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      Clouds menaced above, wet leaves spattered through the air, and wind pummeled the stone fortress atop which she stood. Fiona held her breath as the howling intensified, clattering the shutters. She would be safe, wouldn’t she? He could not find her here, she had taken all proper precautions. But if he did… Her heart throbbed with uncertainty. She would have to hope and pray that her knight would rescue—

      “Staci?”

      A shriek accompanied her jump as her half-full flute of champagne sloshed over her dress. “Max! How many times have I told you I hate being sneaked up on? Look what you made me do.” She exchanged her glass for the handkerchief he held out, and dabbed ineffectually at her emerald-green, velvet dress.

      “At least it wasn’t red wine.”

      Was that his way of offering an apology? She narrowed her eyes, but kept her lips shut. The lights of Chicago stretched in glowing spiderwebs before her, silently mocking her lack of bravado. But it wouldn’t do to antagonize her editor, not when she needed a favor.

      “Did you try the salmon blinis? They’re simply divine. Here, let me grab you one.” He clicked for a black-and-white dressed server to approach, silver tray in hand, and scooped up three palm-sized plates of tiny caviar-dusted pancakes, before holding one out to her.

      Typical. Two parts for him, one part for her. “Thanks, but I’m full,” she lied.

      “Oh well.” He shrugged. “Waste not, want not.”

      As he shoved the food into his mouth she wondered, not for the first time, how someone who could dance with Gene Kelly-like finesse around words could have the social aplomb of a four-year-old. Not that she could ever afford to point this out. Literally.

      She inched one Louboutin heel behind the other. Why had she ever thought such frivolities necessary? Too tight, too tall, too expensive, even at the fantastic online discount they’d proved way beyond her means. Honestly, who spent their entire advance on a pair of shoes? She would simply need to wait until he was slightly less sober before putting her proposition—

      “So, how’s Fiona going these days?”

      Staci stumbled. He grabbed her arm, steadying her balance as she muttered, “Thanks.” Apparently Max wasn’t the only one lacking some grace here tonight. What to say, what to say…

      “Well?” He eyed her, and she was reminded of the crows that used to line her grandmother’s vegetable garden, waiting until Gran’s back was turned before pecking holes in the produce, seeking whatever they could. Strange. She hadn’t thought about Gran’s garden for years. She should probably call and see how Gran was doing—

      “Staci Everton! Hello? Is something the matter?”

      She blinked. Oh, yes, something was the matter all right.

      “Where is Fiona up to?”

      A smile gritted out. “She’s getting there.” Understatement of the year. Fiona’s story would get there if Staci ever got the time to figure out her character’s goals and internal motivation. But it was hard to be excited when Staci didn’t even care. How long had she been doing this for now? So many stories, so much marketing, she was exhausted trying to find a fresh spin on the old story of boy-meets-girl that leads to their happily-ever-after.

      “So, I’ll have something by Christmas?”

      “Of course.” Though it might be indigestion. And not just the kind caused by eating too much food.

      “You sure? For some reason you don’t seem too excited by this story.”

      That was because there was currently no story to be excited by. “Have I ever missed a deadline?”

      “No, because you’re the best.” He hugged her, releasing an internal shriek of protest, before he stepped away with a grimace and half-laugh. “Sorry. Forgot.”

      She followed his glance to where Bryan Flanagan, chief editor of Flame Publishing, watched them, arms crossed, as if wondering whether his speech just half an hour ago about harassment and the #metoo movement had been for naught. She eked out a stiff smile and raised a hand she hoped conveyed ease—the company’s cocktail party formality did not seem thumbs-up friendly—which he acknowledged with a nod, before pivoting to talk to Davis Scott, the eager-as-a-puppy newbie author whose debut novel was being promoted as the Next Big Thing.

      She tried to stifle the stab of jealousy. Failed. Decided to roll with it instead. How could Flame prefer Davis to her, she who with ten books now had always met her deadlines, had achieved very reasonable sales for a company of Flame’s size (so her agent Bronwyn Matthieson told her), yet who had never been honored with a sandwich plate let alone a cocktail party. It wasn’t fair. Just because Davis had spent years cultivating the acquaintance of Marco Fischer, whose NYT bestseller status was unquestioned (even though she couldn’t understand the attraction of a story with no romance – seriously? What did those gritty hyper-realistic fictional people do all day? Where was the fantasy element for the reader, where was the escape in that?) and now Davis had Marco’s glowing endorsement gracing the cover of his new release, well, why did Flame get all excited about that, rather than rewarding the consistent efforts of one of their lead authors who had met EVERY deadline EVER!

      Until maybe this one.

      Uncomfortably aware that Max was saying something, she schooled her features to assume interest and not like she hadn’t been indulging in Pity Party #779.

      “Hello? Staci? You seem even more vague than usual. Is something wrong?”

      Nothing that a completed manuscript wouldn’t fix. And finding a way to overcome this stupid, pointless jealousy. “I think it’s probably time I left.” She tried out a smile she hoped could pass for sweet. “You know me, working, working, working.”

      His brows met. “I do know you, which is why you should stay here relaxing, relaxing, relaxing.”

      Like that was going to happen. Relaxing was something that seemed to belong in the vague shadows of her childhood. Her smile took on gritted teeth status. “Thanks, Max, but I really should—”

      “Hi, Staci.”

      She closed her eyes for a second, prayed for strength, and that her now truly gritted-teeth-smile looked pleasant enough. “Davis. Hello.”

      “Isn’t tonight just amazing? Booking out the restaurant, all the fancy food, all the great speeches. I can’t believe they did all this for me.”

      That was one thing they agreed on at least. But no good would come from her desire to speak filter-free. Best she looked like a team player. “It’s certainly something I’ve never seen before.” She gave Max a pair of raised brows that probably didn’t look too team player-like but seemed to get the point across as he flushed satisfactorily.

      “I guess it’s not every day Flame has one of Marco’s protegees launch a book.”

      “No indeed,” she mumbled, as a fresh lightning bolt of envy zapped through her. Was this Davis trying to be humble? If so, he had a lot to learn. Was he able to walk into a deal on the Marco name alone or did his being a man have anything to do with it? She studied him from under heavily mascaraed lashes. Maybe it was the eager beaver puppy dog eyes and Pollyanna enthusiasm that had Flame salivating and offering a contract larger than anything they’d offered in history, or so the industry gossip whispered.

      “Hey, I heard you have another book coming out next year,” Davis said. “Congrats.”

      “Thanks,” she unstiffened enough to say. Well, that was surprising—

      “Flame’s just offered me another contract. For another three books! Isn’t that awesome?”

      No. Awesome was seeing Westminster Abbey and being struck with the majesty of God. Awesome was standing in the Canadian Rockies, or the Grand Canyon, stunned by vistas of great beauty. Awesome definitely wasn’t hearing this. She mumbled something appropriate and grabbed Max’s arm. “Sorry, Davis,” sorry but totally not sorry, “gotta go. People to see, things to do. Congrats again.” She faked another smile and pulled Max to a quieter alcove.

      Max chuckled. “Green doesn’t become you, my dear.”

      What? She glanced down at her emerald wrap dress. Her Celtic coloring meant she’d always worn—

      Oh. She huffed out a breath. “I can’t understand why Flame loves him so much,” she grumbled.

      “Really.” The lower-pitched second syllable denoted dryness.

      “Look, my books have been steady sellers for years now. Granted they’re not exactly Pulitzer-prizeworthy,” like her covers would ever grace such hallowed halls, “but my readers love me.”

      Well, most of them. Apart from the sanctimonious ones who wrote to object to the salacious content and the provocative covers and felt inclined to point out the errors of her ways. Like she needed them to do that. She shook her head. Like she should even pay attention to people who were obviously hypocritical enough to judge a book by its cover then go ahead and read the whole thing. Hello? Talk about a disconnect.

      “But your books have never graced the NYT list.”

      “But neither has—” she gestured to Davis, even now schmoozing his way through the powerbrokers of Flame.

      “Actually…” He pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, and held it out to her.

      She squinted, heart plummeting as she recognized the title halfway up the list. “How?”

      He shrugged. “You know how preorders work. And Marco’s name does seem to hold some sway.”

      The burn in her chest reached the back of her eyes. She pressed her lips together. She would not cry. She would not!

      “I’m sorry, Staci. You know I think you write really well, and I’ve loved working with you.” He paused.

      The giant green mass writhing within suddenly panicked and scrambled up her throat. “But?” Was this to be the end of her writing career?

      “But you know readers like something that suggests ‘same, same, but slightly different’. Once they’ve read all your backlist they want someone new. And if that person has Marco’s blessing, well…” Another shrug.

      “What are you saying? Doesn’t Flame want me anymore?” She drew in a sharp breath, conscious her voice held a note too high to project confidence.

      “Staci, calm down. Nobody is saying that.”

      But would they be saying that soon? “You’ve always said Flame needed me to write the same kind of story. I’ve been begging Bronwyn to try something different for years, but she always said Flame just wanted more of the same. I have other stories in me.”

      “Not historical bodice rippers?” He raised a skeptical brow.

      “Good stories. Wholesome stories.” Well, they would be once she cut a few scenes. “Stories someone’s grandmother or daughter would love.” Stories that maybe even Gran and her cronies could approve. “Come on. You know I write well.”

      “And I know you have a contracted book to deliver by December twenty-fourth.”

      Why, oh why, had she agreed to such a stupid date? Just because Max was alone and without family and preferred to work rather than take a few days off over Christmas like normal people.

      The panic reared again. How on earth would she get this written? She exhaled an anxious breath—she hoped silently—but from the pitying look Max gave her it apparently wasn’t silent enough.

      He patted her arm. “Look, send me the manuscript you’re contracted for, then maybe it might be a good idea for you to take some time out to relax, refuel the batteries. What are you doing for Christmas?”

      “I’m not sure,” she hedged. Gran had invited her—as she always did—back to Muskoka Shores, but while pretty, the small town was exactly that: small town. There’d be no hiding from her past there. Not when everybody knew everybody and liked to know everybody’s business. What Staci would like to do would be to stay cooped up inside her Lakeshore Drive condo wearing PJs, watching Hallmark movies, and imbibing chocolate in all forms. No expectations. No obligations. No stupid deadlines. She sighed.

      “Look, submit it and I promise, we can take a look at something new.”

      “You can, or you will?” she pressed.

      “Stace, I don’t know why you’re so insecure—oh, is that Marco? I thought he couldn’t come.” Without further ado he pushed past her to join the crowd swelling around the slight, graying man, the crowd who were snapping photos, taking selfies, their excitement as voluble as what she imagined pigs might be like at feeding time.

      “Staci.”

      She pivoted, toes pinching in the slightly too small heels. She would never go shoe shopping online again. “Hello Bryan.”

      They exchanged air kisses. “Max behaving himself this year?”

      “Of course. You know that was just a rum punch-induced one off.”

      “If you say so.”

      She eyed the Marco and Davis crowd miserably. “I should probably go.” Somewhere far away. A spark flickered. Maybe she should go visit Gran, but earlier, like next week, and hide away in her spare room that she was always begging Staci to use. That way she could write her blessed story and fulfill her granddaughter duties while avoiding the Christmas chaos. The idea held so many possibilities. Quite possibly good possibilities. “I really should go.”

      “You don’t want to meet Marco?”

      Not particularly. But before she could find a polite rejection she was being drawn forward, was being introduced, was having her hand clasped by Marco NY-flippin’-T Fischer. Her hand was firmly grasped. Sweatily grasped. Ugh.

      “Miss Everton writes too. Historical romance.”

      “Ah, of course. I believe I’ve seen your work.”

      Seen, not read. But hey, at least it was something. Bronwyn would be impressed.

      Davis whispered something in Marco’s ear, and the legend’s eyes lit. “The racy ones, like Fifty Shades.”

      “Not exactly.” Not at all. She preferred to have her characters engage in meaningful relationship building. “The covers are a little historically inaccurate, but…” Conscious of Bryan hovering nearby, she couldn’t explain Flame’s decision making with certain aspects of marketing.

      Marco’s fingers, which still had not let hers go, pressed warmly, before taking on a caressing motion across her palm. Gross. Why did people always assume that her stories equated to how she wanted to be treated in her life? She pulled her hand free, stepped back, and subtly wiped her hand down her hip. “Well, nice to meet you.”

      “And you.” He slung an arm around Davis’s shoulders. “I’m so proud of this one. Have you read his book yet? It’s wonderful, simply wonderful. I wish I had such talent at his age.”

      Davis’s face grew pink and shiny as he nearly exploded with pride. She really shouldn’t be the one to puncture the happiness. Best she leave now. Best she get the book written. Best she get away from this stupid scene so she could get the book written. Best she call Gran tomorrow and find out if her perpetual spare room offer was still on offer.

      “Gotta go.” She faked a smile and nodded at Max, Bryan, and a few other editorial staff, before forcing her gaze to Davis’s general direction. Be a big girl. Be a team player. Treat others like you’d want to be treated, and all that. “Congrats again.”

      Spinning on her heel she strode away.

      Words had never tasted so sour on her tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Muskoka Shores still looked the same, but then it always had, for as long as he remembered. James Wells huffed out a breath that puffed into a white cloud, as he carefully skirted the patch of icy sidewalk on his journey beside the lake. What a contrast to his former world. No desert sands or drought concerns here.

      “Hey, Doc,” a fellow lunchtime jogger called.

      James nodded, gave a quick smile, and continued his slow run. Would he ever grow reconciled to this new life, the one that harkened back to feelings of being trapped inside a snow globe? The life with no way out, save for what a career in medicine could offer, first in hospitals in the city, and then when burnout loomed, a career half a world away serving the poorest of the poor. Until a near breakdown had sped him home.

      He released a long, chill-laden breath. Maybe he didn’t have what it took. Maybe he should simply stay here and settle down. He knew Mom would be pleased. But what then? Did he really want to settle into a facsimile of Frank Lewisham’s life? Or had James failed in his one big sip of the greater world’s delights?

      He forced himself to plow on—his legs were tired now, too much sitting on a plane—and hit the main street of Muskoka Shores. A stream of tourist shops and quirky stores beckoned for dollars that could save a child’s life in other parts of the world. He shook his head at himself. Reverse culture shock, that’s what they called it. He shouldn’t judge. He’d been that way too, six years ago.

      The Coffee Blend had twinkling lights festooned around its window, and he took up the silent invitation and hurried to the warmth inside. “Hey Suzy.”

      The woman behind the counter glanced up with a smile. “Well, look who’s back.”

      He smiled, accepted the inevitable as she hurried past the coffee machine and gave him a tight hug. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you.” He gestured to the rustic chic adorning the walls. “Love what you’ve done to the place.”

      “It’s a bit different, isn’t it?” she said, hands on hips, surveying the interior. “But the plastic tack had to go.”

      He settled in at the stool. “Didn’t fit the vibe of the town these days, huh?”

      “You noticed?” Her nose wrinkled. “We need our tourists, and they need their creature comforts.” She patted the coffee machine. “Now, what’ll it be? We’ve got all sorts of options on offer here, pumpkin spice, caramel, peppermint.”

      “Just give me something tall and dark to go.”

      “Still keeping healthy, huh?”

      “Gotta practice what I preach.”

      “Just a splash of milk?”

      He nodded, and she grinned and surveyed his height.

      “You Wells boys never liked things too complicated, did you?”

      No. But that hadn’t stopped complications from following them anyway. A pang of sorrow crossed his chest, and he glanced away.

      The coffee machine roared to life, saving him from further conversation, and he took a moment to calm his thoughts, to look around. The coffee shop held a contented buzz of tourists and locals, some faces he recognized from years ago. A few quick greetings and then Suzy called out, “One TDH to go.”

      From the way she eyed him, he guessed she meant his coffee was ready. But “TDH?”

      Her grin was like a Cheshire’s cat. “One tall, dark, and I bet I don’t need to tell you what the ‘h’ stands for, do I?”

      “Honest?” he suggested, sliding out the bills to pay.

      “Put that away, James. I’m not charging you on your first day back in town.”

      “Not quite my first day.”

      “You know what I mean.” Her expression softened. “It’s good to have you back. You’ve been missed.”

      “Thanks.” He held up the coffee in a salute. “Appreciate it, Suzy.”

      “See you soon.”

      He took a sip, the caffeine hitting his bloodstream like liquid gold. “I’m sure you will. This is really good.”

      “I know.” She gave a smug smile which tugged out his own, the boost in spirits chasing his steps back to the clinic. Perhaps this time here would not be so constricting, nor feel like a punishment. He shook his head at himself. First world problems. He should really get a grip. For how could anyone not enjoy Christmas at Muskoka Shores?
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      The carriage trundled under the large overhanging branches of the tree-lined avenue leading to the village. Gray skies lapped deepening shadows, the snowdrifts of several days ago browning into slush, something that had taken her by surprise. She should remember the early December snows. What else had she forgotten in the years since she’d been away?

      The wheels clattered over the wooden bridge, the carriage drawing nearer, up the steep incline to where the church steeple pointed to the heavens. Fiona’s chest tightened. The posted sentries straightened, their eyes following her slow progress. Would she be remembered as the conquering daughter of a king or as the despised maid who had sold her soul—

      Bang!

      Tires skidded. A gasp escaped. Heart pounding, Staci clutched the steering wheel even more firmly, muttering a prayer for protection as the car jerked and shuddered, before grinding away into the street curb as it finally drew to a pause. She exhaled. Thank God she hadn’t hit anyone. Thank God she hadn’t hit anything. What a homecoming that would’ve been.

      She heaved in another breath as her heartbeat slowed and her white knuckled-grip eased. Well, she was wide awake now. Had that been caused by a moment of travel-induced weariness? Maybe leaving in the wee small hours and trying to drive ten hours today wasn’t her smartest idea. She wrenched open the door, and Muskoka Shores welcomed her with icy breath. A glance at the back wheel revealed a deflated tire. Awesome. Welcome home, indeed.

      Shivering, she slammed the door shut, huddling in the driver’s seat, willing herself warm as she summoned up the courage to get back outside and change the tire. The frigid temperatures were just one of the many reasons she’d been happy to leave all those years ago. But university in LA had led to a job that scarcely matched the blue skies on offer, forcing her to the Midwest for a better pay rate, even if little else attracted initially. But she’d ended up enjoying Chicago, the architecture, the museums, the fact she could order food delivery any hour to the condo her parents’ bequest had bought her. She had especially enjoyed when her small magazine editorial role had taken a turn to the right and the historical story she’d been tinkering on for years had been snapped up by Bronwyn at a writer’s conference, then soon sold to a publisher with a fledgling imprint called Flame. She’d kept working for a year or so, before demand for her books had grown so loud she’d been able to quit the magazine and focus full-time on writing. Flame had been good to her. At least in the beginning. She hoped they remembered it when this stupid manuscript finally appeared. If she could ever figure out what to write.

      A knock came at the window, startling her.

      “Miss?” An older man’s weathered face peered in at her, gesturing that she lower the window.

      She pressed the button, but the car engine had been switched off too long. Sighing, she switched the car back on, and the engine shuddered back to life, along with the car accessories. The car window zipped down, releasing more coolness inside.

      “Hey, missy. You seem to have a flat tire there.”

      “Yes, it seems I do.”

      “You gonna fix it, or hope an angel will come along?”

      “I was planning on fixing it, but if you happen to know of any handy angels…”

      He chuckled, then motioned her outside. “Come on. I’ll help you.”

      Gratitude at his offer relaxed her tight smile into real. She hadn’t planned on tire fixing when she’d dressed in her suede boots, leggings, and oversized orange sweater in Chicago’s predawn darkness.

      She popped the trunk and stared at the fabric-lined cavity. Where was the spare?

      “Look under there,” the man pointed to a corner.

      She peeled it away. Lo and behold: the spare tire.

      “You can change a tire, can’t you, missy?”

      The goodwill from earlier evaporated under a tide of feminist defensiveness. “Of course I can. My grandfather taught me when I first started driving.”

      “Your grandfather? Not your dad?” He peered at her more closely. “Hey, wait a minute, aren’t you the Everton girl?”

      “Anastacia Everton.” She squinted at him, but her memory came up empty. “And you are…?”

      “Mitch Wells. I used to teach at the high school. But that was a long while ago.” He bent down and retrieved the mechanics kit, and drew out the jack and a lug wrench, the latter of which he handed to her. “Know how to use one of these?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He positioned the jack and wielded some muscle power to heft the vehicle higher. “There you go.”

      “Thanks.” She squatted down and began working the first lug free as he drew out the spare.

      “Jenny, my wife, taught English.”

      “Oh, I remember Mrs. Wells! She was my favorite teacher. I think I got my love of words from her classes.”

      He glanced over at her, brow creased. “That’s right. Jenny has talked about you. Aren’t you a famous author now?”

      “Well, I don’t know about famous.” She flashed a smile. “In fact, I’m pretty certain I’m not.”

      “That’s not what she said.”

      Well, everything was relative.

      “Jenny said you live in the big smoke now.” He snorted. “Never understood what it is with kids wanting to get away from here. God’s own country, this is.” He gestured to the snow-dusted trees and distant bluish hills.

      “It’s certainly very pretty, especially at this time of year.”

      “At any time of year.”

      Sensing he would not be particularly receptive to her reasons for leaving, she turned the conversation back to his wife. “How is Mrs. Wells these days?”

      “Survived her second bout with breast cancer,” he said proudly.

      “Oh my goodness!” Guilt strummed. How could she not have known? “That must’ve been so challenging.”

      “It certainly hasn’t been easy.”

      She pocketed the lugs, and eyed the tire, then eyed her hands. It had been a long time since she’d changed a spare. Oh well, it wasn’t as if she really needed manicured nails…

      He motioned her to move, which she promptly obeyed. She wasn’t about to let feminist principles stand in the way of keeping warm and dry and clean. Men needed opportunities to feel good about their masculinity, after all.

      “You have…” she paused, trying to remember as she rubbed her hands together briskly, “two sons, or is it three?” The Wells boys had always been a few years ahead of her at school. Church had been their only common circle.

      “Was three. John got killed in the Middle East two years back.”

      Her heart wrenched. Poor, poor Mrs. Wells. Why hadn’t she known? Oh, she knew why. Such was the price of wiping off the small-town dust from her wannabe designer-label clad feet. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Now we have Jem and Jeffrey.”

      “And what are they up to?”

      “Jeff has married, and lives in Nebraska. Jem is just back in town after being away. Good to have him home.” He tugged the wheel free with a grunt, then motioned for her to roll him the spare. Ice and rubber assailed her senses, eliciting a wince.

      “I truly appreciate your help, Mr. Wells.”

      “Mitch, please. I’ve been retired these past five years.” He pushed the spare into place, gesturing for the lugs then tightening them in place.

      She collected the scattered tools as he shifted the flat tire to her trunk.

      “There you go.”

      “Mr.—I mean, Mitch, thank you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you.”

      He chuckled. “And I thought you were supposed to be good with words.”

      “Well, I suppose I could try.” She eyed the nearby row of stores. “Is The Coffee Blend any good these days?”

      “Not too bad.”

      “In that case, I’d love to buy you a coffee and muffin—unless of course you want an early lunch—and try to more fully explain the depths of my thankfulness, if you are interested.” She grinned. “Or even if you’re not.”

      Laughter rumbled from his chest. “I could be persuaded. But I have a better suggestion. I know Jenny would love to see you. How long are you in town for?”

      Her smile grew strained. “A few weeks.” At least until her book was written. Then it was back to the big smoke to escape the small-town Christmas craziness.

      “Then I hope you’ll join us for dinner sometime soon.”

      “That’d be wonderful. But I feel you’re the one doing me another favor.”

      He shrugged, smiled. “Never hurts to be a good Samaritan.”

      “At least let me buy you a coffee now to warm up.”

      “I wouldn’t say no.”

      She retrieved her purse and beeped the car locked, joining him on the slippery sidewalk to where the coffee shop’s twinkling lights beckoned.

      The door opened, releasing a huff of caffeine-scented air. Instantly her taste buds kicked to overdrive, her stomach releasing a growl of anticipation.

      “That sound reminded me of my boys,” Mitch said with a laugh.

      That sound reminded Staci that she’d skipped lunch after her obnoxiously early escape from the city. She glanced about her. The Coffee Blend was nothing like what she remembered. Instead of the 80s plastic vibe, the room was dressed in earthy tones, with timber floors, recycled painted chairs, and large polished wood offcuts as bar tables. The walls were lined with memorabilia: antlers, battered ice skates, and black and white photographs of long-ago Muskoka Shores. She drew closer, studying a print of a wooden shack with smoke curling from the chimney, positioned between two grand poplars. She’d seen that place before…

      “Hey, Suzy. Look who I found. Muskoka Shores’s own famous author.”

      Staci glanced up, moving to the counter which encompassed a refrigerated display case of cupcakes, muffins, cakes, and slices. Her stomach’s protest rumbled again. “Hi.”

      “Sounds like someone needs a sugar fix.” The blonde woman in her fifties smiled. “Hey, I’m Suzy. I saw you seemed to be having some car trouble out there.”

      “I’m Staci.” She gestured to the room. “Is this your café?”

      “Sure is.”

      “It’s fantastic. Really inviting.”

      “That’s what we aimed for when we bought it five years ago.” She wiped her hands on a cloth. “I saw you had a visiting angel before.”

      “Mitch was a godsend, for sure.”

      “He often is. Now, what’ll it be?”

      “This is my treat.” Staci glanced at Mitch and raised a brow.

      “Just my usual, thanks, Suzy.”

      “One TD coming up. And for you, precious?”

      It must be the sense of cloying sweetness permeating the room that pricked her eyes. No one had called Staci by that endearment since her last visit in town. “I, er, oh…” She blinked away the moisture, tilted her chin and adopted an expression she hoped conveyed city cool. “What coffee flavors do you have?”

      A plastic-sleeved menu was placed in front of her, and she studied the options. Pumpkin spice?

      “Sorry, Suzy, better make mine to go.” Mitch glanced apologetically at Staci. “I just remembered Jenny had asked me to pick up some things which I plumb forgot about.”

      “Oh, but—”

      “Sorry, Staci, but I better scoot.” Mitch nodded as Suzy handed him a to-go cup, which he collected with a murmured thanks. “Now don’t forget about dinner. I know Jenny will be tickled pink to hear you’re back in town. I’m sure she’ll call you soon to arrange the details. You staying with your grandma?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Well, be seeing you both. Thanks, Staci.” He lifted his cup in salute. “Much obliged. See you later, Suzy.”

      “Sure you don’t want a pastry?”

      “I do, but better not. Jenny’s trying to keep sugar-free, and I don’t want to lead her astray.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Thanks again, Mr. Wells,” Staci called.

      “It’s Mitch. And you’re very welcome. See you around.”

      He held up a hand in farewell, then drew open the door, nearly colliding with someone coming in, where they stopped and exchanged greetings.

      Staci sighed, returning her gaze to the coffee menu. What a friendly man Mitch Wells was. And she hadn’t exaggerated before. She did thank God that he’d taken pity on her and deigned to help a lady out. When she looked up Suzy was smiling at her again. “Sorry. I seem to have lost all decision-making ability.”

      “No hurry.”

      Just as well. She bit her lip, wondering about the pumpkin spice flavor. Should she? Oh, for goodness sake! “A pumpkin spice latte please.”

      “Regular, tall, or grande?”

      “Um, tall?”

      “To have here or to go?”

      So many decisions! She probably should have it to go. She was already later than what she’d told her grandmother. But she really needed some form of sustenance if she was to face the barrage of love sure to be her fate. “To go, thanks.”

      “And something to eat?”

      She paced back to eye the delectable goodies on display, almost colliding with the newcomer, a man of curly dark hair, a five o’clock shadow, and a bemused expression who held up his hands. “Sorry.”

      “No worries.” His voice was low, holding a rich, soothing timbre. No, holding mellifluous tones.

      Since she’d been a little girl, certain phrases had called to her, begging her to remember. She closed her eyes. Mellifluous tones. She really should write that down. It totally matched the warm expression in his dark green eyes. And totally suited Fiona’s hero.

      “Miss?”

      A touch on her arm jerked her eyelids open. “Oh!” What a fool she must look. Refusing to look at the man anymore she hastened back to the counter to where Suzy waited patiently. “And a chocolate croissant, please.”

      “As it comes or heated?”

      What to choose? “Uh, heated would be nice, thanks.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Staci paid, then pivoted, nearly colliding with the man a second time. “Sorry.” Heat flushed her cheeks as she refused to look at him, instead moving to the collections of pictures on the wall to study the cottage photograph from before, as a low-voiced conversation continued behind her. What was that wisp of memory?

      A ding sounded.

      “Staci?” Suzy called. “Here you go.” She pushed a paper bag across the counter top toward her.

      Staci hurried past the man who was looking at his phone and ripped the bag open. The scent of freshly baked chocolate croissant reactivated her hunger. She might have moaned as the first mouthful melted against her tongue.

      The dark-haired man’s mouth twitched, as if suppressing a smile. She raised her brows and turned away, as the sound of the coffee machine rumbled again.

      “Those things will kill you, you know.”

      What?

      The low tones she’d imagined might belong to her—no, Fiona’s—hero came again as she shoved the last corner of pastry in her mouth. “Chocolate croissants are considered to be the number one food to avoid if one wants to live a healthy life.”

      He was talking to her? She swallowed creamy deliciousness and wiped either side of her mouth. “I beg your pardon?”

      He smiled, his gaze descending to her lips, before meeting her gaze again. “Not from the sugar or the butter, but from the risk of choking when being eaten so quickly.”

      Was he teasing her? She was about to ask whether he worked in the health industry and was therefore qualified to make such assumptions when Suzy called, “One pumpkin spice and one tall, dark and handsome to go.”

      One what?

      Ignoring the twinkle in Suzy’s eyes, Staci thanked her and grabbed the coffee marked PSL on the white lid and hurried to the exit. If the coffee proved good, she suspected this place might prove handy to refuel her creative juices. She pushed open the door, conscious of Mr. Croissant-hater behind her, and met the icy breeze just as she took a sip of coffee.

      Ugh. Her taste buds protested the lack of sugar, the lack of milk, the lack of anything but what tasted like pure unadulterated caffeine.

      A choking sound behind swung Staci’s gaze to the man who objected to her eating habits, whose wince seemed to mirror hers. “This is foul.”

      “No, this is foul.”

      He glanced at her, frowned. “Did you get my nearly black coffee?”

      “Your what?”

      “Did you get my coffee by mistake?”

      She peeled off the lid and stared at the very dark brown contents. “What did you call this?”

      He sighed, his breath making a huffing white cloud in the cool air. “It’s Suzy’s little joke. It’s not black coffee because it’s got a splash of milk, so she calls it a tall, dark...” his words, his gaze faltered.

      “Tall, dark, and handsome, wasn’t it?” How had those words slipped out? Though that was what Suzy had said. Just because he fitted that description didn’t mean… didn’t mean anything. Heat renewed its dance along her cheeks.

      Heat she felt sure matched the color filling his. “Suzi likes to tease.” He shook his head and handed her his coffee, tinted a warm dark golden hue. “I think this is yours, Pumpkin Spice.”

      “Thanks.” She eyed it. Took a sniff. Wait—what had he just called her? She frowned up at him. “Did you just call me Pumpkin Spice?”

      His mouth twitched. “Maybe. Sorry. I’m caffeine-deprived so I can’t be fully aware of what I say.”

      Again his gaze flickered to her mouth. Despite her misgivings, she knew, as any good romance author did, just what that meant. But seriously? He wanted to kiss her? They’d only just met. She didn’t even know his name!

      “Um, I think you should know…”

      She didn’t have time for this. He might have a lovely voice, and be handsome, in a rough-around-the-edges kinda way, but she had no interest in a small-town holiday romance. “Do you want your coffee then?” She held out the cup. “I’ve only taken one sip. One sip was more than enough.”

      “Do you have cooties?”

      She blinked. “What?”

      “Cooties. Do you have them?”

      “Are you five-years-old?”

      “No. I’m just health-conscious.” His head tilted to one side. “So do you?”

      “What, have cooties?”

      “Or any other communicable disease?”

      “No!”

      He chuckled. “It’s fine. You can have the rest.”

      “But it’s disgusting. I don’t want—”

      “Oh!” Suzy burst through the door. “Oh, I think I muddled your orders. I’m so sorry. Here, come back and I’ll make you another one.”

      Staci glanced at her watch. “I really need to go.”

      “I can’t believe I got it wrong.” Suzy looked genuinely upset. “Please, next time you’re in it’s on the house. That plus a pastry. I can’t have visitors thinking I don’t know the difference between a latte and a long, almost black.”

      And Staci couldn’t afford to get the locals offside. Not if she was going to stay here for a few weeks to get the manuscript done. “Sure. Thanks, Suzy.”

      “Thank you.” She turned to the man. “And you, want your freebie now or later?”

      “Later is fine,” he said. For some reason his eyes were still fixated on Staci’s mouth.

      A surprised feeling of gratification—a feeling that feminist Staci should probably despise—swelled her chest. He must have the hots for her quite badly.

      Suzy peered at her closely, then swatted his arm. “Really, James, what kind of gentleman are you letting a girl walk around with chocolate beside her mouth?”

      What?

      Staci slowly echoed Suzy’s mimed wiping beside her lips, which revealed that yes, she did seem to be wearing some of the chocolate from her croissant… from how long ago? She forced out a gritty sounding laugh. Far from having the hots for her, he seemed only to have the knack to make her feel like a fool.

      “Thanks a lot,” she muttered. Her gaze shifted to Suzy. Probably wouldn’t be back for the make-up coffee, after all. “I need to go.”

      “Sure, precious.” Again that word pricked unwanted emotion. “Hope to see you soon.”

      Not if Staci could help it. She nodded, hurried to her car, and slammed the door, pride keeping her head stiff as she refused to glance at Mr. Croissant-hater, still watching her from his place in front of The Coffee Blend. She muttered a prayer of thanks when her car started without incident, keeping her gaze averted as she carefully drove onto the snowy street.

      And saw, in the rear-view mirror, the dark-haired man swivel to watch her drive away.
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        * * *

      

      Regret crossed James’s heart as he watched her drive off. Seriously? Suzy was right. How had he let the redhead go on speaking for so long with that drop of chocolate by her mouth? Except it had seemed more of a beauty spot than a smudge, something that begged him to pay attention to pink lips that seemed as quick to smile as pout, her words drawing an urge to banter, the repartee something he’d thought long days of hard work had rusted quite away. Not that he thought he’d managed the banter very successfully. Cooties? That was the best he could do? Not that it mattered. He really should not be thinking about a stranger he’d likely never see again.

      James drove to the clinic for his afternoon session, and soon forgot her in his focus on patients who came with colds and boils and pains. The work was satisfying, and not too strenuous. More challenging cases could always be referred to Muskoka Shores’s small hospital, where he worked the three days he was not rostered here. This was not like Africa. Poverty did not present in the same way, yet he noticed his role as listening ear remained the same.

      A knock on the door preceded his call of, “Enter.”

      The receptionist, Anna Morely, poked her dark head in, her smile warm. “How are you doing, James?”

      He dimmed back his own smile a notch. Anna was sweet and all, but the way she looked at him sometimes made him wonder if she hadn’t read the handbook on workplace protocols. “Fine, thanks.”

      “Okay, well, your last patient is here. Miss Jemima Taylor.”

      He nodded. How he hoped this wasn’t another of the eyelash-fluttering types who had visited in recent days, almost like they’d heard a new doctor was in town. “Send her in.”

      He braced as a murmur of conversation and soft laughter came from beyond the door, yet more proof of the small-town vibes that lent itself to personal exchanges beyond medically-related conversation. The door opened again and in walked a small redheaded girl followed by a woman, presumably her mother, who explained Jemima had been complaining of a sore throat. The little girl soon proved to also have a cute lisp, no doubt further embellished by her missing teeth. He bit back a smile at his earlier presumptuous thoughts.

      “You look as though the tooth fairy has visited recently,” he said.

      The redhead nodded proudly. “I’m weally witch now.”

      “She means really rich,” her mother whispered.

      He vaguely recognized the woman from church. A glance at the file revealed her name: Rachel Taylor. He nodded and returned his attention to the small girl. “It’s nice when tooth fairies are generous.”

      She shook her small head. “No, there’th only one.”

      “Only one—? Oh, only one tooth fairy, of course. My apologies,” he said. “Now, open wide.”

      He peered inside her mouth, but there was no sign of tonsil redness, or anything that might construe illness. Just a sniffly nose, and an over-anxious mother. After taking her temperature, and asking a few more questions, he stood to wash his hands at the china basin in the corner and dry them before reseating himself.

      “Now, Miss Jemima, I think you’re going to be fine, but you need to stay warm.” He glanced at the mom, tilting his head at the jar of candy, and received a nod. “Now, do you think you can manage to do that?”

      Jemima nodded seriously.

      “Do you think you might like a piece of candy?”

      Her blue eyes lit. “Oh, yeth!”

      He pulled out a wrapped candy and dropped it in her hand and glanced at the mother. “Don’t worry, we have a reciprocal arrangement with the dentist up the road.”

      She chuckled and ruffled her daughter’s red curls. “Now, what do you say to the nice doctor, pumpkin?”

      He blinked, barely hearing the sing-song, “Fank you,” and farewells as his mind backtracked to hours earlier, to another redhead. What was she doing? Would she remember him? He grimaced, remembering his all-too-charming small talk about cooties and the like. Yeah, she’d probably not forgotten, had probably decided to avoid him like the plague. How weird that the role that drew some people like a magnet led others to regard his conversation topics as a loss.

      Oh well. She’d been cute, with her big eyes, flaming curls, and orange sweater. Stylish, too, which likely meant she had expensive tastes, like his sister-in-law, who’d drawn Jeff from an unpretentious background to workaholic to pay the bills. He’d never understand how someone could justify paying thousands for a pair of shoes.

      He pushed back in his seat, scrubbed his hands over his weary face. How tired must he be to even be thinking like this? No. He needed someone grounded, someone who valued life as he did too. Especially now he knew how easily such life could be stolen away.
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