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            JUST LIKE STARTING OVER

          

        

      

    

    
      Once burned, twice shy. That’s how it’s supposed to work. I thought I’d learned my lesson after falling for Mike Cavendish in high school. Sixteen years ago, all my dreams were coming true, then everything went wrong in one disastrous night. It’s so much more than a broken heart and a loss of trust. It’s raising a daughter alone, abandoning your old life to make a new one, and being defined by your roles rather than your dreams. The only bright light is Sierra herself, a wise child who has taught me so much in her fifteen years. She is everything to me.

      

      It’s because of Sierra that we’ve come back to my hometown of Empire to launch my best friend’s dream, The Carpe Diem Café. I’m sick of avoiding the past and I miss my grandmother. Why have I let Mike take that away from me and from Sierra? I’m sure I’m over him by now. I don’t expect him to turn up, looking better than ever – much less acting as if he still cares, pretending he doesn’t know that Sierra is his daughter, wanting to start all over again.

      

      It’s a proposition that I know I should refuse, but…it’s Mike. And he’s not the same guy I knew. Oh, he’s still quiet and thoughtful, but tougher, more direct – and a whole lot hotter. He can make all of Sierra’s dreams come true without even trying and when he decides to make me believe in forever again, I doubt I can resist just one night. Can I trust Mike’s promises again? More importantly, can I take a chance and let myself fall head over heels again with the man who has always been my one and only?
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            THE CARPE DIEM CAFÉ

          

        

      

    

    
      The Carpe Diem Café is a series of steamy small town contemporary romances. When Merry opens her own bistro in the sleepy small town of Empire, there's more cooking than her daily farm-to-table specials. Merry's café is named for her philosophy ('Carpe Diem' or 'Seize the Day') and once her doors are open, Empire will never be the same.
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            MIKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though it’s Saturday morning, I’ve already worked more than a full day – again – by the time Dad saunters into my office. He’s carrying a cup of coffee, dressed to play golf, a man with time on his hands.

      I remind myself that it would be a bad plan to visibly resent him, his presence or his attitude. I’m missing my own weekly game today, thanks to the needs of the business, but it’s smarter to avoid provoking my dad. When he looks relaxed like this, I know there’s a storm coming. He’s choosing his moment to attack.

      I will be serene, or at least appear to be.

      I picked tomatoes all night after I finished up in the office at six, which seems like a million years ago. I’m exhausted, but three more workers are sick this morning and the greenhouses are full of ripe tomatoes that aren’t going to harvest themselves. Who needs sleep? Who needs a break? Me, but tough luck. There’s work to be done. I’ve no idea how we’re going to manage the biweekly pruning of the plants on Monday with so few bodies, but that’s a problem for another day. Maybe I’ll get lucky.

      Maybe not.

      So far, Dad’s retirement means nothing but more hours on the job for me, with no additional control. He even went out for dinner Thursday night with his younger family, to try the new restaurant in town, The Carpe Diem Café. The tomatoes had my name that night, too.

      Of course, I care about the business.

      Of course, I care about the future.

      But Dad has vetoed the obvious solution that we hire someone else, so his retirement means my workload has doubled – but not my pay cheque, of course. It’s only May and I’m dead on my feet – we’ll be picking through October. A night’s sleep would set me right up, but that’s not in the cards anytime soon.

      Dad must be off to play golf with Richard Bradshaw, again. It’s so special that he just stops in to load up my plate with more demands before he heads out. I thought he would vanish when he retired. Nuh uh. Instead, we have this bonding time at regular intervals, when he criticizes everything I’m doing and have done, tells me how I’m failing the company, and insists – on the basis of no recent information – that his way is always right.

      This game is getting old.

      So, I don’t look up right away. I’m texting Carlos who went back to his quarters an hour ago after picking with me all night. I’m hoping someone on his team is feeling better. The doctor has been in daily but she says this bug just takes its time. Get up too soon and it starts all over again.

      It is not bringing me joy.

      Nor are the kilos of tomatoes that need to get picked and shipped ASAP. The plants are loaded, which seemed like a good thing a week ago. Now, it’s a curse and a deadline.

      Not jumping to attention as soon as Dad appears in my doorway is as close to rebellion as I’ve gotten so far and he doesn’t miss it.

      “You’re ignoring me,” he says, his opinion of that clear.

      “I’m working.”

      “You wouldn’t have so much work to do if you were more organized.”

      I look up. “So, now the virus outbreak is the result of my poor planning.”

      “You should have anticipated it. The weather changed last weekend and was cooler again. That means people spend more time inside and illness spreads more readily then.”

      “Our people work inside, in our greenhouses, regardless of the weather.”

      “You know what I mean, Michael! I taught you to plan better.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. My entire life, my father has been finding fault. At this point, I feel damned if I do and damned if I don’t. Being in desperate need of sleep doesn’t improve my mood.

      Still, I’m blunt even for me. “The tomatoes are ripe. We’re short-handed. Everyone who can get out of bed is working full out and when they can’t do any more, they go back to their quarters and crash. The weather is not a variable. The virus is.”

      “And the tomatoes are ripe.” Dad shakes his head. “They’re going to rot on the vines if you don’t get it together.”

      I hear the steel in my own voice. “Everyone is working as hard as they can. They’re giving 200 per cent.”

      Including me.

      If he starts on his racist garbage, I will lose it.

      He dismisses my words with a wave of his hand. “You allow people too many breaks and too much time to slack.”

      “There are laws, Dad.” I manage to keep my tone even. “We can’t insist that people work twenty hours a day without bathroom breaks anymore, like in the good old days. That’s just for management. By the way, when are we hiring that new operations manager?”

      A fire appears in his blue eyes at my sarcasm. It’s like lightning mustering for a strike and I know the most likely target.

      To be honest, I’m starting to wonder why I ever thought working in the family business was a good idea. Had it been insane to assume that Dad’s retirement would mean a promotion and that, as operating manager of the greenhouses, I could make the changes that are past due?

      It had been delusional to imagine that Dad would ever surrender an iota of control. He insists that his constant harping is just ensuring ‘his legacy isn’t wasted.’ Instead, it’s going to just wither away and die, like a vine at the end of the season.

      And every day, I fantasize a little more about walking out the door, getting in my truck and never ever coming back.

      “We’re not,” he says. “Of course, we’re not. I told you that.”

      “I can’t do two jobs much longer.”

      “You just have to find your stride. If you were pulling your weight, there wouldn’t be an issue. I did both jobs for decades.”

      “With a third as much acreage under glass, at first,” I note. “And then with a head grower. Me.”

      “Whining is a waste of time and energy,” he snaps, then changes the subject. “You know that Luke is in town.” Disapproval drips from his tone.

      “Yes.” I keep it simple, since I’m not sure where he’s going with this. I don’t care about the location of my long-absent half-brother, unless he’s developed a sudden desire to pick tomatoes.

      Carlos texts that no one is feeling better. Crap. I shove my phone back into my pocket and give my dad the attention he’s waiting for.

      “He’s always making trouble,” Dad mutters, and it’s obvious who he means.

      I heard from my half-brother, Luke Jones, last month, right out of the blue, after years of silence. He had this wild scheme to buy several properties from Cavendish Enterprises and ‘redistribute’ them for the good of the world. Dad doesn’t need any of them and neither does his company, but I doubted he’d go for it. The man thrives on managing all the variables.

      As a board member of Cavendish Enterprises, I supported Luke’s plan, even though I was skeptical of his chances of success. Luke hooked me with one detail: Dad has an ongoing dispute with Augustine Rhodes, who owns the neighbouring vineyard, over a little piece of property smack between the two empires. I thought it would be worth anything to dismiss that feud, even giving Augustine the property in question. When Luke added it to his redistribution list, I was in.

      Dad wasn’t. I know Daphne Bradshaw presented Luke’s proposal to Dad and I know he revised the list of five properties to sell just two of them to Luke. The property Augustine wants didn’t make the cut. Dad agreed to sell the diner on Queen Street that used to be run by Leon and Dotty and has been sitting empty since their retirement, as well as some house. I have no clue what Luke’s plan is and no time to care. If his scheme doesn’t get Augustine off my back or get tomatoes harvested, I don’t have the bandwidth for it.

      “That new café on Queen Street was packed Thursday night,” Dad says with indignation.

      “Candace has been raving about the meal ever since,” I say, referring to my stepmother. Why Dad would go to the opening night of the restaurant Luke coaxed into existence is beyond me. “Are we done?”

      “No, we are not done,” Dad snarls. “I’m talking to you. I’m asking you to solve a problem.”

      “Which particular problem?”

      “I want Luke to fail. I want this venture of his, this bistro, to go bankrupt and I want it now.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have sold him the diner.” I hesitate, then go for it. “Maybe you shouldn’t have gone there on opening night and bought dinner for four.”

      “Don’t you talk back to me! You need to get rid of those tenants, that chef and her partner –” he’s jabbing his finger in the air, pointing toward the diner downtown, as if I don’t know where it is “–and make sure Luke’s plan, whatever it is, fails as soon as possible.”

      I sigh. Just another game. This is not my concern. “I actually have work to do, Dad, as you have already noted. Tomatoes ripening. Remember?”

      “No, this is important. You need to shut down that place before it gets popular. Run that chef out of town and do it today.”

      I push back my chair and get to my feet. I need the small advantage of height in this moment. My dad, however, glares up as well as he glares down. “You must remember that you don’t own that building anymore, Dad. You don’t own it because you sold it. You sold it to Luke. And whatever Luke does with it, is his business not yours.”

      “I want it empty! I want Luke to feel the pain of having no revenue.” Dad leans forward, looking as belligerent as he can be. “I want him to fail and sell those properties back to me before the end of the month.”

      “It’s only been open a few days.”

      “I didn’t hear your agreement,” Dad says. “I don’t see you heading down there.”

      “Because I didn’t agree. I’m busy, doing the job of running these greenhouses. The café on Queen Street isn’t my problem.”

      “Then I’ll make it your problem.” Dad’s eyes gleam brilliant blue and I brace for his shot. “Because unless you do as I say, I’m going to change my will.”

      I am not expecting that. “Excuse me?”

      “Right now, you’re slated to inherit a third of Cavendish Enterprises, control divided equally between Jake, you and Austin.” Jake and Austin are my full brothers, one older and one younger. Neither have been anywhere near Empire in years, by choice. I’m starting to think they had it right. “Unless you do what I ask today, I’ll divide your share between Jake and Austin. When I go, you’ll be just an employee working for your brothers.” He is triumphant and even though I thought just moments ago I couldn’t be more frustrated with him, it’s clear that I was wrong.

      “You’re going to do this over a restaurant?” He should take a warning from my stillness, but he doesn’t.

      “I’m doing this over your disobedience.”

      I’m tempted, you have to know, to give him the finger and turn away. But there are the tomatoes, and there are the accounts waiting on their produce, and there are all the employees and workers who will be without a defender if I’m gone. I have responsibilities and I learned young that they come first.

      I learned that from my dad. Duty and honour. A man’s word is his bond. All that stuff.

      What I need is to pacify him for now and find an alternative solution. He won’t really do as he threatens. He always blusters. He loves the shock value of saying something like that, but Cavendish Enterprises needs me and my expertise, and Dad knows it.

      I take a couple of deep breaths, which don’t help as much as they should.

      “Interesting strategy,” I say, which makes his eyes narrow. “Who do you think is going to run this place then? Jake understands financial matters, it’s true, but doesn’t know anything about tomatoes. Either way, he’ll never set foot in Empire again. Austin couldn’t care less. I can’t imagine he’d come back here even if you left the whole enterprise to him. He’d make a phone call and sell it off in five minutes, undoubtedly for less than it's worth just to see it off his hands.” I hold his gaze. “Maybe the two of them will sell the land to Augustine Rhodes, and he can tear down the greenhouses to plant grapes instead.”

      That hits a mark. “They wouldn’t dare!”

      “Are you sure? I’d say it was even money. You won’t be around to stop them.”

      “Then you’ll have to stop them.”

      “I won’t have any authority to stop them, if you make those changes. Even now, they could join forces and out-vote me.” I shrug. “Maybe I’m just an employee already.” I yawn and push a hand through my hair. “Either way, I need some sleep and I need it soon.”

      “It’s not even noon. How can you be so lazy…”?

      “I spent all night picking tomatoes, Dad. I haven’t slept in over thirty hours.” I gesture to the window, which offers a view of yet another tractor trailer emblazoned with the company logo pulling out of the loading dock. “All orders filled and dispatched this morning, right on schedule, despite so many crew out sick. Sleep is a luxury I didn’t have.”

      His lips thin as he watches the truck leave. “You need to hire more reliable workers.”

      “Infectious viruses take down anyone, regardless of their work ethic, ethnicity or language of choice. You need to think about my proposal to give Carlos a promotion.”

      “Never!” he says through his teeth, just like last time I asked.

      Our gazes lock for a charged moment. My dad was quite happy to jump into the foreign worker program, which brings us farm labour from other countries, but he hates that the workers actually come from abroad. I’m not sure what he expected. We have a great team of guys who come from Mexico, most returning each year to pick for six to nine months on short-term visas. I couldn’t run this place without them—and it’s past time that Carlos got a reward. I want to make him foreman, which is a full-time post, which means he could move here with his family. He’s at the top of my list, but not the only name on it, that’s for sure.

      That proposal is a hard no for Dad.

      I will die on this hill, if necessary.

      Dad’s lips tighten as he watches the next truck pull out. “You have any part-timers?”

      “Using them all.”

      “What about the doctor?”

      “She’s been in every day this week, sometimes twice. Evidently, it’s a virus that takes its sweet time.”

      He exhales, looking grim. “At least find out their plans for that café.”

      “No restaurant will survive in Empire, Dad. There just isn’t enough business.”

      “I need to be sure. I need Luke to lose.” He raises a fist and it’s clear that old magic between him and his illegitimate offspring is still potent. “Do what you can, then get some sleep. You’re no good to me when you’re exhausted.” He pivots and marches out of the offices, probably ensuring that he makes his tee-off time.

      I suppose I should count that a win, but I’m thinking about a glorious nap soon. A shower. Dad’s right about one thing – I’m no good to anyone when I’m this bagged.

      I already called Trevor to let him know that I’ll have to miss the game this week.

      Each Saturday afternoon, I head into Havelock to hang out with a bunch of friends from high school and university. In the winter, we play hockey. In the summer, we play rugby. Couple of beers afterward at a pub and that is the sum of my social life. I’m unhappy to miss out today, and not because Trevor wanted to fix me up with his cousin. I just want to talk to someone (anyone) about something other than tomatoes.

      I know there’s no space in my life for a relationship, and that’s depressing, too.

      As tempted as I am to just crash, Dad isn’t going to forget about this café thing. It would be better to have some kind of answer for him. Restaurants need suppliers, which gives me the perfect cover story. In my experience, barging in and demanding change isn’t a very successful tactic. It might work for my dad, but I prefer to build consensus.

      And I like to do my research first.

      I’ll stop in the packing room for a selection of Cavendish greenhouse-grown produce, joke a bit with Guadalupe and the ladies who do the packing, double-check with the pair of supervisors that we’re on track to fill all of today’s shipments, then head into town to see what I can learn about the new café.

      Then sleep, glorious sleep.
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      The incredible thing isn’t that Merrie’s new bistro, The Carpe Diem Café, opened to acclaim. Of course, it did. Her cooking is amazing. It’s not surprising that our brand new socials are blowing up either, not with the rave reviews from food critics at both major Toronto newspapers, as well as some smaller ones. Rafe Rossetti, who may be Merrie’s biggest fan and a popular influencer, has been waxing rhapsodic all over the internet ever since we pushed him out the door on Thursday night.

      It was a perfect launch. The bistro was busty but not overwhelmed. Local vintner Mackenzie Rhodes stepped up to do tasting flights of her company’s wines, and we even had some star power with rock star Luke Jones in attendance. Luke has been all over the media talking us up. So, it’s not amazing that we had a great night. Even the weather cooperated.

      Whether that sticks or not is a whole ’nuther thing. We’re located in the tiny town of Empire with its infinitesimal population – far, far away from the bright lights of the city. Foot traffic will be a challenge, as will discoverability, which is why the astonishing thing is happening.

      Merrie and I are arguing.

      I’ve known Merrie for ten years, give or take. She plucked me out of the ranks of waitresses four restaurants ago, when she was chef but not owner, and we just clicked. Merrie is passionate, creative, mercurial and larger than life. She cooks like a goddess and is inventive beyond belief. She’s also opinionated, stubborn, fiercely loyal and often, just Too Much.

      I adore her. She’s my complete opposite. We have never fought, mostly because I just roll with whatever she says.

      But not today.

      It’s different this time. We’re officially partners, and that means I get a say.

      “You’re doing it again,” I tell her. I’m setting tables for Saturday lunch while she’s doing prep. It’s just the two of us and with the open kitchen, we can have a conversation – or an argument – without a lot of effort. “You’re going to mess up everything. Again.”

      “I am not going to mess up again.” She’s grim and chopping hard, possibly because she knows I’m right.

      “Yes, you are. You can’t change every item on the menu every day.”

      “I’ve done it before!”

      “And you’ve alienated customers before.” I watch her expression turn mutinous.

      “I’m a creative genius. I won’t apologize for brilliance.”

      Merrie is not modest, but you might have noticed that already.

      “You don’t have to, but you have to offer some consistency. People have to know that when they come to The Carpe Diem Café, they’ll find something they want to eat on the menu.”

      “Everything is good!”

      “But it can’t all be unusual. It can’t change all the time!”

      “I think the roast boar will be amazing with kim chee and I’m going to prove it to you.”

      “Maybe so, but not everyone is that adventurous. You need to keep some standards on the menu all the time. Steak frites. A quiche with soup or salad. A roast chop with gratin and seasonal vegetables. A stew with orzo or lentils. You don’t even have a duck confit on the menu yet and that’s a cornerstone of bistro cooking. Bistro. Remember? Our plan is bistro. I should never have agreed to the mock porchetta on the opening night menu. Once you head to Tuscany, all bets are off.”

      “The mock porchetta is Rafe’s favourite. When my biggest fan drives all the way from Toronto for dinner, I’m going to make sure he’s happy.”

      “Rafe loves everything you make.”

      “No harm in being sure. Have you seen our socials?”

      “I have. And the message is mixy. I want it crisp and clear. B-I-S-T-R-O.”

      Merrie flings out her hands. “The whole point of having a daily menu is to change it every day, to respond to seasonal opportunities.” She points to the sign outside the front door. “Farm to table. Seasonal eating. That’s what we do here!”

      “So do it, but limit the changes. Play with the appetizers but don’t mess with the mains. Bistro cooking is about comfort food.”

      “I’m smothering beneath these restrictions,” she mutters, giving the soup a vicious stir.

      “Mix up the seasonal vegetables,” I suggest. “Change the carb with the grilled chop from gratin to buttered orzo. You change the quiche ingredients and the soup every day.”

      “It’s not enough.”

      “Do one special entrée per day.”

      “Not enough.”

      “It should be. It has to be. People need to be confident that they’ll find something on the menu that they like, or they won’t come back. I need you to keep the keel level until our reputation is established.” And beyond, but we’ll argue about that if we ever get there.

      Her eyes narrow, making her look unpredictable. “People should be willing to step out of their comfort zone in terms of food. It’s one meal! Make it an adventure!”

      “Not everyone goes out for a gastronomical experiment.”

      “Barbarians,” she mutters. “They should seize the day.” She casts me a stern look. “Get it?”

      Of course, I do. It’s the name of the damn place. “I didn’t realize it was a manifesto.”

      “It’s a lifestyle choice,” she says fiercely and I sigh.

      “You expect too much from people, Merrie.”

      “While you expect too little of them.”

      I pivot to look at her. “How did this come to be about me? You’re changing the menu too soon and that may jeopardize the survival of this restaurant. We’ve been there and done that. Let’s try a different approach.”

      “Boring.”

      “Consistent. That’s all I’m saying, Merrie.”

      There is a long moment of silence, which means either I’ve convinced her or she’s mustering her arguments. I’ll take door number two.

      “The question is why,” she says softly.

      “Because people like predictability…”

      “No, why are you arguing with me about it? Since when do you care?”

      “I just do!”

      “Ha!” She shakes a wooden spoon at me. I know it’s her favorite one so this is important. I fold my arms across my chest and stare back at her, ready to battle this one until I win. “You never care. You just want to keep on keeping on. What’s different this time? Why does it matter enough to argue?”

      I stop to consider that. She has a point. “I don’t want to move again. I don’t think it’s good for Sierra.”

      “No,” Merrie says with a shake of her head that makes her red curls jump. “This is not about your daughter. I won’t let it be about your daughter. Not this time.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “That you never ask for anything for yourself, Sylvia. It’s always about everyone else. You ask for Sierra. You ask for me. You ask for the goodness of the planet and the world at large.” She shakes the spoon vigorously at me. “But you never ever ask for a single thing for yourself. So, if you don’t want the menu to change here and you’re willing to fight about it, something has to be different. And I’m hoping that it’s because you want something for yourself.” She abandons the spoon in the stock pot, props her hands on her hips and glares at me. “Tell me what it is or I’ll change the entire menu every hour on the hour, no matter what you say.”

      I know she means it. Merrie doesn’t bluff. I look around the bistro, at the work we’ve done renovating it, at the cozy funky vibe and the wonderful smell of Merrie’s cooking. I look out the window and there are two couples reading the menu posted on the door, considering their options more than an hour before we open. This is a good thing and I want it to last.

      “I like it here,” I admit.

      “Good start,” Merrie cedes. “Why?”

      “Can’t I like my hometown?”

      “The fact that you left it sixteen years ago and never came back does suggest otherwise.”

      “I’m glad to be here for Una.” My grandmother, it turns out, has cancer, though she never told me. She told Luke and that’s part of the reason he facilitated the opening of the restaurant. Evidently, he understood that Una would never ask for help (that’s pretty obvious) and he guessed that I would come with Merrie (also obvious, since we’ve been hand-in-glove for close to a decade) so he meddled in both Merrie’s professional future and my personal situation. The strange thing is that I don’t mind. I’m grateful to him because he didn’t have to bother.

      And I know that the nudge he gave me is the one I needed. It feels good to be back.

      Really good.

      “Something else,” Merrie sings softly.

      “I think it will be good for Sierra to be in a smaller town. She’ll have more freedom, and build a closer relationship with Una.”

      “Something else,” Merrie sings a little louder.

      “And I like it here.”

      “I want more!” She flails the spoon again. “Say it all! Sing me the lullaby of what Sylvia wants.”

      I’m just annoyed enough to do as she asks. “I would like to stay in Empire. I didn’t come back on my own initiative, but now that we’re here, I like it. A lot. I remember what I loved about it. I want to stay and that means I want you to take it easy on changing out the menu, so that we can build a reliable clientele and establish the business here for more than a single week.”

      “Hallelujah!” Merrie cries, raising her hands (and the dripping spoon) toward the ceiling. “Sylvia Kincaid has finally asked for something!” She lowers her voice. “And so I cede, because you make sense.” Then she smiles and I brace for the negotiation. “Three new dishes per day?”

      “One,” I counter.

      “Two!” she suggests.

      “One this first week and we’ll see how it goes. And you will never ever discontinue the steak frites.”

      “It’s so boring.”

      “It’s delicious.” It’s time for flattery, because yes, that works with Merrie. “You always choose the tenderest steaks, you have such a good eye, and you always grill them to perfection. Your frites are crisp and golden, with just enough salt, and paired with the mixed green salad, it might just be the ideal meal. Your aioli takes it to the next level. I want people to know that the perfection of that meal is right here, all the time, just waiting for them to stop in and order it. No matter what else is on the menu, they can always have awesome steak frites. It will keep them coming back.”

      Merrie sighs, but she’s smiling a little. “It’s not that good,” she protests, but this is false modesty. She wants more.

      “It’s brilliant. Didn’t you always tell me that a hanger steak is the ultimate test of a chef’s skill in the kitchen? Didn’t you tell me that chefs order steak frites on their days off?”

      “I did. It’s true.”

      “How can you even consider the possibility of disappointing anyone?”

      She laughs. “All right. One dish. Can it be the boar and kim chee?”

      “Yes, but not the first week. You need to add your duck confit, I don’t care what’s with it.”

      “I can’t get more lamb chops,” she complains. “They sold really well and I’ll run out tonight. That gives me room for another addition.”

      “Make that roast leg of lamb with garlic, the one that drips juices all over the gratin cooking underneath. Seven-hour lamb. The smell of that always brings people off the street.”

      “I cede,” she says with a nod. “When a person only wants one thing, she should get it, after all.”

      “And think about those roast chickens again, the golden crispy ones with the rosemary and garlic packed underneath the skin,” I add, solidifying my triumph.

      “Boring!” Merrie calls cheerfully.

      “Set a limit. Make six many every night and no more. I guarantee we’ll sell them out once people taste them. There’s no take-out chicken place in this town,” I remind her when she opens her mouth to argue. “And the drive to Havelock to get a rotisserie chicken from the grocery is too long for it to stay warm. Cornerstones, Merrie. We need some cornerstones.”

      “Boat anchors.”

      “Cornerstones.”

      “What if they don’t sell out?”

      “You tell me. Chicken noodle soup. Chicken vol au vent. Grilled chicken on the next day’s pizza.”

      “Chicken banh mi,” she counters. “Chicken pho.”

      Merrie is on an Asian kick since we got to Empire, no doubt because of her connecting with Phil Chang who (sometimes) opens the Golden Lotus down the street. Not bistro, but maybe she can make it work at lunch. “Chicken enchiladas,” I say, feeding her imagination in another direction. “With salsa verde and lime crema.”

      We’re joking back and forth, making up chicken dishes when someone taps on the glass door. It’s not quite eleven, but I see that it’s Sierra. No doubt she’s excited for her first shift. She jumps up and down, waving at me, even though I’m already headed to the door.

      She wants to make some money, and I can only support that. Since Merrie and I are maxed out, Merrie suggested that Sierra could hostess, taking reservations and seating people, starting with Saturday lunch. I wasn’t any older than Sierra is now when I got a job in a restaurant, so I have no space to argue.

      Funny that I started in this same space, when it was Leon and Dotty’s diner.

      Sierra has been heading back into the city each week to finish up the school year there – staying with her friend Lila during the week, then coming to Empire on the weekend. She’s been taking the bus Saturday morning so I could pick her up at the depot in Havelock, but this week, she caught it Friday afternoon. Una started her chemo treatment in Havelock this week so her ride, Muriel Jackson, picked up Sierra today, too. I feel like the ringleader at a circus with so many things to coordinate. Merrie regularly tells me to relax, and that everything will be fine. So far, she’s been right.

      Sierra, of course, says I should teach her to drive and get her a car.

      Not quite yet, grasshopper.

      “You’re early,” I say, surveying her choices. “That’s good.” The make-up is less good, but one step at a time.

      My daughter is tall and slender, all of fifteen years old, with attitude to spare. She has the raven-dark hair and clear blue eyes of all the Cavendish clan, and her eyes are thick with dark lashes. As well as having most of the money in town, they score genetically, too. She also has the Cavendish confidence and a social surety that I’ll never possess. I love watching her charge head-first into everything. My beautiful girl just might change the world.

      “Luke said I’m a fast learner.” Sierra is taking guitar lessons from Luke each Saturday.

      “Well, you are. Do you like it?”

      “Yes! Maybe I’ll be a rock star, too.” She spins around at the front of the restaurant, opening her favourite denim jacket to show off. “What do you think?” In lieu of black pants, she’s wearing her black jeans. My daughter is a good foot taller than me, so I couldn’t lend her a pair that would fit. I add shopping for those pants to my mental To Do list.

      I can live with the black boots and white shirt. “Very tidy, once you tie your hair back and take off your make-up.”

      She pouts. “You told me to look French.”

      When we talked about her look for today, Sierra said she needed an aesthetic. I said French. “I did. How does that get you black lipstick?”

      She smirks, pulls out her phone and shows me a picture of punks in Paris. It could be 1982 from the look of them with their torn Ramones T-shirts and furry boots, the safety pins and the black lipstick, but they’re all preening for their smartphones.

      “You know what I meant,” I begin, then notice the twinkle in her eyes. She’s pulling my chain. “The lipstick has to go.”

      “I know. I have this pale pink one.” She shows it to me and I nod approval.

      “Wait a minute. That’s mine.”

      She grins, then swings her bag around and pulls out a pair of flat black lace-ups. “And I’ll change to these.”

      “Good choice. The boots will kill you after an hour or two.”

      “And the lipstick matches my bra.” She pulls back the blouse to reveal my pale pink bra.

      “That’s mine, too!”

      She grins, unrepentant. “And it’s nice.” Her tone is ‘go figure’.

      “It’s a date bra. It’s supposed to be nice.”

      “A date bra,” Merrie murmurs. “There’s a garment that can’t be getting much action. Does it have moth holes yet?”

      “I know, right?” Sierra says to her. “It’s like I’m being raised in a convent.”

      “Better than being raised by wolves,” Merrie counters.

      “It would be worn out if it was in your size,” I tell Merrie and she laughs, unrepentant.

      “Dating is so time consuming. I prefer to just get to the good bit.”

      “Tell me about the good bits, Aunt Merrie.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” I say and we all laugh.

      “Better break that one in before it goes out of style,” Merrie counters. “Tick tock, Sylvia.”

      “I like this shirt, Mom,” Sierra informs me and I’m not surprised. It’s a branded one that I scored on sale, and she likes her designer labels. (The surprise is that she hasn’t claimed it already, but she seems to be late to the cult of the tailored white shirt.) “Even though the sleeves are too short. They look okay rolled up, but I might need one that fits.”

      “Big surprise.” I exchange an amused glance with Merrie then point to the washroom. “Lipstick. Hair. Apron, then back here pronto, please.”

      She rolls her eyes and I turn to lock the door again.

      But the entranceway isn’t empty anymore. There’s a big guy – tall, broad-shouldered and gorgeous – with a flat of produce on his hip, a guy who looks like he isn’t going away. He’s wearing a navy T-shirt tight enough to show that there isn’t an ounce of fat on him, with jeans and work boots. He has a short beard that does exactly nothing to hide that he’s square-jawed and extremely blue-eyed. He entered silently and must have been standing there, watching and listening to us.

      I should tell him that we’re not open yet, but I just stare at him, so shocked that my heart has dropped through the floor.

      Because it’s not just any guy. It’s Mike Cavendish.

      The meeting I’ve been dreading is happening right now.

      I’ve dreamed up a thousand scenarios for this encounter, seeing as I figured it was inevitable. In each and every one of them, I’m brilliantly articulate, cool and composed. In one of them, I’m wearing something like the fabulous retro cocktail dress that Daphne Bradshaw wore to our opening night. In another, I am Daphne Bradshaw, beautiful, aloof, and able to slice men to smithereens with a glance.

      In none of them do I stand gaping at Mike like a fish left gasping on the beach.

      “Sylvia?” he asks, sounding just about exactly the way I feel, and the familiar rumble of his voice is enough to melt my knees.

      Mike.
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      I’m in downtown Empire, such as it is, in less than fifteen minutes. The lights are on inside the former diner. The windows are sparkling clean in the sunshine, too.

      I park across the street, then notice the new sign. The Carpe Diem Café. There’s another handwritten sign taped to the door. Now Open. I do a search on my phone and find their website. The food looks amazingly good, or maybe I’m just hungry. I can’t remember when I last ate anything substantial. (A snack bag of Doritos from the vending machine at midnight does not count as a meal.)

      It’s a bistro, which is an ambitious addition to the dining options in Empire – but then anything would be, when the only take-out is the sandwich shelf at the convenience store. I don’t think The Golden Lotus counts as it’s only open on Friday nights and not every week.

      Farm-to-table. How much more perfect could that be? There’s a tab on the website, listing their local suppliers and I don’t see a greenhouse tomato grower there yet.

      Maybe something is going to go right for me today.

      The change would be refreshing.

      Like a sign from above, I get a text from Carlos right then. Two of the guys – the ones who fell sick first – want to work a half day. It’s great news and I send him a thumbs-up.

      When I look up again, I see Luke coming down the street with some girl. He’s carrying a guitar case, dressed just the way he used to – jeans, boots, a leather jacket and sunglasses. All in black, looking very urban and cool. The girl is dressed similarly, though her hair is dyed purple. She stops in front of the restaurant and he pauses to talk to her. There’s a Subaru station wagon parked in front of the diner, one with faded red paint.

      Even though she has her back to me, it’s clear that whatever he’s saying to her isn’t very welcome. She tosses her long hair over her shoulder.

      Maybe his charm is wearing thin these days.

      Luke doesn’t notice me. He’s too intent upon the girl, which just proves he hasn’t changed. He was the worst manwhore ever known in Empire and I feel a simmer that he even had to hit on my girlfriend back in the day. He never had any understanding of barriers, just like Dad always said.

      Luke doesn’t look a lot different than I remember, even though I haven’t seen him in person in years. Maybe that’s because several of the women in the office followed his band and had his picture on their screensavers etc. He seems taller than I recall, and that’s about it.

      I wait rather than step forward while he’s there. Truth is I’m not eager for a face-to-face. We had a reasonable chat about the properties in April, but it wasn’t overly friendly. It couldn’t have been, given past events. And in the end, it didn’t matter.

      I feel stupid that I impulsively covered for him a couple of weeks ago and don’t want to talk about that either.

      Good ol’ Mike.

      So, I wait. It’s only when Luke crosses the street that I step out from behind my parked truck. I don’t think he’s aware of me at all. He seems to be singing or humming to himself, maybe working out a song. His fingers of his free hand are moving as if he’s playing an air guitar. By the time I get to the diner, the girl has vanished.

      The door is slightly ajar. One glance is enough to see that the place has been transformed, the fittings of the old diner having vanished from view. There’s a new brick wall with a fireplace in the middle of it, or maybe it was there all the time, hidden beneath the plaster. The counter is higher than I remember, or maybe it’s a new one. The hammered copper top sure wasn’t there before. There’s a woman with a ton of curly red hair in the kitchen, dressed in chef’s whites, and another woman with light brown hair setting tables. She’s straightened to consider the girl from the sidewalk, who is showing her something on her phone.

      “I like this shirt, Mom,” the girl says to the woman closer to me. “Even though the sleeves are too short. They look okay rolled up, but I might need one that fits.”

      “Big surprise,” the woman replies cheerfully.

      I recognize her voice and my world stops cold.

      It’s Sylvia.

      Sylvia Kincaid.

      The girl I never forgot, the girl who left town sixteen years ago and never came back, the girl I could never find again.

      And she’s right here. Right now. My chest tightens and my feet freeze to the spot.

      I can’t see her face yet but I don’t have to. She looks the same but not. Tiny and perfect. Delicate but tough. She always seemed mysterious, content in her own little world, maybe a little aloof. Once I noticed her in high school, she was the riddle I wanted to solve.

      She’s slender still but has some new curves. Her hair is still brown and long with golden lights in it, and I can see that it’s wavy even pulled up in a ponytail. I feel more than recognition. There’s a rush of pure yearning.

      It’s followed by the ache of betrayal. I’ve never been able to understand how she just walked away forever. Sure, we had a fight and I said some things I should never have said, but I’ve never had a chance to apologize.

      I was so sure she was The One.

      My entire body seems pretty convinced of that, just seeing her again. My heart is racing and I’m tingling, hard. Whatever charm I might possess has certainly abandoned me, along with all the words. I’m just standing and staring.

      That’s when I realize that Sylvia’s not just here in Empire. She’s talking to a teenage girl who calls her ‘Mom’, a tall girl with long dark hair. She’s been having a life, wherever she went. I don’t like thinking of her being with somebody else, although that’s unreasonable.

      But why is Sylvia back? How long is she staying? Who is she with now?

      I’m not a smooth talker and I don’t think quickly about the right thing to say. That’s never felt like so much of a liability as it does right now.

      Meanwhile, Sylvia remains unaware of me and keeps talking to the girl. Her daughter. She points toward the back. “Lipstick. Hair. Apron, then back here pronto, please.”

      The girl rolls her eyes and starts to follow instruction under protest as Sylvia turns toward me, maybe to secure the door.

      “Sylvia?” I manage to say, because a part of me is sure I’m wrong. She has to be a figment of my imagination, a vision prompted by exhaustion – and maybe years of longing. This just has to be some woman with a daughter, working in the new café.

      But no. Both women and the girl to turn to stare at the sound of my voice. Sylvia. Unmistakably Sylvia. I see her eyes widen before they narrow to slits. Her lips tighten to a line that makes her look invincible, maybe more like Una than I ever noticed before. Sylvia’s grandmother is one tough lady, and unafraid to say even the most unwelcome truths out loud.

      Is she still furious with me about that morning and my hard words?

      What did she expect after spending the night with my no-good half-brother when we had a date? I shouldn’t have spoken up, but she shouldn’t have left with Luke. It was prom night.

      That’s when I realize that the girl is the spitting image of Luke as a teenager. She’s all dark hair and attitude, flashing blue eyes and sooty lashes, tall and slim and ready to make trouble.

      In the blink of an eye, a whole lot of things make sense that I could never explain before.

      Sylvia obviously left because she was pregnant – with Luke’s child.

      Maybe she even left with Luke. I don’t remember when he left town.

      Maybe they’ve been together all these years.

      But this girl is the reason Sylvia stayed away from Empire, because everybody would see what I see right now.

      Luke’s daughter.

      It’s a sucker punch that nearly drops me and I feel my heart crack all over again.
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      Even though I told myself our paths would cross if I came back to Empire, I’m not expecting Mike, not now, now here, although I have to wonder whether I would ever expect him.

      He looks just as astonished to see me and I wonder if he’s going to drop that flat of packaged tomatoes on the floor. His gaze is searching, like I’ve withheld something from him, which would be funny if it wasn’t so damn sad. My heart is lodged so tightly in my throat that it might choke me.

      How can he have such a powerful effect on me after so much time? All he’s said is my name.

      You’re supposed to learn from your mistakes. There’s a rumor that I’m smart, but I don’t feel that way now.

      My knees are weak and my gut is churning.

      I wish Mike didn’t look so good. He’s still big, easily six four, but he’s filled out in the years since I left. He’s more imposing, but just as quiet as ever. Intense. Endlessly patient. Really. He could take forever to run his fingers down – no. My mind will not stray to the gutter, not right in front of him. (Maybe later.) He looks a bit tired. That makes me wonder what he was doing last night, and who he was doing it with.

      Not that it’s any of my business.

      No ring on his left hand. (Yes. I check. Even though it doesn’t mean anything. After all, last I heard he was getting married.) I wish he’d shown up with his wife and half a dozen kids trailing behind them. They could even be adorable mini-Mikes. It would shred my guts, but it would kick hope to the curb for good.

      Instead of leaving it free to make my pulse flutter and my imagination go wild.

      Mike’s eyes are as vibrantly blue as ever, his brows and lashes just as black. He has a way of looking at you as if he really sees you, good and bad, and when he keeps looking, you feel like smiling. Maybe preening. Has there ever been a more principled man? I doubt it – even though I hate that I fell short of his ideals. Though there’s a resemblance between the half-brothers, he’s not as handsome as Luke. I’d say he was solidly attractive. A little rugged.

      A whole lot hot. My toes are curling and he’s ten feet away. Mike is real in a way that Luke could never be. He’s the guy you might not notice right away, then the one you can’t believe you overlooked for a second. He’s impossible to forget. He’s good with his hands – get your mind out of the gutter – and he has great hands. Strong and gentle both. How many times have I watched him turning something over, figuring it out, deciding on how to fix it? He’s the guy who always knows the practical solution. He can unclog a drain, start a stalled car, fix a squeaky door, figure out why the fridge doesn’t stop running. I always thought he was reliable, a man to have at your back – and sincere, too.

      Too bad his supposed admiration for me was so fleeting.

      Even so, I wish I didn’t look so…functional. I’m wearing slim black pants and a crisp white shirt, but it’s not the most flattering ensemble in the world. (Yes. I want Daphne’s knock-out dress right now.) I didn’t put on make-up this morning, just a stroke of lipstick, but it didn’t matter until Mike was the one looking.

      Mike. Every bit of anger melts away just because he’s here. Apparently, I haven’t learned a thing in sixteen years. That brings my fury surging back, redoubled – but I’m angry with myself not Mike.

      I’m ready for Merrie to ask if the cat’s got my tongue, but Mike glances toward Sierra. I see the moment he does the inevitable math, and recognize the conclusion he makes. Although it might be easier for him to assume that Sierra is Luke’s daughter, it hurts harder than I expected that he’s so quick to decide that I was unfaithful to him.

      We were only teenagers. It was a first love. But there was nothing “just” about it. That year with Mike seared my soul. My love was huge, larger than life, consuming, life-changing, hot and sweet and terrifyingly potent. I would have done anything for Mike, anything at all, if he’d just asked. Instead, he took what he wanted then said a lot of unkind things, closing the door between us forever and throwing away the key. Like father, like son.

      Funny, it doesn’t feel like all that is in the past, not right now.

      Sierra is his daughter, but I’ll be damned if I tell him so. I’ll be damned if I stand back and let him take her away from me with all his Cavendish money, just because he can. It won’t be about Sierra. It won’t even be about me. It’ll be about him hating Luke and I will not let Sierra pay any price for something that has so little to do with her.

      I step forward, moving in front of her without even planning to do so. Sierra, for once in her life, takes the hint. She makes an excuse and ducks into the back of the restaurant. I hear the back door slam and assume she’ll be back shortly. I’m just glad she won’t hear whatever happens next.

      “Something you wanted?” I ask Mike, my tone glacial.

      He looks after Sierra, blinks like a man coming out of a dream, then visibly composes himself. He speaks slowly, just like he always did, as if he has all the time in the world to choose his words. “Hello, Sylvia,” he murmurs, his gaze sweeping over me, and I’m nearly lost all over again.

      “Hi, Mike.”

      He frowns a little, maybe at the lack of welcome in my tone. “I didn’t realize you worked here.”

      “Merrie and I are partners in this venture.”

      He nods once as if my words remind him of his errand. “I saw on the website that the café was interested in buying from local producers.” He steps forward to set his cardboard flat on the counter.

      Merrie comes blustering over, the sound of her high heels echoing. She is, remarkably, shorter than me. Even in her spikes, she only comes up to Mike’s shoulder, not that she appears to be intimidated at all. She thrusts her hand at him. “I’m Merrie MacRae, owner/chef of The Carpe Diem Café. Who are you?”

      Points to Merrie for being direct.

      I’m pretty certain she knows who he is, or at least, his relationship to me.

      “Mike Cavendish, Cavendish Enterprises.” He reaches into the box and I notice the solid power of his forearms. Those hands. He always tanned to the perfect shade of gold. Oh, I remember so much that I feel myself flushing. I remember how he radiated warmth, how I used to curl up beside him in his dad’s truck when we went parking in Port Cavendish with just the moon to witness what we did.

      He’s speaking clearly and dispassionately, as calm as ever. “We have commercial greenhouses just north of Empire and grow a variety of tomatoes.”

      That voice. I could listen to this man read the dictionary aloud.

      It is a little terrifying to watch Merrie in action, but also instructive. There was a time I was mortified to be in a restaurant or at a market with her. In this particular instance, I think I’m going to enjoy her process. I lean against the back counter to watch.

      I could warn Mike, but I won’t.

      She takes the package of cocktail tomatoes he’s offering. It’s clear plastic to display the tomatoes, each about two inches across and brilliant red. They’re still on the vine, nestled into the container with a cellophane layer sealing the top.

      Merrie turns the package, examining the tomatoes from all sides, then tugs open the top and sniffs the contents. She lifts one brow, which is not a good sign. She feels one tomato, squeezing it gently, then breaks it free of the vine. The container is left on the counter while she gives the tomato her undivided attention. This is its audition. She sniffs it intently, peers at the skin, runs her fingers over it, then marches to the sink, rinses it, and takes a bite.

      She winces immediately and tosses the tomato in the sink. I feel Mike’s shock.

      I’m shocked that she didn’t spit out the bite. That would be more her style and the fact that she chews and swallows it is a hint that the tomato is better than she’d have him believe.

      She does know who he is.

      “That’s not a tomato,” she says with disdain. “That is a balloon of cellulose fiber and water that might as well be artificially coloured. A tomato has flavour.”

      Mike bristles. “It is a cocktail tomato from our greenhouses, picked at the peak of ripeness...”

      “You need a higher peak,” Merrie says, interrupting him.

      “It does have flavour.”

      “Not enough.” She comes back to examine his other offerings. There is a package of bright red cherry tomatoes, also on the vine. There is a deeper package with a jumble of loose cherry tomatoes in different colours: red, orange, yellow and striped green. There is a pint of red grape tomatoes, and a package of larger red tomatoes.

      Merrie’s expression is dismissive. “You don’t grow any heirloom varieties?”

      I can see the struggle in Mike, how he wants to defend his company’s products, but is trying to respond fairly. “They’re less vigorous and tend to bear less. These varieties have been hybridized to grow particularly well in greenhouses…”

      “And yet they taste like water. Really, I’d rather take a tomato out of a can. At least they’re harvested when they’re ripe.” Merrie shakes her head, even as Mike inhales sharply.

      “Our produce is picked when it’s ripe…”

      “Thanks, but I’m not interested.” Merrie turns away.

      Mike straightens, looking more formidable. His gaze has brightened because Merrie has insulted more than his product and his livelihood. Cavendish is his family and his life. “We are one of the largest greenhouse growers in Canada,” he says, his tone firm and his voice resonant. “And can provide fresh tomatoes all year, thanks to our sister facilities in Mexico.”

      Merrie waves her fingertips to dismiss him, then turns her back to stir her soup again.

      Mike stands there for a minute and I wonder when anyone last turned him down for anything. I feel a bit sorry for him, but then he fixes that, too.

      “Sylvia,” he says, pinning me with a look. “May I speak to you for a moment?”

      “No,” I say, offering a cool smile. “Busy day,” I add and pick up the tray of cutlery. “We open for lunch in forty-five minutes and I have tables to set.” He’s had sixteen years to reply to my letters and there’s only been silence. Why should I listen to him now?

      He doesn’t move. “Was that your daughter?”

      “Yes.” I’m going to stop there, but I don’t. “That’s why she called me Mom.” I let my voice harden. “Her name is Sierra. And before you ask, she’ll be sixteen next February.”

      That evidently is all I need to say. Mike always was a math whiz and that calculation was easy. His eyes narrow and his jaw sets. He looks once more at Merrie, then picks up his flat of produce and heads for the door.

      Not a backward glance.

      Not a kind word.

      Not a single question.

      Some things, it seems, never change. I want to throw something at him and give serious consideration to the tomatoes on the counter. It would be worth it to have to clean one up. The door closes before I grab one.

      He’s gone.

      Maybe forever.

      Maybe I should be glad instead of disappointed all over again. Maybe I should feel relieved instead of betrayed. Maybe I shouldn’t be wishing I could turn back time and try again. My tears are rising, even though they have no business doing so, and I blink them away, intending to get those damn tables set.

      I tell myself to be glad that the inevitable is behind me, and that the worst is over. I can now carry on in Empire, without waiting for a proverbial shoe to drop.

      I’m not glad. I’m aching.

      I jump to find Merrie behind me, her hand on my shoulder and her gaze filled with concern. “Okay?”

      I exhale. “Close enough.”

      “Had to happen sooner or later,” she says, then looks after Mike. “So, he’s the one?”

      There’s not really a question in her voice. “I never said.”

      “No, but you looked like you wanted to drop through the floor, and his initials are M.C.” She gives me an expectant look and waits.

      I know she’s referring to the question I asked of Daphne Bradshaw when she presented the offer of this place. I wouldn’t come if the mysterious patron’s initials were M.C. (They weren’t. They were L. J.)

      “Not rocket science, Sylvia,” she adds softly. “Is that how you’re going to leave it?”

      “I hope so.”

      “What will Sierra think of that?”

      “I know what’s best for my daughter…”

      “Is that what’s going on?” She gives me a hard look. “Or is this more about what’s easiest for you?”

      She’s not wrong, but I change the subject because that seems the better choice. I know Merrie will circle back to the topic if she feels obliged to say anything more. She’s not exactly reticent.

      “You were a bit hard on him, don’t you think?” I reach into the opened container which is still on the counter. The tomato smells nice. Not like a field tomato picked in sunny July, but it’s pretty good for one from a greenhouse in Canada. It’s a whole lot better than the imported ones we see in the winter, which are barely orange and have all the flavor of blotting paper.

      I take this one to the sink and wash it, then bite it as Merrie did. It’s kind of good. Firm texture. Sweet taste. I nod at Merrie and she takes another one, joining me at the sink to wash and eat it.

      “It’s not bad,” she says, considering it as she chews. “Another day in the sun would have made a big difference. They probably pick to allow for a little ripening in transit.” She takes another bite. “The sweetness would come up if I roasted it.”

      “Then you were hard on him.”

      “It wasn’t about the tomatoes and you know it, Sylvia.”

      “Go on, Merrie. Tell me what you really think.”

      She smiles impishly. “I think more people should be compelled to reap what they have sown.”

      “No!” I feign surprise and she pretends she’s going to throw the rest of her tomato at me, then we laugh, the way we always do.

      She finishes the tomato and shakes her head. “I wish he hadn’t taken the rest. Now I want to roast up a batch in olive oil and balsamic vinegar, with sea salt and freshly ground pepper, garlic and just a bit of brown sugar.” She gives me a look. “Or is that too Tuscan for you?”

      I laugh, not just because I’m supposed to. She washes her hands and gets back to her prep, leaving me thinking about food with a lot more interest than just a few minutes ago.

      It’s her gift.

      Merrie abruptly turns back to give me a hard look. “Just think it through before you decide Sierra doesn’t need her dad. It’s not a choice to make on a whim or out of anger. It’s always been my conviction that parents come in teams for a reason.”

      She waits until I nod agreement, then returns to dicing for her mise en place. I’m left to finish my tomato alone, one minute of peace before we get busy. Even the smell of it reminds me of Mike’s dad’s greenhouses, the humid heat of them in summertime, the pervasive smell of ripening tomatoes and plants in the sun. They have a distinct scent, tomato plants, and it’s one that reliably takes me back to that magical summer. It reminds me of secret meetings in the greenhouse, and stolen kisses that turned my knees to butter.

      It’s not Mike, I tell myself fiercely. I’m over him and have been for a long time. I learned my lesson. It’s just having the attention of an attractive man. That’s all. I’ve been alone too long. It’s nothing more than that.

      I do my best to believe it and even I’m not convinced.

      I’m still setting tables when the polished SUV parks behind my Subaru. Rafe evidently intends to be first through the door for lunch before he heads back to Toronto. He’s tapping at the door a second later, peering through the glass in anticipation. I check my watch, then shout for Sierra.

      Lunch is served.
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      Luke and Sylvia’s child.

      My worst suspicions were all true.

      Sylvia was seeing Luke the same time as me. She was sleeping with him. I thought I was being unfair, but it was all true. She must have spent that night with him, which I didn’t even believe when I made the accusation.

      Sometimes, it bites the wall to have your worst fears proven right.

      That prom night, I had plans. Romantic plans. But Sylvia kept wanting to leave the party. I accused her of preferring to be with Luke because I wanted her to argue with me. I wanted her to tell me that I was being stupidly jealous and wrong.

      But instead, she left.

      With him.

      And now what? It’s been years. It should be ancient history. But Luke bought the diner and Sylvia came back to Empire to work in the restaurant there. Did she come back to be with him? They have a daughter. All the pieces fit together. I should be glad that Luke is acting like an adult.
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