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MORGAN CHECKED HER reflection in the mirror of the Food Market staff room. There was no denying it; she was tired, as evidenced by the dark smudges below her eyes. She’d known this would happen when she took on the part time job at the pet store but she couldn’t pass up the chance to earn the extra money. The job at the pet store would end once the Christmas rush was over, but it would help pay down the debt that hung over her head like a dark cloud. Besides, it was convenient: the pet store was located in the same mall as the Food Market.

She forced a smile and walked through the mall, noting that it was even busier than yesterday. Scanning the crowd, she felt a ripple of unease when she couldn’t spot Sean. The school bus dropped her son off here on school days while he waited for her shift at the Food Market to end, and on Friday nights he stayed even later – until she finished at the Pet Store. With a sigh of relief she spotted him... she should have known he’d be across the hall at the toy store. Shoppers streamed past the small child who occupied his favorite spot by the side window, watching raptly as the model train emerged from a tunnel and, with a remarkably realistic belch of smoke, came to a stop in front of the station. His eyes lit up with delight and then he turned to her, seeming to sense her presence. “Mommy, look,” he said, pointing a small finger at the train idling in front of the station. “You can see the engineer.”

Her heart swelled with love for her son. He was smaller than most children of eight and remarkably quiet. A few years ago she’d wondered if his demeanor indicated learning disabilities but his teachers assured her that no, he was one of those rare children who quietly observed and absorbed everything around them. One of his teachers had even suggested that he was abnormally bright for his age. Be that as it may, Morgan’s main concern was that Sean was healthy, happy and knew he was loved.

She squatted down beside him. “How was school today?”

“It was good,” he said in his usual sober manner. “We saw a movie about bees and how important they are.” His gaze went to the one piece of jewelry she owned. The art deco-inspired dragonfly had been a gift from her grandmother. “I like insects.”

“They’re an important part of the eco-system.”

He nodded and went back to watching the train. “You know the man who works here? I think maybe he’s the boss.”

Morgan glanced into the store. “Not really. What about him?”

“He asked me if I’d like to come inside and play with some Legos.” Dark eyes watched her carefully for her reaction. “I told him I had to ask you first.”

Alarm bells went off in Morgan’s head. Was there some nefarious reason behind the invitation? She started to say no but he spoke again. “They have a kids’ table, and there are always kids playing with the Legos.”

“Really?” She stood up and offered him her hand. “I have to go to work now, but I promise I’ll check on it.”

He looked at her hand but didn’t take it. “Can I stay here a bit longer? The train goes around every ten minutes.”

She smiled and tousled his head. “Of course, but don’t go inside, okay? Come find me when you get tired.” Walking across to the pet store she threw back her shoulders, hoping her exhaustion wasn’t too obvious as she prepared herself for four more hours of work.

“Dang girl, you look beat.” Katherine Carter softened her tone. “Are you all right?”

The store owner was one of the sweetest people Morgan knew but right now she wished the other woman wasn’t so observant. Determined not to appear weak, she worked hard to appear confident, but Kate’s question brought her close to tears.

“I had a rough night.” She gave what she hoped was a nonchalant shrug. “Couldn’t sleep. I’ll catch up tonight.” She looked into the store. “How’s business today? The mall seems busy.”

“I know.” Kate kept an eye on two teenagers as she spoke. They’d been standing by the bearded dragon’s terrarium for several minutes now and she’d already told them once not to tap on the glass. “Did you see Sean? He’s across the hall at the toy store.”

“Yes, I saw him. And while we’re on the subject of the toy store, do you know the owner?”

“Cameron? I know him to say hello, but that’s about all. He and Richard had coffee a couple of weeks ago and according to Richard he seems nice enough. A bit withdrawn, but there’s nothing wrong with that.” She shot Morgan a curious look. “Why do you ask?”

“He invited Sean to come inside and play with the Legos.” Morgan blushed and looked at the woman who had become her friend. “Do you think I’m too protective? I mean you hear so many stories these days...” Her words trailed off.

“There’s no such thing as too protective, but I’ve had several customers who speak kindly of him. They think nothing of letting their kids play in there while they shop.”

Morgan nodded and looked across at the toy store. “Good to know.”

Kate checked her watch. “It’s a long time until closing. If you want to give Sean the go-ahead, pop on over. It will only take a minute.”

“Thanks Kate. Be right back.”

“Really?” Sean’s eyes widened. “I can go inside?”

“Sure. I’ll go in with you and say hello, then I have to get back to work.”

The man behind the counter looked like he belonged anywhere but in a toy store. On a surfboard perhaps, or paragliding, or skiing at Mount Washington... anywhere but working at a toy store in a mall.

Morgan held out her hand. “Morgan Phillips,” she said, trying not to stare. “I work the late shift over at the pet store. This is my son Sean and he said you invited him to play with Legos.”

“Cameron Alexander,” he said, then switched his attention to Sean. “Ah, the train man. Come in Sean and make yourself at home.” He indicated a table with cut-down legs where several youngsters were busy assembling Legos. 

Sean looked up at her and she nodded. “What do you say?”

“Thank you.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but instead walked slowly to the table.

“This is Sean,” said Cameron to the other children. “He’s going to join you. Remember the rules: everyone shares.”

Morgan watched for a moment as Sean sat down and studied the array of pieces. Sean had some Legos at home that she’d purchased at a garage sale, but when she saw the pictures on the boxes stacked on the table she realized that Legos had evolved dramatically. She sighed and turned to Cameron. “Thank you for this. I’ll be right across the hall.”

“You’re welcome.” He walked with her to the store entrance. “Haven’t I seen you at the grocery store?”

“Yes, I’m just helping out at the pet store over the Christmas season.”

“I see.” A faint smile touched his lips, and then faded. See you later.”

Kate was busy when Morgan got back to the pet store so Morgan familiarized herself with the new stock that had arrived during the day. Aquariums were gaining popularity again, and she’d spent as much time as she could spare reading up on them online.

“So what do you think?” Kate appeared at her shoulder.

“They’re beautiful.” Morgan pointed to a brilliant blue betta. “These will sell quickly.”

“True, but that’s not what I meant.” The store owner gave her a friendly nudge. “I mean Cameron. What did you think of him?”

“He seems nice enough. He –” She caught the gleam in Kate’s eye. “Oh no you don’t. I don’t have room for a man in my life right now. Even one as attractive as him.” She paused a beat. “What’s his story anyway? He seems... I don’t know... sad or something.”

“All I know is that he showed up around a year ago and that he seems to be doing well, but then we’re all busy right now with the Christmas rush.” Kate cocked her head to one side. “Is this the first time you’ve noticed him?”

Morgan shrugged. “I haven’t been toy shopping in ages.” She glanced back across the hall and hoped she hadn’t made a mistake in allowing Sean to go inside the store. She’d planned to buy him a new winter jacket for Christmas but all of a sudden that didn’t sound very exciting when compared to Legos, not to mention trains. Maybe her friend Brianna was right. Maybe she should have declared bankruptcy and been done with it, but every time she even considered it, she got a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. No, even if nobody ever knew of her struggle, she’d pay off her debt and hold her head high.

“Well, I’d love to know his story.” Kate grinned “Richard says it’s none of my business and I suppose he’s right, but I’ve never seen him with a woman.” She gave an exaggerated sigh. “What a waste.”

Morgan couldn’t help but laugh. “You spend too much time in here with creatures who can’t talk back. Next thing we know you’ll be writing a romance novel.” Several groups of people came into the store at once and Kate rolled her eyes. “To be continued.”

* * *
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THE REST OF HER SHIFT flew by. Sean had come back after a couple of hours playing with Legos and curled up on the small couch that had magically appeared in the back office after Morgan was hired. “I’ve been meaning to bring it in,” Kate had said casually, but Morgan knew better and swallowed around the lump in her throat at the kindness of her employer. Tomorrow would be easier for Sean; Saturday was the one day of the week that Morgan paid for day care. She couldn’t possibly expect him to hang around all day and besides he liked the young family who had taken him into their midst.

“You’re sure you won’t change your mind about Sunday? We could use you.”

“Thanks, but my friend Brianna arrives tomorrow and she’d never forgive me if I didn’t spend at least one day with her.”

“She’s the one in that commercial, right? The one about Vancouver?”

“Yes, that’s her. And she’s being considered for a part in a new television series about female private investigators. She’s up for the role of the sidekick.”

“Sounds like fun. I hope I get to meet her while she’s here. Have you been friends long?”

“We went to school together here in Nanaimo, but her family moved to Vancouver when she was sixteen. We’ve kept in touch ever since. I guess you could say we’re best friends.” She looked down at her sleeping son. “I hate to wake him. Did he eat the snack I left?”

“Yes. It’s nice to see a child who goes for the fruit. When ours were that age all they wanted was French fries.”

Morgan squatted down and brushed a strand of hair from Sean’s forehead. “He’s such a good child,” she said, almost to herself. “I love him so much it hurts.”

Sean stirred. “Mommy,” he murmured, knuckling the sleep out of his eyes.

She reached for him. “Let’s go home, little man. Time for you to crawl into bed.”

“Okay.” He raised tired eyes to Kate. “Goodnight Mrs. Carter. See you on Monday.”

“Goodnight Sean. Take good care of your mother.”

The child’s smile was luminescent. “I will.”

* * *

[image: ]


MORGAN SAT ON THE EDGE of Sean’s bed and gazed into her son’s eyes. He was having a difficult time staying awake, but these few moments before he went to sleep had become a nightly habit – one they both cherished.

“Brianna comes tomorrow.”

He frowned. “But you have to work.”

“That’s okay. We’ll see her after work and she’ll be here all week. Maybe I’ll bring home a pizza.”

Sean rolled onto his side and his eyes closed. “I like Brianna. She’s fun.”

“I do too, Sean.” But he’d already fallen asleep.
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​​Chapter Two
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BRIANNA WANDERED THROUGH the Food Market tossing items into her cart. Groceries were about the only thing Morgan ever allowed her to buy. Her friend’s fiercely independent nature wouldn’t permit her to accept financial help but she could hardly refuse to accept groceries, so Brianna loaded up every time she came for a visit.

“That was good timing.” Morgan spotted Brianna with her cart when she came out after her shift. “I spotted you over by the produce, but then you disappeared.” She frowned at the number of bags in the cart. “You got enough to feed an army as my Dad would say.”

“Let’s not start that again.”

Morgan held up a hand. “Okay, okay.” She softened her tone. “You know I appreciate it.” She peeked into a couple of the bags. “Did you get a pizza?”

Brianna laughed. “I wouldn’t dare to show up without a pizza. I know how much Sean likes his pizza. I even bought us a bottle of wine.”

Morgan raised an eyebrow. “I might be able to handle one glass. More than that and I’ll fall asleep at the table.” They started walking out to the parking lot and she shot a sideways glance at her friend. “So how have you been, Bri?”

“Okay.” She sounded less than convincing.

“Just okay?”

Brianna exhaled slowly. “Tyler and I aren’t seeing each other anymore.” She motioned for Morgan to open the back of the car, reached for a grocery bag and then stilled. “He kept trying to change me. It was subtle at first, and I’d laugh off his remarks, but when he started giving me advice on how to wear my hair and what clothes to choose, I knew it wasn’t going to work.”

“Why did you stay with him so long?”

“I know. Crazy, huh? But I thought he’d get over it eventually when he saw my career was doing well. But when I told him I was in preliminary discussions about this television series, he went off the deep end. It took me that long to realize he was jealous of my career.” She started transferring the bags. “Why is it that men think they have to be more successful than women?”

“Ego, I suppose.”

“You’re probably right. And maybe I was a bit too confident.”

Morgan shook her head. “I doubt that, and to be honest I think you were right not to stay in a toxic relationship.” She paused. “Whatever that is. ‘Toxic relationship’ is one of those terms that people use too readily these days.”

Brianna closed the door. “Whatever you call it, it’s over. Trust me, it’ll be a while before I get involved with anyone again.”

Morgan snorted. “Yeah, right. You know you’ll have men swarming all over you when the word gets out that you and Tyler are no longer together.” She gave her friend an encouraging smile. “Sorry my friend, but that’s the price you pay for being beautiful.”

Brianna didn’t deny it. She owed much of her success to her genes, thanks to an Italian mother and an Irish father. Not to mention her reputation as a spitfire seemed to attract the type of man who thought he’d be the one to tame her. As if. She climbed in the passenger seat. “Then I’ll enjoy this week. How lucky am I that the agency decided to shoot a commercial here? I’ll tell you about it over pizza.”

They stopped by the babysitter to collect Sean who greeted his ‘Aunty’ in his usual reserved manner.

* * *
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“SO TELL ME SEAN, WHAT’S new in your life?” Brianna had the remarkable ability of focusing all of her attention on anyone she talked to and Sean was no exception.

He placed the uneaten portion of his pizza on the plate in front of him and wiped his mouth. “I went into the toy store yesterday when Mommy was at work and played with the Legos.”

Brianna shot a quick look at Morgan who nodded imperceptibly. “Was that fun?”

“Well...” He considered his response. “I like to watch the trains, but the Legos are fun. There are other kids there.”

Brianna nodded. “And the store manager lets you play, does he?”

Sean sat up a little straighter. “He invited me and Mommy said I could go.”

“If your Mom approves he must be okay. Does he play with you?”

Sean considered her question for a moment. “No. He’s too big to sit at the kids’ table.”

Brianna chuckled. “Just as well then.”

“Yes.” He nodded soberly. “Just as well.” He reached for his pizza. “I was watching him while he was helping some people. He smiles at them, but he doesn’t smile with his eyes. Why do you think that is?”

Brianna exchanged a glance with Morgan. “I don’t know, Sean. It’s a busy time of year with Christmas and everything. Maybe he’s just distracted.”

He took a bite of pizza and chewed carefully. “Yeah, maybe. I saw you on the television. Did you really get to meet some of the Canucks?”

By now Brianna was used to his abrupt change of topics. “Yes and no.”

He waited expectantly.

“It was just for the commercial, Sean. I didn’t really get to know them if you know what I mean.”

“Did you get to meet the goalie? Markstrom?”

Brianna rubbed her neck. “Yeah, but I got a stiff neck from looking up at him. He’s tall.”

“I know. He’s my favorite player.”

“Good choice. He’s not only talented, but he seemed nice.” She smiled at a memory. “He had a twinkle in his eye.”

Sean nodded, satisfied that his aunt approved of his choice.

Morgan sipped at her wine, relaxed for the first time in days. She shouldn’t be surprised; having Brianna around usually had that effect on her. “So what are you shooting here in Nanaimo?”

“It’s a promo for the city. They liked what we did for the Vancouver ad, but I think their expectations are unrealistic.”

“In what way?”

“Apparently Orcas have been seen in the harbor a few times and they hope to photograph them.” She shook her head. “As if they’re going to show up on cue.”

“It’s true,” said Morgan thoughtfully. “They have been spotted. I suppose if they could match the weather conditions they could shoot them separately and insert them in the ad later.” She grinned at her friend. “Smoke and mirrors. Isn’t that what they say?”

“You’ve got that right.” Brianna turned back to Sean, who was starting to fidget. “Finished?”

“Yes.” He glanced toward the counter. “Can I have some grapes for dessert?”

Brianna looked to Morgan, who nodded. “Mom says yes. Help yourself.”

The child took his plate to the sink and helped himself to some fruit. “Can I watch television Mom?”

Morgan put her feet up on his now-empty chair. “Sure. Not too loud though, okay?”

“Okay.”

Brianna watched him for a moment and then turned to her friend. “He’s such an old soul, isn’t he? Imagine, noticing that the fellow from the toy store doesn’t smile with his eyes. How many kids would notice that?”

“You mean Cameron?”

“Is that his name?” She took a sip of wine. “I wonder what his story is.”

Morgan raised an eyebrow. “Don’t look at me.”

Brianna lifted a slice of pizza to her mouth and nibbled at the edge. “What did I say?” she asked innocently.

“I know you, Bri, but I’ve told you before, I’m not interested in getting involved with another man, even one as good looking as Cameron.”

Brianna dropped her pizza on her plate. “Aha. You noticed that he’s good looking.”

“Yeah, well so was Jared and look how that turned out.”

Brianna narrowed her eyes. “Still no child support?”

Morgan shook her head. “There’s never going to be any child support, Bri. I faced up to that a long time ago.”

“I suppose not. A man who drains your bank account and racks up thousands on your credit card isn’t likely to grow a conscience.”

Morgan drained the remaining wine in her glass. “I never should have added him as an authorized user.” She gave a wry smile “User is the right word.”

Brianna waved a hand. “Sorry I brought it up.” She removed a piece of pepperoni and popped it into her mouth. “But since I did, how are you doing repaying the debt?”

Morgan took a deep breath. “I’ve got it down to nine thousand. Eight thousand nine hundred to be exact. The credit card company gave me a break on the interest, so it could be worse. On the downside, I was so eager to pay it off that I agreed to high monthly payments.”

Brianna spoke hesitantly. “I know you don’t like to talk about this, but why don’t you declare bankruptcy? People do it all the time.”
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