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Prologue





Jenny 

Sitting on the sagging, threadbare couch across from her, I buried my face in my hands.

Reciting the whole, sorry affair reduced me to a quivering, blubbery mess. Perched on the edge of the thin seat cushion, I worked to steady my breathing and find my calm. I worked even harder to repress the memories of what that couch had witnessed over the years.

I shuddered at the thought and fished a tissue out of my pocket.

That couch had been on its last legs for a decade or more. At least it stuck around longer than any of the men in her life.

Men could be so cruel. And after this past week, I no longer believed there was a limit.

I still didn’t know why I was here, but the longer I cried, the more convinced I became it was a waste of hope.

I wrapped my old cardigan around me tighter as I rocked myself. That sweater was almost as old as the couch, but it was the only thing I had that didn’t cling.

And it was long, shielding me nearly to my knees.

My mom hated it on sight.

You won’t get a man if you dress like a housewife, Jenny.

While her words remained embedded in my brain from years of hearing them, it was rare that she and I spoke.

Rarer still that I visited.

Today, she had summoned me.

I almost hadn’t come.

But there’s a fierce need in the heart of every child that’s near impossible to kill; a deep longing for their mother’s healing touch.

If there was ever a time I needed it, it was now.

I wiped the tears from my face with the ragged edge of my sweater sleeve and blew out a long, slow breath.

Because that healing touch didn’t appear to be coming.

“Look at me, Jenny,” she demanded, her voice raspy.

I tipped my head up and took her in.

Is this my future?

Contemplating me, she narrowed her eyes.

After so much time had passed, it was odd to sit across from her in the hell that used to be my whole world.

It seemed so small now.

The lines framing my mother’s once pretty mouth, stained from the bleed of her signature hot pink lipstick, deepened as she dragged on her cigarette. Lifting her chin, she blew the smoke above her head and dangled the cigarette between two fingers.

I’d seen pictures of her when she was young, how beautiful she was.

How happy.

I could even remember, if I concentrated, a time when she had nursed hope.

Now she studied me just as surely as I studied her. And I wondered, did she find me as wanting?

“There are girls they marry and girls they fuck,” she stated.

I blinked at her use of profanity. If there’d been one thing she’d drummed into my head as a child, it was that ladies did not curse.

Her usage of that word ensured her my full attention.

Easing her slender frame from the easy chair, she dropped her gaze and bent to crush the burning tip of her cigarette into the overflowing ashtray on the side table.

How long had it been since she’d emptied it?

That distasteful job had once been mine.

Straightening to her full height, she turned narrowed, angry eyes on me and continued, “I’ll let you guess which one we are.”

My jaw dropped.

We.

As if we were the same, she and I.

Cut from the same cloth.

Like I hadn’t a hope of escaping the life she’d led.

The apple that falls not nearly far enough from the tree.

She winced, her eyes flashing with what I suspected was pity before growing hard once more. Without another word, she turned and walked away from me.

I didn’t take my eyes off her back until she closed her bedroom door.

Outside, the first fat raindrops of the coming storm pelted the window.

I watched them slide down the glass like tears from Heaven.

Living in a rundown cottage just beyond the docks, the town of Moose Lake sitting pretty on one side of us, miles of farmland on the other, Mom worked at various local farms.

For as long as I could remember, our lives and her income revolved around rain.

I hope the rain holds off.

If only it would rain.

There’s been too much rain this year.

We need to pray for rain.

As if the heavens gave a shit what happened here on earth.

She hadn’t changed since I left, not in any way that mattered.

But I had.

Afraid to be on my own after what happened, I’d moved back in with Ansel.

Some might say it was a step back.

But I thought about the paint swatches I picked up on the weekend, the corkboard of dreams hanging on my bedroom wall, the rich smell of yeast and the fragrance of vanilla, cinnamon and the punch of soft, sourdough beneath my fists.

My mother didn’t want me to be better.

She wasn’t praying for rain.

I promise, as soon as it rains, I’ll come.

Standing, I gathered my purse under my arm and took one last look around.

I’d make my own damn rain.
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If Fucking Only





Jenny 

I arrived early, my heart beating double time from walking down the poorly lit street leading to The Loose Moose by myself.

I walked in with my chin up and my eyes down and chose a table as far from the door as I could get. The dimmer lighting at the back of the bar offered the illusion of shelter.

And I was clinging hard to my illusions. 

I’d never done that, not once in the entire time I’d lived in Moose Lake had I ever walked into The Loose Moose and taken a table by myself.

Especially not at this time of night.

After stuffing my mittens into the deep pockets of my long, puffy, winter coat, I hung it over the back of my seat and sat down. With my back to the wall, I could see the whole restaurant and bar.

And they could see me.

There would be no escaping the gossip, but I could cut down the size of the audience by taking myself off centre stage.

I should have offered to meet in Peppergrove. By the time I realized my mistake, he was gone.

And I wasn’t about to call his mother to track him down.

At least The Loose Moose felt familiar if not entirely welcoming without Miller, who I’d known forever, and his wife Maxine here with me.

The Loose Moose’s claim to fame were their burgers and the massive set of moose antlers mounted over the massive fireplace that confirmed its early status as a hunting lodge.

The sight of a bra or two hanging off the antler’s base was common. Though no one ever confessed to doing it, I had my suspicions.

A few plush chairs and a large, comfortable, perpetually occupied couch sprawled next to the hearth.

At some point The Loose Moose expanded from a simple hunting lodge to a full-size diner. Two demolished walls accommodated the addition of a full kitchen and dining room. By the time the long, sleek, mahogany bar joined the mix, the slap-dash was too far gone to reel it into any kind of style.

With the hodgepodge of additions reflecting each period of its storied history, The Loose Moose was an atmosphere rather than a distinct aesthetic.

I knew every single person in there and felt the weight of more than one person’s curious, albeit fleeting, gaze. 

My hands shook the way they did when I made my first oral presentation in grade four. My indoor running shoes had given up the ghost, boots weren’t allowed in the classroom, and my sock had a ragged hole in the toe.

I tucked my hands into the sleeves of my over-sized knit sweater now, much like I had once tucked that shamefully exposed toe under my other foot. Then I went to town, mentally berating myself for agreeing to meet the man who still haunted my dreams after all these years.

Deacon Raine.

I met him at the farmer’s market. I had taken over my mother’s shift at the last minute. She’d worked for his family’s farm for years, along with two others. It wasn’t uncommon for her schedules to overlap. 

At twenty-six to his twenty-one, I shouldn’t have looked at him twice.

Tall and leanly muscled with black silky hair falling over his forehead, he was every young woman’s dream. If I was to hazard a guess, he starred in a few older women’s fantasies too.

His dark chocolate eyes, twinkling with curiosity and mischief, enchanted me. But it was his silver tongue that kept me wrapped up in him all morning.

Five years younger, raised in a family as traditional as mine was not, loved by both his parents, and given every possible advantage including a fully funded university education, he was my polar opposite.

I dismissed the possibility of him and me developing into an us before it consciously entered my mind.

Perhaps it was that, along with my surprise at the fervor with which he pursued me, that allowed him to slip under my guard.

He swept me up in a romantic daydream, but I owned the blame for everything that came next. At twenty-six, I knew better than to believe in Cinderella dreams.

And here I was again, falling all over myself as soon as he snapped his fingers.

I consoled myself with the fact that he had once again taken me by surprise, this time by showing up at the bakery just as I locked up.

The whole meeting lasted all of thirty seconds. By the time I’d gathered my wits, he was driving away.

I hadn’t even known he was home.

It wasn’t the first time he’d been back, but it was the first time we’d come face-to-face.

Thank God.

Because the last time he’d been back, the grapevine was all ablaze that their hometown hero brought his wife home to meet the family.

I shuddered and pushed the memory away.

Mesmerized by his sudden appearance and the harsh changes in the face I’d so loved, my blood roaring in my ears, I missed most of what he said. Before I knew what hit me, I’d agreed to meet him for dinner at The Loose Moose.

At the moment, I thought it was our only option because I wasn’t about to let him into my safe space.

That was mine, mine and Ansel’s.

I contemplated spewing out the whole story right there on the sidewalk in the cold, bright light of day, but I couldn’t do it.

I’d waited so long to redeem myself; I deserved the time to explain properly without the risk of someone hearing all the gory details.

And, God, how I longed for him to comfort me now the way he didn’t back then. I had to give him that chance for my own sake. For the Jenny of ten years ago who still cried sometimes in the dark of the night.

I folded my hands on the table in front of me to brace myself. Only the tips of my fingers poked out of my sleeves as I shrank under the weight of far too many eyes.

While most everyone in Moose Lake knew bits and pieces of my story, and some even knew the truth, only Ansel knew all of it.

They’d have a field day when Deacon walked in.

The whole world would know by Tuesday.

Chin tipped down, eyes closed, I worked to slow my breathing, readying myself for a confrontation I’d long since lost hope in ever having.

When the chair across from me scraped across the floor, my head snapped up. At the sight of Deacon’s icy expression, I hissed in a sharp breath and slammed back in my chair.

In the dim light, his warm brown eyes were as black and cold as obsidian. A heavy five o’clock shadow covered his sharp jaw, and the mouth that smiled and laughed and kissed like a god now pressed into a thin, angry line.

Even his silky hair was gone, now cropped close to his scalp, every scrap of boyish joy banished.

Whatever had happened in the past decade, it had sucked all the light out of this man.

I clenched my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering in the presence of this cold, icy stranger who looked nothing like the boy I’d loved.

He didn’t even look like the man who showed up at my bakery a few short hours ago. 

I wouldn’t have agreed to meet if he’d been in such a mood. Butterflies, not the good kind, took flight in my stomach. My peace was important to me. Not even unloading the truth was worth giving up a mere ounce of it.

I swallowed my trepidation. Voice husky, I asked, “Is something wrong?”

Looming over me, one large hand braced on the table between us, I realized just how much he’d filled out in the years we’d been apart, and I shrank back further.

Thickly muscled where he used to be whip-lean, he was also broader across the shoulders, deeper through the chest, and had the heavily muscled thighs of a soldier instead of the runner he used to be.

I breathed a sigh of relief when he slid his large frame into the chair.

It was short-lived.

He levelled me with a hard, emotionless stare that pressed against my battered heart like a thumb into a bruise. “I shouldn’t be wasting my time here,” he stated.

I shrugged, my cheeks heating. “Then leave.”

The mask dropped, his lip curling as he snarled, “If fucking only.”

The tiny flame of hope he had ignited in my heart when he showed up at Buns and Biscuits sputtered out.

I fought the well of tears building up in my eyes as the anxiety that forever danced on the periphery of my world flared to life. “Why are you here, Deacon?”

I stumbled over the syllables of his name; I hadn’t spoken it aloud since he left me.

“Because I’ve never been able to get you out of my head,” he stated bluntly, his face once more impassive and his deep voice even despite his harsh words. “You’re like a fucking poison in my veins.”

I moved to stand, my hands shaking as my shattered heart quaked. “I didn’t come here to fight with you.”

“Fuck,” he snapped, rising with me. He closed his eyes for a second, then reached out a hand to block my exit. “I’m sorry. I told myself I’d hear you out if you agreed to talk to me.” His chest rumbled. “I need to put the past to rest.”

We faced off against one another until he dropped his arm.

He rubbed a calloused hand over the heavy shadow covering his sharp jaw.

I moved to grab my coat just as my old crew filled the doorway, blocking my exit.

I stepped back abruptly. This was another possibility I should have taken into account when I agreed to meet here.

Instead of walking out like I desperately wanted to, I dropped back into my seat and ducked my head as Miller, Eric, John, and their respective wives barreled through and grabbed a table. When, so wrapped up in their laughter, we escaped their notice, I breathed a huge sigh of relief.

“Seeing you this afternoon brought it all back,” he admitted.

My gaze skittered frantically over the table in front of me as I wracked my brain for an escape route. Thank God Baxter wasn’t with them. My eyes widened at the thought. That was a confrontation I didn’t need tonight.

Or ever.

“Jenny?”

I blew out a slow breath, my heart racing faster at the sound of my name on his lips. “You’re not the only one who was hurt,” I stated quietly, shifting my chair to the right to use his large body as a visual barricade. “But I’m the only one who didn’t do anything wrong.”

His eyebrows crashed together at my words.

He snorted and opened his mouth to retort but at that moment, the waitress stopped at our table to take our order.

His mouth snapped shut, the muscle in his jaw feathering.

As if he hadn’t been about to flay the skin from my bones, he glanced up at me and casually asked, “The usual?”

I nodded, struck dumb that he remembered.

As he gave our order, the front door opened, admitting first Maggie, then Baxter.

I fixed my eyes to Deacon’s face as my stomach plummeted to my feet before shooting back up like a boomerang.

I was living my worst nightmare.

Thankfully, Deacon sat with his broad back to the whole group. I needed time to clear up the whole mess before he realized they were there.

Before he realized Baxter wouldn’t speak to me, and Maggie could barely meet my eyes.

I clasped my hands in front of me, readying myself to finally tell Deacon what happened when Eric’s sharp whistle drew Deacon’s attention and slashed that feeble hope to ribbons.

I smiled, my lips trembling, and waved away Eric’s invitation for me to join them. He obviously didn’t know who I was with.

Miller waved for us both to come over.

What was he doing?

He had to know who I was with. Maybe he was as tired as I was of carrying this shit around and wanted it out in the open.

Even if it meant bloodshed.

Deacon twisted in his seat to see who whistled, his muscled back going rigid as he locked eyes with Baxter.

Fiery hostility emanated from his big body as he half rose from his seat, the first real sign of warmth since he sat down.

But it wasn’t the kind of heat I craved from him.

I slapped my hand over his muscled forearm, my fingers singing at the contact even as I whispered frantically. “Sit down, Deacon. Please. Baxter didn’t do anything wrong either.”

The heat of his body pulsed under my palm, warming me like nothing else ever had.

Or ever would.

He returned his fierce attention to me. Hard eyes narrowed, jaw unyielding, he dropped his gaze to my hand on his arm before biting out, “He did nothing wrong?”

I snapped my hand back and cocked an eyebrow, my stomach clenched in a knot. “Not a darn thing.” Finally, something other than fear reared up in my chest. “If you’d returned my calls back then, you’d know that.”

He shook his head slowly. “I saw you. The evidence was pretty damning, Jenny.”

He saw me.

I had called for him, over and over.

The fact he saw me like that made me sick.

“I’m not saying it wasn’t,” I replied evenly, pushing the memory of that night away even as I searched for the words to relay the events that tore us apart. “And if you’re still not willing to listen to the truth, you should leave right now.”

I worked to maintain an aura of calm though I was anything but. My insides roiled like a butter churn, my heart thudded in my throat, and my mind raged against going back to that dark place.

He dipped his chin briefly, his mouth stern. “I’m listening.”

There would be no compassion from this quarter; the comfort I’d longed for all these years would never come.

Inhaling quickly, I gave him the Cole’s notes. “Baxter’s father drugged me, stripped me, and put me in Baxter’s bed in order to destroy his relationship with Maggie.”

Deacon stared back at me, his face blank.

I saw the exact moment my words registered.

His face darkened like thunder, the ice in his eyes giving way to volcanic rage.

My fingernails dug into the soft skin of my palms as my heart skipped a beat. “He did the same to Baxter.”

I hesitated to give more detail, but I was tired, so tired of carrying the horror of it all on my own.

And at one time, I’d been able to pour out my heart to this man. He was the only one with whom I ever truly let my guard down.

I’d written letters to him for years.

I wish you were here.

Perhaps it was that habit that prompted me to continue. I swallowed my trepidation and carried on, my voice shaking. “But first he tied him to a chair and pressed his cigar into his back over and over and over.”

“Fucking hell,” Deacon muttered, roughly rubbing his hand over his jaw.

Gritting his teeth until the muscle in his jaw popped, he shook his head. “I can’t believe I left—” He cut himself off.

Deacon, please.

God, how I’d prayed for him to come rescue me.

I blinked the flashback away.

I saw you.

“And the whole time that was happening?” I continued softly so no one could possibly overhear. “Baxter threatened his father with death if he laid a hand on me though he could barely speak or even hold his head up.”

“You pressed charges?” he demanded.

I shook my head. “When did you see me?”

“I went looking for you around midnight when you didn’t come home and didn’t answer your phone.”

Deacon, please.

My legs began to shake.

“Was I awake?” I whispered, stricken.

If only he’d come earlier.

If only I’d let him drop me off.

If only I hadn’t gone in the first place.

He shook his head sharply. Fury rolled off him in waves though he continued to study me with suspicious eyes. “Does he still live here?”

Whether he chose to believe me or not, there was a certain amount of peace in telling him the truth.

I saw you.

“I didn’t press charges because Bax nearly killed his father when the shit hit the fan with Maggie.”

“I am going to kill him myself,” he stated, the hinge of his jaw flexing. He stared into space as if the plan unrolled in his head even now.

“He’s dead,” I stated baldly.

Gladly, even.

His eyebrows slashing together over his dark eyes, Deacon refocussed on my face. “What the fuck did Baxter almost killing his father have to do with you?”

“That was the deal I made to keep Baxter out of jail.”

“Why?” he barked. “Why would you do that?”

Always questioning.

Always suspicious of my friendship with Baxter.

Unable to accept that once upon a time, Baxter had been the only one to really know me.

But that, too, was a long time gone.

My body trembled like the last leaf clinging to the naked limbs of autumn as I whispered, “Because friends don’t abandon one another.”

Deacon stilled, his body poised like that of a predator waiting to pounce. He jerked his head back toward the table behind us. “Do they know everything?”

I winced and shook my head. Leave it to Deacon to find the open wound and pour salt on it. “Not yet.”

He gaped. “Why the hell not?”

I met his gaze and held it. “They’re not ready to listen. And it’s not easy approaching someone when they believe the worst of you.”

A sliver of regret flashed in his eyes, cracking the shutter open for a fraction of a second.

It wasn’t nearly enough.

My pulse settled.

This was not the man I remembered, the boy I loved.

Life had hardened this man beyond recognition, and I was a woman who required softness.

I almost wished I hadn’t agreed to meet with him.

I almost wished he hadn’t had the opportunity to smash the image I carried of him in my heart of hearts.

Because now I was losing him all over again.

But this time, I’d be the one to walk away.

“I think we’ve said all that needs to be said,” I murmured.

There was a time I would have told him the rest. Now it was pointless.

Though unspoken, meeting with him stirred up those old ghosts, sending a warning ripple over the false surface of my calm.

I had to get out of there before I broke down.

Because while Deacon had changed, filling out to become the man he was today, I was still in love with the boy I knew back then.

And he was well and truly gone.

“I’m going to take my food to go,” I stated quietly.

Not that I would be able to eat it.

Deacon sat back in his chair. Wide shoulders relaxing, he studied my face until I looked away. 

“I’m retiring.”

My eyes snapped back to meet his. “You’re too young to retire.”

“Resigning, then. I’ve done my ten years of service.” He watched me from beneath hooded lids. “I’m moving home in a few months.”

“Home?” I gripped the edges of the table as I leaned toward him. “Why?”

He couldn’t come back here, not now.

Not when I couldn’t yet leave.

His dark, watchful gaze wandered over my face. “My father’s sick.”

I searched his eyes, but shuttered down tight, they gave away nothing. “I’m sorry to hear that,” I answered though I could not have cared less.

My next question burst out of me before I had a chance to reel it in. “Are you going to work on the farm?”

That was the last thing I needed.

Finding out he got married half killed me, and his divorce brought me no relief.

Watching him settle down here and choose one of the women his family approved of might finish the job.

Children?

I winced at the sharp stab of pain induced by the thought alone.

“Perhaps for the short term,” he answered evenly. “But you know that was never in my plan.”

“I remember,” I whispered. “Is your dad still pressuring you to get involved?”

How often had we lain side by side in our bed, voicing dreams of the future?

Back when we had one.

Back when I believed in love.

And Deacon believed in me.

“I think it’s more a habit than a need,” he continued, “My brothers have everything well in hand.”

“So, it’s temporary,” I blurted, hoping for a spark of light in the nightmare that was my life.

“That depends on whether there’s any reason to stay.” His gaze remained steady on my face as he continued softly, “Do I have any reason to stay?”

I stared back at him, my breath sawing in and out, the past serrating the edge of my lungs with every pass.

Me? 

“I won’t do anything to hurt you, Jenny,” he murmured, reaching for my hand across the table.

I snatched my hands back like the table had caught fire and leaned back. 

Did he mean me?

Schooling my features, I offered him a minuscule smile. “You can’t.”

Can’t what?

Can’t be here?

Can’t settle down and have a family?

Can’t hurt me?

That last one was the only one I was sure of.

I wouldn’t survive it.

Not again.

No longer caring who watched, I pushed my chair back and grabbed my coat. “There’s nothing left of the girl you remember,” I snapped. “I’ve moved on, so have you, and the past is long dead.”

I was spinning, his swinging moods giving me whiplash.

He settled deeper into his chair and watched me quietly. “I’m not so sure about that.”

His face was hard.

But his eyes had changed.

No longer angry, with that determined glint in his eyes, he was a much larger threat to my well-being.

I stepped away from the table and plunged my arms into my coat before yanking up the zipper.

“I don’t expect anything from you,” he continued. “Not after everything that happened. Not yet.”

One side of the teeth slid through the zipper while the other side caught. I yanked it free, and the zipper pull skittered across the floor.

Un-fucking-believable.

Ladies didn’t curse, but if there was an occasion where it was warranted, surely this was it.

I backed away from him, spun on my heel, and high-tailed it for the door.

I don’t know what I’d hoped for when Deacon showed up but sitting there with him made one thing crystal clear.

I was not in any way equipped to handle another ride with Deacon Raine.

Breath escaping in rough pants, I left the same way I came; alone.

A brisk ten minutes later, I ran up the outside staircase and burst through the door to my soft, cozy apartment. Then I ripped off my only good coat, kicked off my boots, and buried myself in the well-used corner of my wide couch.

Rich colour, plush pillows, and the softest of blankets welcomed me home, soothing the raw nerve endings of my memories.

I lit my lavender candle and worked to settle the quaking in my limbs.

Breathe in.

Here, I could be soft.

Breathe out.

Here, I could let down my guard.

Breathe in.

Home held no expectations, judgements, or regrets.

A sharp rap on my door shattered my peace.

I jolted forward, blinking hard and hoping against hope whoever it was would go away.

The second knock brought me to my feet.

I lightly ran across the floor on my tiptoes and peered through the peephole.

Deacon stood on the other side.

My breath came fast and broken.

You can’t be here, Deacon.

Not here.

Not in my safe place.

“I know you’re here, Jenny. Your footprints are all over the stairs. I just wanted to bring you your dinner. I’ll leave it here on the step and go.”

He lifted his palm.

A soft thud sounded against the door.

My breath caught as I splayed my fingers against the other side.

Tears rushed in while a low keening grief billowed in my chest.

I locked it down and blinked away my tears.

But I couldn’t blink away the face that somehow seemed more familiar than it had less than half an hour ago.

As if he could see me, he raised his gaze to the peephole. “I’ll check in with you when I come back in a few months. Take care of yourself, baby.”

Baby?

My lungs began to burn. 

I expelled the breath I’d been holding in one loud whoosh as he turned. I lost sight of him as he jogged down the stairs, but my hand refused to move.

A blessedly numbing calm settled over me. 

My hand slid down the door.

And my patience ran out.

Baxter and Maggie may not yet be ready to hear the truth, but I was ready to let go of the past.

And maybe, just maybe, move on from Moose Lake.
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No Longer Enough





Jenny 

My moment came a few short weeks later when Baxter responded to my ultimatum by meeting me down at the docks. 

Back then, the docks were my safe place. This was where Baxter and I used to hang out when we were kids, and this was the only place I could imagine telling him what happened, especially after the debacle at The Loose Moose with Deacon.

So, yesterday morning, huddled on the bench in my old, worn out, winter jacket, I waited for Baxter to show up. The wind bit through my thin layers, and I wished for the hundredth time I hadn’t broken the zipper on my good coat, the one that covered me to my knees.

When Baxter stalked toward me and stopped ten feet away, his wary eyes sliced me deeper than I thought possible after all this time. But I told my story, and the rest of his.

Maggie’s suspicions when she confronted me a few hours later burned hotter.

Crying in her arms was the ending I never saw coming, but it gave me hope that I might live in peace in Moose Lake, free for once from the whispers of wagging tongues and the weight of a sin that was never mine.

It was finally over.

Though my eyes were still puffy this morning, I felt lighter than I ever had. And that lightness lasted all through my breakfast, my shower, and the fifteen minutes it took to drive to St. Michael’s.

Spilling the truth of what really happened that awful night to both Baxter and Maggie snapped the final threads holding all of us to the deceits of the past.

Reliving it anew, witnessing the horror in their eyes as I filled in the missing pieces of the puzzle, validated my suffering.

But it also annihilated the walls I’d built to contain my grief and anger.

And I felt both deeply.

This morning, with Baxter’s father dead and the truth set free, I woke to a brand-new reality, one in which I was no longer the villain.

How long would it take the old biddies in town to catch up on the latest?

The bakery was closed tomorrow, but I figured the news would spread by Tuesday when I opened the doors for the week.

Maybe now, when they came to my bakery to pick up the cinnamon buns they couldn’t resist, they wouldn’t tip their noses up quite so high.

Maybe now I could concentrate on experimenting with new recipes instead of peeking around every corner to ensure I avoided Baxter and Maggie.

Especially with Moose Lake’s winter festival coming just around the corner.

Frostival was my least favourite of Moose Lake’s festivals, but it boasted a killer bonfire on the beach on Saturday night, and it was perfect for field-testing new recipes.

The last time I went to the bonfire was with Deacon.

I gave my head a shake at the raw ache in my chest.

Stirring up the past had shaken up old feelings better left buried.

Pulling on my stupidly short coat and my warm winter boots, I grabbed my purse, stepped out onto the landing, and locked my door. Sunlight bounced off the snow and near blinded me as I carefully made my way down the slippery outside stairs to the ground below. Before going to my car, I rounded the building to check the door and front window of Buns and Biscuits to ensure they were secure and free of insulting artwork.

A habit I’d yet to break since the one and only time I found them illegally decorated.

Buns and Biscuits, the bakery I worked at part-time when I was a teenager, was now mine thanks to the man I was on my way to see with a box of his favourite chocolate brownies. This recipe never made it into the bakery; they were special for Ansel.

And the ladies.

On the odd occasion, I even made them for Miller and Maxine.

I turned my key into the ignition of Ansel’s old car. For once, it started right away.

“Good boy,” I murmured, patting the dashboard with my mittened hand. 

Over the past ten years, I’d been busy. Slowly taking over the bakery as Ansel gradually stepped back, along with holding the frayed edges of myself together, took all my time and energy.

With little of either left over for friends and socializing, I hardly missed it.

My mouth twisted at my lie as I grabbed my sunglasses to fight off the glare of sunlight bouncing off the snow, signaled my way out of the lot, and headed down the main road.

As the world whipped past my window, I began to squirm.

Because that lightness that fairly floated me out of bed this morning? It left me feeling unmoored.

Ungrounded.

Who was I if I wasn’t the villain?

What was I going to do next?

How would I live?

Would anything change?

My mind spun. I didn’t know how to live and breathe and move in a reality where I was free of false rumours, suspicion, and lies.

Thank God I’d planned to visit Ansel and the ladies at St. Michael’s; the assisted living facility Ansel irreverently referred to as the last stop between earth and beyond.

God willing, he’d have quite the layover because I was far from ready to let him go.

In my life, I’d encountered all kinds of men, including those who were truly evil. We hear about these men and their dirty deeds all the time.

Despite my own experiences, most men were simply passive. These men were everywhere. Not evil, but far from good, they were mostly unwilling to step outside of their comfort zones to help anyone else.

Then there were men like Ansel Blum.

I parked the little car he gifted to me and picked my way across the ice-pocked parking lot to the wide ramp leading up to double front doors.

Bookended by tall pots spilling winter greenery and painted a bright, cheery, Kelly green, those doors reflected the nurturing spirit housed within.

Here at St. Michael’s, away from Moose Lake and tucked away in an almost forgotten corner in Peppergrove, I could breathe.

I swung them open and stomped on the front mat until the bits of snow clinging to my boots fell off. The solid thud of my heels announced my arrival to Abby, the middle-aged nurse sitting at the front desk.

She greeted me with a smile, pointed to the phone in her hand, and silently waved me through.

Checking the time, I headed straight for the dining room.

One of the few men living at the home, Ansel sat surrounded by what he affectionately referred to as ‘the bevy of beauties,’ one of whom happened to be Deacon’s grandmother, Darlene.

Ansel had outlived his brothers, his friends, and every single one of his military brothers, some by decades.

But he never failed to offer a smile or a kind word which gained him a seat amongst the ladies.

He was also a terrible flirt.

“Well,” he exclaimed when he saw me. “If it isn’t the prettiest flower in the bouquet just for me.” His shrewd eyes narrowed on my face as I got closer and his tone sharpened. “Is everything okay?”

I rolled my eyes and set the box of brownies on the table. Flipping back the lid, I watched his expression change to one of delight.

My heart lifted, and I laughed. “No need to flatter me, Ansel, I already made your brownies.”

“That’s my girl,” he teased as I bent to kiss his weathered cheek.

I beat back the tears that threatened to spill, grabbed a free chair, and inserted myself in beside him.

After grabbing the biggest brownie for Ansel, I slid the box into the middle of the table, distracting the ladies long enough to give Ansel a brief update.

He nodded as I spoke, his shrewd eyes moving over my face, never missing a thing.

“So, it’s over,” I declared then jerked my chin towards his brownie. “Have a bite.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Perhaps it’s the beginning of a new story,” he mused, lifting the brownie to his mouth.

“No, thank you,” I clipped. “I quite like the story I’m living right now. Just without all the past drama hanging over my head.”

“Life offers no guarantees. You take the good when it comes.”

“I’ve got plenty good,” I quipped. “Take a bite.”

He hummed around the brownie in his mouth and swallowed. “You have a gift, child.”

I preened, ready to snag him another when Darlene piped up. “You need a romance,” she declared, popping the last bite of her brownie into her mouth.

Eating lunch with Ansel every Sunday had introduced me to the one person I never thought to befriend, Deacon’s grandmother.

Darlene proved herself to be cut from an entirely different cloth than her son. In the time I’d known her, I’d grown to feel sorry for her, realizing she deserved far better than Deacon’s father.

Thank God, his and my paths rarely crossed when visiting Ansel, but on those rare occasions they did, he regarded me as suspiciously as always, and I kept a wide berth.

“No, thank you,” I clipped then winked to soften my message. “I’m an independent woman.”

“Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a good romance,” came from the other end of the table.

At that, they were off and running, making me blush as they delivered a steady stream of their more colourful adventures.

Old people. You never had to guess where you stood with them, but Lord have mercy if you were shy or squeamish because they had no filters.

Or boundaries.

A steady diet of rich stories from the past seasoned our lunch until, one after another, they drifted away from the table for their afternoon siestas, and only Ansel, Darlene, and I remained.

Glancing at my watch, I noted, “It’s almost time for me to go. I’ve got a few new recipes I want to try before I hit the grocery stores tomorrow.”

Darlene slanted a sly glance in my direction. “Deacon’s due to come home in January.”

The mention of his name, so soon after the raw revelations of the day before, sent a blast of frigid air to hollow out my chest.

I resisted the urge to rub it.

The rain beating against the windows didn’t help.

Rain, the force that held us hostage to its whim. It didn’t come when we needed it, and near drowned us when we didn’t.

I rose from my seat and began tidying the lunch trays on our table.

“That’ll be so nice for you,” I replied lightly.

“I was wrong, child,” she admitted.

I stilled, my eyes smarting as she confronted head-on that which we’d never discussed.

“We all were,” she continued, her mouth twisting to the side. “Except Deacon. He always knew.”

I snorted. “Until he didn’t.”

“Well, the only one who knew what happened wasn’t talking,” she scolded.

“I talked,” I retorted, my voice shaking as hard as the dishes clamouring on the tray in my shaking hands. “I talked to anyone who would listen,” I snapped, my tone of voice sending a deep flush to my face. “There just weren’t all that many.”

“True,” Ansel interjected easily, coming to my defense.

An honorable man, good to his core, Ansel had never once let me down.

Running to him the night my mother’s boyfriend tried to break into my bedroom was the smartest thing I’d ever done.

Ansel was my boss at the bakery. At that time, having only worked there a handful of months, I barely knew him. But I knew him to be a decent man not unlike Sergeant Elliott who had often checked in on me.

That night, Ansel was the closer of the two.

Ansel patched up the gash I earned on my calf when I pushed through my bedroom window and landed on a broken bottle.

He dried my tears, gave me a pair of his pyjama pants and a soft t-shirt, then made me a cup of tea and toasted me a wide slice of sour dough bread smothered in butter and strawberry jam.

It was still my favourite comfort food.

No matter the blow to his reputation, he took me in and settled me with him in his apartment over the bakery. Moving me into the master bedroom with its ensuite bath, he took the smaller, second bedroom and treated me like a treasured daughter.

We lived over that bakery together until I moved in with Deacon.

And we lived there together once more when my world fell apart.

He knew everything that happened.

Every sordid detail.

I set down the dishes that betrayed my distress and crossed my arms over my chest.

“You can’t talk to a brick wall,” he continued. “A woman needs a safe place to be soft, and you didn’t have that back then.”

I paused and lifted my chin to meet his eyes. “You gave that to me.”

His eyes gleamed. “And it was the greatest privilege of my life to do so.” His lips firmed. “Now, you need to grow. We all need a little rain.”

Rain.

A single word.

A scant handful of letters to mirror my greatest hope and deepest fear.

Deacon was coming home.

I won’t do anything to hurt you, Jenny.

And my battered heart hesitantly whispered her truth.

Softness was no longer enough.
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