” She sighed. If only time had changed the attraction she had for him.

“Damn right, things change. Change is good. But friends don’t leave town without letting their friends know. They don’t run away.” His voice was softly chiding.

Irritation spiked up her spine, and she huffed out an annoyed breath. “Dammit, Sterling, that was five years ago. I told you I was leaving. You were one of my closest friends, so you of all people should understand why I left. Don’t you remember how they controlled me, how they refused to let me make any decisions?” Her arms crossed over her chest, and she leaned back in her chair, distancing herself from him.

“I remember, but you didn’t give me a chance to help.”

Despite the accusation, his voice was level and calm and, as a result, irritating.

“I’m a big girl, don’t you get that? Everyone was trying to live my life for me, and nothing I did ever measured up. That’s why I left.”

“You ran away from home, even after I offered to help.” He made her sound like a recalcitrant child.

“You don’t get it, do you?” she asked angrily. “I didn’t want help. I needed to make something of myself, by myself. Alone!” She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. “Why doesn’t anyone believe I can do things for myself? Look around. This store is mine. M-I-N-E. I bought a failing store and turned it into a success. I didn’t need help. I didn’t need my family or their damned money.” Annoyance and self-doubt nagged at her, so she took the offensive. “You’re no better than my family. You don’t think I can make it alone. You don’t think I can be a success.”

“Did it ever occur to you that I didn’t think you needed help? Or that I had complete confidence in you and your abilities to do anything you wanted. I just wanted to help you. That’s what friends do. They help each other out; they are there for each
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