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This book was previously titled

Brush With Destiny

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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About this series:

The Power of Love is a series of eight sweet romances, all set in Canada.

Each of these books was previously published under a different title as noted on the previous page and many of them were available on a limited basis.

These are individual stories featuring the healing power of love when lives are shattered and relationships go wrong. Each story has recently been edited for content, and in some cases, minor re-writes have been incorporated. Each story also has a fresh new cover that more accurately portrays the romantic theme. 
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Chapter One
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“I can do this.” Ashley took several deep breaths, trying to calm the fluttering panic in her stomach. “I know I can.” She glanced at the other cars in the parking lot in the hope that no one had noticed her talking to herself. She needn’t have worried. The other passengers had scurried back to their vehicles when the boarding announcement was made a couple of minutes ago. The ferry attendant stood at the head of the line, walkie-talkie clipped to his fluorescent vest as he waited to motion the cars forward.

She’d been back and forth to Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands many times but somehow she’d never been the one driving. “There’s nothing to it,” her friend Jessica had assured her, brushing aside Ashley’s doubts in her usual confident manner. “Just follow the car in front of you. Piece of cake.”

The attendant motioned for two lines of traffic to start up. Gesturing impatiently he urged them forward, and the cars flowed around him like a shoal of fish. A loud metallic clang announced the first vehicle as it drove over the heavy metal flange connecting the ferry to the wharf. Startled by the loud sound, Ashley’s grip on the steering wheel tightened and she moved ahead, following the directions of the next attendant. Once on the ferry, the car was plunged into shadow for a moment then emerged into brilliant sunshine. Another attendant beckoned her forward a few extra inches then held up his palm. Realizing she’d been holding her breath she expelled a gust of air and turned off the ignition. She’d done it!

A whimper came from the back seat and she leaned back, poking her fingers through the wire grate of the dog carrier. “You’re such a good girl,” she crooned as a damp nose pushed up against her fingers. “Wait a minute and I’ll give you some fresh air.” She unbuckled her seat belt and stepped outside, sliding back the side door of the van. “I know you hate being cooped up in there,” she said, speaking softly to the wriggling dog, “but it’s just a short ride.” The dog quieted at the sound of her voice. It broke her heart to see the dog in the carrier, but it was safe, and the ferry ride wouldn’t take all that long. “I’ll be back in a little while,” she said, closing the sliding door and cracking open the driver’s window. “I want to watch as we pull out from the dock.”

* * *
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THE TIDE WAS FULLY in and the fresh, tangy smell of the ocean drew her toward the railing. She threaded her way between the parked cars, emptying quickly of their passengers. Most people were heading for the small cafeteria but Ashley couldn’t imagine eating anything right now. Her stomach had been slightly queasy ever since she’d decided to move away from everything that had been familiar to her for so many years. It was nerves, pure and simple, but knowing that didn’t make it any easier. She raised her face to the sun and a warm breeze caught a loose strand of her hair, swirling it around her face. For the first time in ages something resembling hope surged in her heart. Her life would never be the same; she didn’t kid herself about that, but was it so wrong to want to find peace? She didn’t think so.

The ferry sounded its horn, the loud, jarring sound overriding the piercing calls of the seagulls. She peered over the side, fascinated by the way the sun’s rays angled off into the green depths below the dock. The deck vibrated under her feet as the ferry eased away from the dock, and the backwash from the engines caused the seaweed growing on the pilings to swirl like exotic dancers, revealing dozens of purple starfish clustered in the lush green growth. The bold splashes of color would appeal to Paige...

She gasped for air as memories threatened to engulf her. Memories of her daughter smiling bravely up at her from the hospital bed, eyes dark and sunken, ravaged by long months of fighting the disease. Her stomach heaved and she clutched at the railing, rocking back and forth in an effort to control the sudden assault on her emotions. She’d come a long way, she knew that even without the reassuring words of the grief counselor, but sometimes... like just now... she’d forget that her precious daughter was in heaven rather than right here on earth, where she belonged. It was almost more than she could bear.

The ferry picked up speed in the few minutes it took her to regain control. She raised her eyes and gazed across the Strait of Georgia to the islands in the distance. In the winter the seas were often rough but today they were surprisingly calm...what the fishermen called ‘oily’. Her artist’s eye absorbed the way the islands were darkest close up, then gradually faded to pale grey in the distance. And yet her fingers didn’t itch to pick up a paintbrush the way they used to. That urge had disappeared when Paige first became ill. Well-meaning people had told her that it might help her to heal if she could go back to painting and she’d looked at them in disbelief, but managed not to say what was in her heart. That she had no idea when she’d start again. If ever.

A wisp of hair got stuck in her lipstick and she flicked it away, recognizing as she did that her heartbeat was returning to normal. The sea air was crisp and tangy, and once more she told herself that she was doing the right thing. As though to prove it, she took a few steps closer to the bow and looked across to the group of islands, wondering which one was her future home.

“Beautiful isn’t it?” A man appeared beside her, coffee cup in hand. He leaned his forearms on the railing and gazed toward the cluster of islands. Sandy hair fluttered in the breeze but he didn’t seem to notice. He took a swallow of coffee then turned to look at her, assessing her steadily.

“Yes, it is. I was wondering which one is Madrona Island.”

He grinned. “You asked the right guy. I live there.”

Ashley liked the way the skin around his eyes wrinkled when he smiled. He looked like someone who made his living out of doors, or at least spent a good deal of time outside. She hadn’t given much thought to the type of person she would meet on the island, and although it was too soon to make any judgments, she took his open, friendly nature as a good sign.

“Which one is it?” She squinted against the sun. The islands folded in on each other.

“Kind of hard to tell from here, but the ferry will take us to port around that first big island and then we’ll head east, to the terminal. I’ll show you when we get closer, if you like.”

“I’d like that.” She hesitated. “Have you lived there long?”

A fleeting shadow passed across his eyes and she wondered if she’d imagined it. “About nine years.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “Doesn’t seem possible, somehow.”

“You must like it then.”

“Yeah, we do.” He hiked his thumb back over his shoulder. “I’m bringing a bicycle home for my daughter. It’s in the truck.”

Ashley flinched inside at the mention of his daughter. “She’ll be excited about that.”

He rolled his eyes. “Tell me about it. Her girlfriend got one last month and I haven’t had a moment’s peace since.” He drained the coffee from his cup. “Listen, can I get you a coffee or something? You know, to welcome you to the island?”

Ashley stepped back. “No thanks. Really.” She looked back at the van. “I should see to my dog. She doesn’t like being left alone.”

“So that’s what you were doing. I’m parked in the next row over, a bit behind you and I saw you when you got out and started talking to something in the car.” His eyes crinkled again and he pushed away from the railing. “Caitlin has been angling for a dog for a couple of years now, but we’re hoping the bike will keep her occupied for a while.”

Ashley turned and they walked along the railing back toward their vehicles. “Well, if she’s still asking for a dog next year or the year later you’ll know she’s really interested. Too many parents buy dogs for their kids before they’re really prepared to care for them.” She waved a hand. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be so opinionated.”

“No, I’m glad to hear you say that, and I agree.” They came to the van. “May I see your dog? Truth is, I’d love to have one myself.”

Ashley quickly opened the side door and leaned over, putting her face near the cage. “Here’s my sweet girl.” She turned her head and smiled up at the stranger. “I’d introduce you, but I don’t know your name.”

He extended his hand. “Matt.”

Ashley shook his hand, expecting to find it callused and surprised that it wasn’t. “Ashley,” she said, keeping the introduction light and informal. “And this is Honey.” The honey-colored cocker spaniel cocked her head at the mention of her name. “Not a very original name I’m afraid. I rescued her from the SPCA quite a few years ago and I’ve never regretted it for a minute.”

“She’s a sweetheart.” Matt held the back of his fingers up to the cage so the dog could pick up his scent. “Are you moving into a house or one of those new condos?”

Ashley made a face. “Not those condos. No. Never.” She was rewarded with a broad grin. “I take it you don’t care for them either.”

“I think they’re a blight on our island.”

“I agree. Ever since I decided to move here I’ve been keeping up with the debate in the local newspaper and I’m glad they’ve declared a moratorium on that type of development.”

“Where did you buy?”

“Oh, I didn’t buy. I found a wonderful deal through Brenda Kerr.”

He nodded his approval. “I know Brenda. She’s an excellent realtor.”

“I’ve found a waterfront place that I’ve leased for six months and I have an option for an additional six months plus first refusal if they put it on the market.”

“Wow. That is a good deal. Where is it?”

“Near Luna Bay. Southwest exposure. It looks great from the pictures I’ve seen.”

“You mean you haven’t actually seen it?”

Ashley ducked her head. “Sounds crazy doesn’t it? But no, I haven’t seen it in person although she sent lots of pictures.”

“Well good luck with it.” He pointed over her shoulder. “Look, we’ve rounded the point and you can see Madrona now. The ferry terminal is tucked in that bay ahead of us.”

Ashley scanned the shoreline, impressed at the size of some of the homes. “Wow, look at those places. The owners must have pretty deep pockets.”

“A lot of them are second homes owned by people who live and work in Vancouver during the week and come over for the weekend.”

The ferry drew closer to the terminal and Ashley could see two lines of cars parked on the steep incline waiting to board the ferry. Creosote-covered pilings anchored the dock, and the ferry started to shudder as it slowed.

“I’d better get back to my vehicle. I apologize for monopolizing your time.” He grinned again. “I hope you enjoy living on the island.”

“Thanks.” She watched him dodge between the vehicles, the top of his golden head easily visible over the roofs of the cars. It was hard not to envy him, going home to his family. She gave her head a quick shake, climbed into her van and snapped on her seat belt. Digging her cell phone out of her bag she called the realtor, who agreed to meet her at her new home with the key. “Turn your odometer to zero and follow the signs to Luna Bay. It’s a little over six kilometers from the terminal. I checked the other day.” The ferry pulled between the pilings, bumping gently from side to side, signaling their arrival. She turned to check on Honey. “I should have prepared a little speech or something. After all, it’s not every day two girls like us start a new chapter in their lives.” The dog gave an answering bark, as though understanding Ashley’s words.

Ashley laughed. “You said it.” The ramp lowered and she turned the key in the ignition. “Okay, here we go.”

In a matter of moments she’d driven off the ferry and climbed the steep roadway, caught up in the flow of traffic. She smiled to herself when she realized that this was the closest thing she would find to a traffic jam on this small island. Not wanting to cloud her first impressions of her new home she pulled off to the side of the road to let the other cars pass. Within minutes there were no vehicles visible in her rear view mirror and with a sigh of relief she lowered her window and pulled out onto the road. Afternoon sunlight angled in shafts through tall firs, flickering against her face as she drove along. The road was paved but narrow, affording tantalizing glimpses of ocean between stands of trees. Then it swung back inland and Ashley was surprised to see open fields to her left. An ancient apple orchard covered a south-facing slope and she longed to stop and enjoy the sight of the gnarled trees, still lovingly tended, but that would have to wait for another day. Beyond the orchard an old farmhouse was partly visible at the end of a long driveway. It was covered in scaffolding and painters were busy applying chalk-white paint and red trim. In happier days the orchard and farmhouse would have inspired a painting. She gave herself a mental slap. It was better not to dwell on the past. Coming to a junction in the road she took the right hand turn and followed the sign toward Luna Bay.

The house number was clearly indicated on a post alongside the road and Ashley turned in, driving between massive cedars as she made her way down toward the house. Her vehicle made almost no noise on the soft earth and she breathed deeply, unsure which smelled better – the breeze off the ocean or the dark, musty smell of years of vegetation. All she knew was that both smells brought a sense of peace and once more she knew she’d made the right decision.

“Welcome!” She recognized Brenda from her picture on the website as the realtor came out of the house, her hand extended. “I’m delighted to meet you.”

“Thank you.” Ashley liked the other woman instantly. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just let my dog out. She’s been cooped up in there for a few hours now.”

“Isn’t she lovely!” The other woman watched as Ashley clipped a lead to Honey’s collar and set her on the driveway. The dog immediately commenced sniffing around, looking for signs of other dogs. “Looks as though she likes it already.”

“I hope so.” Ashley lifted her head and looked at the house and grounds for the first time. The driveway circled a green space rimmed with flower beds. In the center of the grass, a dogwood tree was in full bloom, the flowers tinged with pale pink. The house was set into the hillside, flanked on one side by a rocky outcropping. Dotted across the surface of the rock, indigenous plants thrived in crevices where organic material had collected over the years. On the right side of the house, a magnificent Arbutus tree spread its branches like a benediction, thick glossy leaves gleaming in the sun. Its trunk, where the bark had peeled away, was a rich cinnamon color in the afternoon sun.

“It’s...I don’t know what to say.” Ashley was on the verge of tears. “I love it already and I haven’t even seen inside the house.” She turned to Brenda. “I can’t imagine anyone owning this and not wanting to live here.”

The realtor nodded her agreement. “The owners are a wonderful old couple, but they’ve moved to Victoria to be closer to their grandchildren.” She led Ashley around the side of the house and indicated a steep stairway to a small beach below. “They just can’t get around anymore, especially down there.” She led Ashley up onto a deck. “Come on, I’ll show you the inside.”

The home was everything Ashley had expected, and more. A fieldstone fireplace took up one wall of the living room, and windows overlooked the ocean. Just off the living room a glass-enclosed sunroom would make an ideal studio. Sunlight spilled onto the floor in a corner of the room, a perfect spot for Honey’s basket. The dog loved to curl up in the sunshine for her afternoon snooze.

The kitchen had been completely remodeled with top of the line appliances and granite counter tops. A small bathroom and guestroom occupied the balance of the space on the main level and the upstairs loft contained a huge bedroom and ensuite bathroom. 

“I’ll be able to see the ocean first thing when I wake up.” Ashley could hardly believe her good luck. “Everything is just as you said. It’s not very big, but then who needs more rooms when you have that for a view?” She stood at the loft railing and as though on cue a sailboat shot past the rocky outcrop to the right of the house, on a tack toward open ocean. It heeled over as a gust of wind snapped the sails taut, a frothy wake trailing behind.

“It doesn’t get any better than this. Thank you again for finding it for me.”

The realtor led her back downstairs and they completed the necessary paperwork. “I’ve left you some tea, coffee, bread, eggs, things like that to get you started.” Ashley had noticed a bowl of fruit on the counter. “I thought you may not feel like going out tonight.”

Ashley picked up the dog, her fingers absently combing the animal’s coat. “That’s very thoughtful. I am a bit tired.”

“Oh, and I left you a map of the Island, with some of the stores marked. Grocery store, Hardware, Pharmacy.” She tapped the map. “They’re mostly located in our little mall and there’s a farmer’s market there every Saturday morning.”

“Sounds like fun.” She walked with the realtor to the door. “Thanks again, Brenda. I’ll be in touch.”
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Chapter Two
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Ashley walked slowly back into the house and was drawn to the sliding doors leading to the broad deck. Wide steps led down to a small landing where the stairs to the beach started. Honey padded over to the edge of the landing and looked over, then back up at Ashley. “Not today,” she said, studying the small beach at the bottom of the stairs. At the far end, sheltered by a small headland, layers of what appeared to be sandstone held small tidal pools, their still water reflecting the blue of the sky. The rest of the beach was made up of coarse sand, while strands of kelp and small logs marked the extent of high tide. How Paige would have loved this beach!

Suddenly legless, Ashley stumbled back and sat down on one of the wide steps. Tears pooled in her eyes and she didn’t try to stop them, didn’t wipe them away. They streamed down her face unchecked and Honey whimpered beside her, burrowing under her arm and pressing her warm body against Ashley’s side. Ashley looked down at the dog. “You miss her too, don’t you, girl?” She held the dog to her side and stared unseeing at the sparkling water below, her thoughts drifting back to the day over eleven years ago when Paige had been born. Lashed by an early winter storm she’d made her way to the hospital alone, confident that she had plenty of time. She hadn’t been able to reach Doug but that wasn’t unusual and she found that she didn’t really mind. He constantly made comments about her independence, and that was one day she was grateful that she’d been raised to think for herself. He’d arrived an hour after his daughter was born, full of apologies.

The dog squirmed and Ashley let her go, realizing that she had tightened her grip around the small animal. Releasing her hair from the silk scarf that held it in place she shook it out and continued her reverie. She hadn’t given it a lot of thought, but the day Paige was born was probably the beginning of the end of her marriage... she just hadn’t realized it at the time. When their daughter was a baby they’d tried to make the marriage work and later, when Paige became ill, their love for her had kept them together. After Paige died the divorce had seemed like an inevitable link in the heartbreaking chain of events. The marriage had been over a long time, but the pain of their daughter’s death had left them both emotionally spent. The final separation had been remarkably civil.

An unfamiliar sound broke the silence and the dog’s head snapped around. A high, piercing call preceded the arrival of a bald eagle, riding an air current so close to the house that Ashley could look into its eyes as it turned its head to look at her. It approached a dead tree toward the end of the beach and extended its talons to grip a bare branch and then folded its broad wings as it came to rest.

Ashley stood up. “That’s our sign to start unpacking.” The dog seemed to understand, and scampered ahead on the walkway around the side of the house to the van.

Within forty-five minutes the van had been emptied of its contents. Boxes and suitcases were stacked haphazardly around the great room, but Ashley was content. She had even set up her easel and unpacked a few of her paints and brushes. The rest of her equipment was tucked into the storage space under the stairs. Honey’s basket sat on the floor nearby and her food and water dishes looked at home on a mat in the kitchen. 

Ashley stood back to admire her new surroundings, but her gaze was drawn outside to the Arbutus tree. No longer in the direct sunlight, it was still a compelling sight, smooth trunk contrasting dramatically with bark hanging in curling strips. Her hand drifted unconsciously over a container of brushes, fingering the soft sable.

She missed painting. She picked up a bottle of linseed oil. The pungent smell reminded her how much she enjoyed everything about the creative process. Her gaze went back to the tree, and the sparkling ocean beyond. There was something peaceful about being here, and the tense muscles in her neck and shoulders started to relax. For the first time in several years, her fingers tingled, a sure sign that a new painting wouldn’t be too far away.

In the early years of her career, Doug hadn’t taken much notice when she sold the odd canvas through a small gallery in North Vancouver. He’d never discouraged her, but neither had he done anything to boost her confidence. As partner in a high-powered law firm, he considered her painting little more than a hobby.

And perhaps it had been, at first. But then the gallery had been bought by a dynamic businesswoman from Montreal, and Ashley’s life had taken a dramatic turn.

She could still remember Gabrielle’s reaction the first time she’d delivered a new batch of paintings. She’d been hesitant, unsure of how the new owner would view her work.

“These are formidable!” the Frenchwoman had stated enthusiastically. “You have talent, Chérie.”

“Well, I don’t know.” Ashley looked around the gallery, noticing that it was being expanded.

Gabby lit an unfiltered cigarette and looked at her through a haze of smoke. She absently picked a fleck of tobacco from her lip and examined the paintings more carefully, seemingly lost in thought. Her eyes narrowed. “Has no one ever told you how good you are?”

Ashley didn’t know how to take this forceful woman, so she told her the truth. “No, not really.”

“Tsk, tsk.” Cigarette ashes dropped onto the hardwood floor but Gabrielle didn’t seem to notice. “Dommage,” she said, then translated. “Pity.” She walked back to the paintings and studied them again, but Ashley had a feeling that the other woman wasn’t really looking. She was thinking.

After a few moments she turned. “Do you have any more finished paintings at home?” She gestured to the small pile in front of her. “Similar to these?”

“Oh, yes.” Ashley’s confidence swelled. “I have about ten more and a couple I’m working on.”

Gabrielle nodded to herself. “Bon.” She looked Ashley in the eye. “If you will allow me to represent you, I would like to put together a proposal for you. These paintings are ideal for a calendar, and for notecards.” She stubbed out the cigarette and leaned on the worktable, dark eyes watching Ashley intently. “We can try each other out on this project. I’ll be your representative and I will fight for your rights but I will never put any pressure on you. If we like working together we can put it in writing sometime in the future.”

Ashley had looked down at the paintings on the worktable, then back up at Gabrielle. “If you really think they’re good enough.” She was having a difficult time taking it all in. Maybe she was dreaming.

“Believe me. They’re good enough.” Gabrielle extended her hand. “I’ll put something together and get back to you.” She paused. “I think one day you’re going to be very famous.”

* * *
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GABRIELLE HAD BEEN right. Today Ashley’s work was very much in demand, and she’d stopped marveling at the size of the checks from contracts that the gallery owner had agented over the years. The Frenchwoman had an eye for new talent, and had promoted several other promising artists as well. The best part about working with her was that she was true to her word. She never pushed. She would laugh in that husky smoker’s voice, saying that she understood the artistic temperament.

Doug refused to understand her loyalty to the woman who had ‘discovered’ her. “You don’t owe her anything,” he’d say, his voice taking on a hard, unforgiving tone. “You owe it to yourself to go with somebody bigger. Someone who can swing a better deal.”

But her loyalty to Gabrielle had never wavered and she’d resisted his constant pressure. Finally he’d stopped trying to control her career. That was another thing she could be thankful for, now that she was alone.

Her phone rang, breaking into her thoughts and yanking her back to the present. She fumbled in her purse, delighted to see that the caller was Jessica.

It suddenly hit her that her friend wasn’t a ten-minute drive away any more. “Hi Jess.” Her voice trembled but she didn’t try to control it. She’d grown up with Jessica Burns and they had no secrets from each other. “How did the interview go?”

“It went well, but I was a bit distracted thinking I should have been with you.” A journalist with one of Canada’s major newspapers, Jessica covered the political beat. Today’s interview had been with the Australian Prime Minister, and she’d been lucky to get it. “But I know what you’re going to say. You had to do this part for yourself. So tell me, how’s the house?”

“It’s wonderful.” Ashley sank into an overstuffed chair, noticing the top quality furniture for the first time. “But you’ll be seeing it for yourself tomorrow.” She hesitated. “That is if you’re still coming?”

“You just try to keep me away. I’ll write my story in the morning and I’ll be on the two o’clock ferry. You’re still going to pick me up, right? No sense getting in that lineup when I can walk right on as a foot passenger.”

“I agree, and I’ll be there. See you around three.”

“Sleep well tonight.”

Ashley chuckled. “You too. See you tomorrow.” She disconnected and headed to the kitchen to see what she could find to eat.

* * *
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WHITE LIGHT FILLED the loft the next morning and Ashley looked outside to see the beginnings of a perfect day. Sunlight bounced off the water, almost blinding her with its brilliance. After a quick shower she dug through her suitcase and found a long cotton skirt she hadn’t worn in years. She combined it with a simple scoop-neck top and tied back her hair with a matching ribbon. One last check of her shopping list and she was out the door, Honey trotting alongside on her leash.

The little mall was easy to find. As Brenda had explained, there was one major road around the island and points of interest were well marked. Ashley’s attention was drawn to gaily-colored tents at one end of the parking lot. Tourists in their crisp, new clothes mingled with locals, inspecting the offerings. “The Country Market” she said aloud to Honey. “Shall we go have a look?” She found a parking space and the little dog trotted obediently beside her, happy to be outside in new surroundings.

A variety of goods was on offer. Several jewelry vendors offered exquisitely crafted original pieces, another displayed home-made soaps and candles, while others sold knit goods, freshly baked cookies and cakes. She paused at one stand to admire some children’s’ toys made of wood.

“You’ve taken a lot of care with these,” she said, running her fingers over the smooth edges of the toys. The older gentleman on the other side of the table smiled in acknowledgement and continued to puff away at his pipe. The smoke was sweet, and reminded Ashley of her grandfather. At the next stand, she bought some locally produced honey, as well as candles made from honeycomb. Under a massive fir tree, a man sang and accompanied himself on a guitar, CDs for sale in a basket at his feet. This was unlike the rigid, strictly controlled markets she’d sometimes visited in the city. Here, friends met and chatted, frequently drifting off to sit at one of the nearby picnic tables and have coffee. Children and dogs played on the grass while parents shopped. A sad smile touched her lips as she thought of how Paige would have fit right in.

An impressive array of vegetables decorated the next table. Plump red radishes begged to be purchased and she reached for a bunch, as well as a bunch of green onions.

“Well hello there.” A man’s voice greeted her, deep and familiar.

She looked up, startled. It was the man from yesterday. He stood behind the counter, hands in his pockets, looking uncomfortable.

“Oh, hello. Nice to see you again.” And it was, she thought to herself, surprised by her reaction. He looked like he’d just stepped out of the shower and run his fingers though his hair. “Matt, isn’t it?”

A broad grin transformed his face and she couldn’t help noticing his perfect teeth. And those laugh lines around his eyes. Here under the canopy of his tent his eyes looked dark, but she thought she remembered them as being an intense blue. She gave herself a quick mental shake. What was she doing, looking at him like a love-starved teenager? She flushed and lowered her head, pretending to inspect a perfectly spaced row of lettuce. “So, this is your stand,” she said, keeping her voice light. “You have a real knack for displaying your wares.”

He chuckled and took her purchases, placing them in a used plastic bag. “I hope you don’t mind, but my daughter insists on recycling.” He accepted her money and counted out the change. “I’m sure Caitlin will appreciate your compliment. It’s her stand.” He scanned the adjacent parking lot. “She’s around here somewhere. Schmoozing, no doubt.”

“She’s here?” Ashley scanned the crowd.

“Yeah, here she comes.” A small child with dark hair appeared at Ashley’s side and immediately went down on her knees beside Honey.

“Hello,” she said somberly, as though addressing another child. Small fingers petted the top of the dog’s head, then caressed the large ear. “What’s your name, little dog?” She looked up with dark green eyes, and Ashley’s breath caught in her throat. This child was only slightly older than Paige had been when she was first diagnosed.
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