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PROLOGUE
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	Gabe clicked the button on the cell phone to disconnect and headed for his truck. Camille had been crying and muttering nonsense on the phone, but it was clear that she needed a shoulder to cry on. That was unusual in itself, as she was the rock of both her family and his and the one who kept everyone on task, organized, and endlessly energized. 


	With just two weeks to go before her wedding, he assumed that some detail had come undone or that she was having premarital jitters. As her best friend and man of honor at the impending event, he owed her all the support she needed even if he had serious doubts about Jackson, her intended. 


	Lately, with such a momentous occasion looming, he found himself nostalgic. He remembered the first time he had met Camille.  She and Anastasia had moved to Oklahoma after their parents died in a very public commercial plane crash that had tragically claimed the lives of 152 other souls. Susan Heskett had been her mother’s best friend, sorority sister, and godmother to the girls, and the guardian named in the will. Susan and Richard had been trying for years to have a child of their own, and the two little girls were immediately and unconditionally welcomed into their lives with love. 


	Gabe, ten years old, and his sister Sophie who was six, lived next door to the Heskett’s and had been invited over to meet the girls two days after their arrival. Little had he known at ten years of age how pivotal that introduction would be to his life, but over time, Anastasia and Camille had become entwined with every major memory he possessed.


	That emotional meeting was burned into his memory. Even with the hauntingly sad eyes telling of her recent loss, he was able to tell that six-year-old Anastasia was the shiny, bright, and vibrant kind of girl who wrapped everyone around her little finger with an irresistible smile. She had baby blue eyes, curly blond hair, and cute dimples that charmed everyone who met her. It hadn’t taken long at all for her to become best buddies with his sister Sophie, especially as they were only a few months apart in age. But there had been something about the introverted, solemn, chocolate eyed Camille that had quickly captured his heart. She was two years younger than him, but that hadn’t prevented their unlikely friendship from forming. As the years went by, a deep bond had been forged between them. As teens, they were both dreamers, inventive, visionary, and hardworking. 


	Through the years, he had become her closest friend and confidant, and she in turn his. He had watched all the fools in high school vie for Anastasia while Camille applied herself to study to attain her well laid out ten-year plan, happy to cheer her sister on from the sidelines.


	Gabe had been the only guy, it seemed, who utterly refused to succumb to Anastasia’s charms in high school, which had only increased her efforts to attract him. When her infatuation had taken on ridiculous levels, they had made “the pact.” They would not date each other so that they would remain friends forever, with no hurt feelings from other entanglements. It was meant to end Anastasia’s antics, but little did anyone realize another pairing it had stopped.  They had all remained the best of friends, and his high school crush on Camille had never been revealed. Now that she had found the love of her life in Jackson Ames, a successful attorney from Tulsa, he was about to lose his coveted position in her life, but until the very instant that she said “I do,” he would be there for every moment. 


	After the wedding, she was hoping to realize her dreams of opening a bed and breakfast finally. As kids, they had dreamed about the Colver House on the outskirts of town. The giant 140-year-old house had changed hands many times, but it still held a prominent place in their growing town’s history. Much of the original architecture had been preserved, and through reincarnations as a tea room, boarding house, and family abode, it had persevered. The house hadn’t been on the market in their lifetimes, and the plot of land it resided on was considered prime real estate right along the main highway but tucked away from the bustle of town. More than once, he and Camille had imagined what it would be like to own it. They would restore it and make it into an elegant bed and breakfast. They had spent more time than he cared to tally, drawing up plans, spinning dreams, and waxing on about their big “scheme” for the beautiful house. While the dream of owning a B&B endured, it looked like she would be pursuing it with someone else, and probably not here in Stihlten, as no appropriate properties had been found and Jackson’s practice was in Tulsa. 


	He had made the five-mile trip across town, praying that all the friendly cops would be taking a break, and he wouldn’t get stopped for speeding. Turning off the ignition, he jumped from the cab and made haste toward the house. When he opened the front door, he searched for Camille and found her sitting huddled on the couch. He walked up, folded his long frame onto the soft sofa, and gathered her close. 


	“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” 


	She sniffled and pulled back. “He called off the wedding,” she said, her bottom lip quivering. 


	“What! Why?” He angrily wanted to strangle Jackson for the misery he had inflicted on her. 


	“He said he realized we had…diff…different dreams and goa…ls,” she sniffled, wiping at her nose. “He…didn’t love me…like…he needed to…and he didn’t want to be tied….down.”


	“Oh hell, honey, I’m so sorry,” he gathered her close. She grabbed at the front of his shirt, and the crying escalated. 


	“What…am I…going to do?” 


	“You will be fine. I would love to see you come to work with me, and keep looking for your ideal bed and breakfast when the time comes…”


	“I can’t…you are going to hate me …and mom and dad….” the tears fell even harder. 


	“I could never hate you,” he said, huffing derisively. “There is nothing you could do that would make that possible.”


	She moved away from him, head still hung. “I’m almost two months….pregnant,” she softly whispered. 


	He felt the unexpected statement grab at his heart. Even though Jackson may not want her, surely he hadn’t known about the baby that now irrevocably tied them together. 


	“Sweetie, you didn’t tell Jackson about the baby before he broke it off?”


	“He…he doesn’t want kids…,” the tears started in earnest again. “Told me…that was the deal-breaker… when I told….him.”


	 


	 


	




CHAPTER 1
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	Two Years later


	Gabe finished with his emails and pulled the manila folder toward him to review. After looking at the timelines for all the houses they currently had under construction, he felt they could squeeze in Bob Anderson’s remodel. Bob was a personal friend and had thrown a fair amount of lucrative work in his direction, so Gabe felt that he owed him. He notes on the file to have Sophie schedule a construction foreman and start ordering necessary supplies. He looked at the clock on his computer and realized that he still had almost forty-five minutes before he had to leave to meet Cheryl for their standing Tuesday night date. She drove in from Tulsa most Friday evenings for dinner, and he reciprocated by making the trip on Tuesdays. 


	Cheryl Enders was a teacher from the city. He had met her over a year ago. She was solid, practical, and unemotional, and that suited him. She was Camille’s age, thirty to his thirty-two, and was a welcome break from family togetherness each week. Gabe had started Reclaiming History, LLC, right out of college, and his sister Sophie had come to work filling the human resource and project manager roles a couple of years later. Anastasia joined the firm, in charge of all bookkeeping and accounting functions. In addition to temporary help for the front desk, they managed over 150 personnel in the field daily. It made for long days, and because they were family, sometimes a bit of a tricky dynamic to navigate.


	Sophie’s husband Arlan and Anastasia’s hubby Adan, brothers they had married two years apart, worked for him, supervising job sites. He loved the closeness of having them all working together, but sometimes it was a bit taxing on his patience. Cheryl provided a breath of fresh air for him weekly, but it didn’t stop him from deeply missing the one member of the family who had chosen a different path, Camille. 


	After the disastrous ending to her engagement two years before, she had remained at her job with Black, Smith, and Harden, LLC in Tulsa as a corporate attorney. She shelved her dreams of starting a little bed and breakfast somewhere and instead focused all energies on Isabella and her career. Isabella, Bella to the family, was the first grandchild for Susan and Richard Heskett, who spoiled her horribly. Gabe, Sophie, and their parents were not much better, taking turns watching and coddling the tyke who would soon have new playmates as Anastasia and Sophie were both expecting babies to arrive mere weeks apart, six months down the road. 


	He looked at the picture on his desk that featured the entire crazy mixed clan, and his eyes came to rest on Camille. The picture had been taken the day she graduated college, and she was grinning one of those full open smiles that he could remember instantly turning his insides to a puddle as a teenage boy. She had been the one person he had confided in and sought out no matter what the occasion. They still found time for each other when possible, but she wasn’t the same outgoing girl. Motherhood and Jackson Ames had irrevocably changed her, and he would give the world to see that smile on her face again. He sighed, not noticing that Sophie stood just inside the door. 


	“Penny for your thoughts,” she said cheerfully.


	“I know you can afford more,” he grinned, reciting the response they always gave each other. 


	“You okay?”


	“Yep, what’s up?”


	“I need a signature on the Anderson contract,” she stated, quickly advancing into the room. 


	“Sure,” he reached out for the paperwork she held. Absently turning to the page with the tab labeled Sign Here, he scribbled his illegible signature. Sophie was great at her job, and he never had to question the documents she put in front of him. 


	She sat down suddenly in one of the guest chairs, “So what’s bothering you?”


	“Nothing, I was just thinking. I was getting everything in order before I head out to meet Cheryl.”


	“Ummm, hmmm, what’s bothering you?”


	“Cheryl is hinting about the future and where we are going.”


	“Okay? You have been dating for nearly a year, and you are both over thirty. I don’t see the problem.”


	“I like Cheryl, we have a great time together, you all get along with her, and I know I should be ready for the next step. I even like the fact that she provides an escape from everyone occasionally.”


	“I get that. But?”


	He glanced at the picture, “I don’t know…never mind, I’m just overthinking it.”


	“Gabe, Cheryl is not Cam, and she can’t replace her for you. Jackson broke Cam, and she may never come back to us the way she was before him. You can’t put your happiness on hold forever waiting for her. It’s not fair to you or Cheryl.”


	“I know. I just always assumed it would pass, but it has been two years, and she is still stuck working at a job she hates. She has given up on all her dreams, and…I miss her…I can’t imagine getting married without her standing there beside me as I had planned to be for her.”


	“I do understand. I miss her too, but you may have to accept that this is how it is going to be,” she whispered, looking down. 


	Gabe’s head bobbled, “I know. Thanks. Hey, when do you find out the gender of that little peanut?” he indicated her belly.


	“About two months, since Ana and I are due a couple of weeks apart; we want to find out on the same day. I just can’t wait,” she grinned, rubbing her belly as she stood. 


	“I can’t wait to find out myself,” he said sincerely. 


	“I know Arlan is convinced that it’s a boy, and I say a girl, so we made a bit of a wager. And you know how I hate to lose,” she teased. 


	“Yes, I do remember a certain episode in which my head ended up shaved bald after I lost a wager to you over a high school football game.”


	She laughed, “That was hilarious.”


	“Not so much fun for me,” he said wryly. 


	“Have fun tonight; I have to run,” she said, all but running toward the door when she glanced at her watch and realized the time. 


	“I will see you tomorrow.”


	He shook his head, feeling a bit lighter than when she had entered.
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	Camille let herself into her parent’s house and walked softly to the kitchen. As she rounded the corner, she caught sight of her mom, putting something in the microwave, her back turned to her. 


	“Hey, mom,” she said, trying to camouflage the tiredness. It had been a long day, and at six, when she had hoped to call it a day, her boss abruptly dropped another contract on her desk that needed to be ready for signatures in the morning. It was nearly eleven when the corrections had finally all been made, and she was able to begin the hour-long commute home.


	“Hi sweetie,” her mom said softly. “This was another long day.”


	“Yeah, this latest merger is taking a lot out of me. We have an entire staff that should provide administrative support, yet I have to draft the documentation and contracts personally. I tried to leave at six, but Randy was having none of it,” she complained.


	“I’m sorry.”


	“Me too; I wanted to get home to put Bella to bed in her room tonight.” She was awfully close to tears and swallowed hard to dispel the lump of disappointment in her throat.


	“Cam, why are you still working there? You don’t need the money, and this schedule is crazy?”


	“Mom, we’ve had this conversation. I know I have the trust account and could make things stretch, but that would only go so far, and I’d still need to find work. At least this way, I can provide everything for Bella.”


	“Except for your time. Cam, you know Gabe would be glad to have you working at Reclaiming History? With both Sophie and Ana pregnant and the business expanding, he could use the help.”


	“I can’t,” she said. She didn’t want to have to put into words why she couldn’t work for Gabe, but she just couldn’t. A couple of years back, he had tried to talk reason into her regarding Jackson and his bad gut feeling about the guy. She had refused to listen to anything that he had to say and ended up alone and pregnant for her trouble. Jackson had signed away paternity before Bella was born and had never been in touch since. All that being in the past, she knew it would be difficult to ask Gabe for a job and then have to see him every day. 


	Gabe had been her best friend since they had been in elementary school, and she badly missed him. Rarely did they get to spend time together, with her schedule and his regular girlfriend Cheryl taking up his spare time. Besides, what did she have to offer him? She was a single mother working eighty hours a week in a law office she fiercely hated. The law degree had been her backup plan should the bed and breakfast idea fail, which it had monumentally once Jackson walked out on her. 


	“You and Gabe were inseparable before Jackson. I think this division between you is the worst part of that…that jerk leaving you.”


	“I know, mom, but this is my life now. I intend to make sure that Bella has everything she needs to have a happy life.” 


	“That little girl just wants you,” she said emphatically, turning to get the plate out of the microwave. 


	“I know,” Cam whispered to herself. Every day she told herself that tomorrow she would spend more time with Bella, and each day she wanted to cry when five o’clock came and went, and she found herself surrounded by briefs and files instead of dolls and toys. It was a mad merry-go-round she was on, and while her bank account grew, her relationships struggled and died. Since Jackson's departure, she didn’t even get out socially, not counting the occasional family functions. She worked, came home, and worked again, finding time for only Bella in between. But sometimes, late at night when she couldn’t control it, she would dream about a Victorian-styled bed and breakfast, lush gardens where she cultivated her vegetables, and Gabe. 


	Looking down at the plate with peas, long-grain rice, and a pork chop, her stomach roiled. She knew she needed to eat if only to have the energy to get up and work again. She took a bite. Her mother was a fabulous cook, but it tasted like sawdust going down. She hated that all the joy was slowly evaporating from her world, and in seven hours, she would have to make the trek back to the mouse wheel called her office for another round. 


	When her mom came up behind her and put her arm around her waist from behind, she could feel the tears gathering behind her lids. 


	“I love you, sweetie; I just wish I knew what to say or do to make you happy again.”


	“I am happy, mom, just tired,” she lied. She renewed her efforts by digging in to the food. 
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	Friday morning, Gabe was readying to visit a job site, stashing project files in his messenger bag, when he was interrupted by a loud shriek from the next office. Thinking the worst, he dropped the files and ran. 


	Entering Anastasia’s office, he noticed her excitedly looking at Sophie, who was reading a newspaper. 


	“No one is dying?” he questioned with exasperation. 


	“I’m so sorry, I couldn’t help it,” Anastasia said, with little remorse showing on her face. 


	He turned to exit again, shaking his head.


	“You are going to want to see this,” Sophie said, hitting him with the paper and causing him to turn back in their direction. She had the biggest, cheesiest grin spread all across her face. 


	“What is it?” he asked, reaching for the paper. 


	He opened the wadded paper and saw the announcement jump off the page. 


	“Oh my god,” he whispered, reading the details of the auction announcement. 


	“It’s going up for auction tomorrow Gabe. Colver House! I remember you and Cam talking about all your plans for that place when we were kids. I’ll bet you still have that bench you salvaged from a pile out in front of it during one of the remodels.”


	“Yeah, it’s on my front porch,” he said absently, his brain processing the information. The remarkable old mansion had been the inspiration for Camille’s dreams of refurbishing an old house and turning it into a bed and breakfast. 


	“I really should call her,” he said. 


	“Good luck,” Anastasia said, “she’s always in meetings when I try to get her.” The irritated exasperation over her sister’s schedule was not lost on him from her tone.


	“She needs to know about this. It could be her opportunity to quit that job and come home,” Sophie interjected passionately.
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