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CHAPTER 1

				If bad things really did come in threes, then a flat tire in a chilly October rainstorm rounded out the trifecta. Though a failed marriage and the death of her beloved grandmother certainly put this particular crimp in perspective. Quinn eased her BMW to the shoulder and prayed that she wasn’t inviting more trouble by getting the wheels stuck in gooey, back roads mud. She leaned her head against the backrest and closed her eyes.

				The engine was idling, the wipers barely able to keep up with the sheet of rain pouring steadily from the sky. Daylight was giving up its last gasp and Quinn was stranded on a road that didn’t see much traffic at the best of times. This move back to Scallop Shores, Maine, was not starting off well.

				She rooted through the usual plethora of junk in her purse, searching for her elusive cell phone. Of course it hid at the very bottom. Quinn grimaced when her fingers came in contact with something sticky — she didn’t want to know. Seconds later, she fished the phone out of her bag. “Yes!”

				The battery was dead. “No, no, no!” She threw the phone to the floor, startling the cat in the kennel beside her, still sleepy from kitty-downers. “I just charged this last night.” The day officially could not get any worse.

				Distracted, she didn’t realize she was no longer alone on the quiet rural road until a tall silhouette suddenly loomed at the driver’s side window. Grizzabella, the cat, hissed. Quinn screamed. Her heart thudded in time with the thumping on her window as the larger-than-life man tried to get her attention. How had he snuck up on her like that?

				She twisted in her seat to look behind her. Sure enough, a large white pickup truck had pulled to the edge of the road, its light color still discernable against the bright autumn wardrobe that dressed the trees lining the road. Squinting, Quinn could make out someone else in the truck.

				The city girl in her balked at the idea of opening her window, even an inch, to talk to this man. But the small-town girl, the one raised right here, remembered that folks in Scallop Shores helped each other out. Even if it meant getting a thorough dousing while waiting to do a good deed. She lowered the window.

				“Got yourself into a bind, huh? Pop the trunk, I’ll get the spare out.” He grinned, showing dazzling teeth, and Quinn thought it unfair that one man could have been gifted with so many gorgeous features.

				“I can get out. Do you want me to get out? Maybe I could help.” Quinn shoved a knuckle into her mouth to stop the blathering.

				Raking a large hand through his soggy dark hair, the stranger tossed her an amused stare and shook his head. When she just sat there, he nodded toward the button that would release the trunk. Oh yeah.

				Quinn sunk low in her seat, embarrassed that she’d gotten so flustered over a good-looking stranger. He was just a man. She scooted back up and checked out what was going on through the rearview mirror. He hefted out the spare tire and jack and slammed the trunk closed. He really was big. Tall, broad-shouldered, pec muscles clearly defined by the soaked-through T-shirt that clung like a second skin.

				Sure her assessment through the rearview mirror had been covert, Quinn nearly squealed when the stranger stopped to stare back at her. Even in the fading twilight, she could see just how icy blue his eyes were. There was nothing icy about the slow heat that spread through her veins when their eyes met.

				She squirmed in her seat, trying to ignore this physical reaction that she had no time or use for. Relief flooded through her as she spied her sketchpad on the passenger seat. She snatched it like a lifeline. Switching on the overhead light and flipping to an empty sheet, she braced the little notebook against the bouncing of the car as it was jacked up. Quinn started to draw. She always started with the eyes. What would hers say right now?

				Relief. Things hadn’t worked out. Marriage wasn’t for everyone. Coming back to the small New England town where she was raised was the perfect place to start over. She was better off alone.

				Her thoughts wandered until a tap on her window made her jump again. She lowered it just a crack.

				“Making sure you’ll have a positive ID for the police?” He lowered his gaze to the drawing in her lap. Quinn looked down in horror to see the stranger’s face staring back at her.

				“I, uh, sketch when I’m bored.” She’d meant to say nervous but didn’t want him to know how much he’d affected her. She ripped the page out of the book and passed it through the space in the window. “Here, take it.”

				He took the picture, staring at it curiously.

				“I’d really like to give you something for your time.” Oh good lord, could that have come out any more suggestive? Quinn felt her cheeks grow warm again.

				“I was raised not to expect anything for helping someone in need.”

				“Then I hope to return the favor someday.”

				He raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to change a flat on my truck?” Chuckling, he headed back to his own vehicle.

				That wasn’t what she’d meant! He had deliberately misunderstood her. Quinn turned around in her seat, but he was already getting into his truck. He pulled up alongside her car and rolled down the passenger side window.

				“Have a nice trip.”

				He’d noticed the New York plates then.

				Well, she was done with New York City. She was done with broken dreams. And she was especially done with men. Quinn Baker was starting over — and she was in Scallop Shores to stay.

				• • •

				Did he really look that cranky? He looked mean. She made him look mean. Jonah threw the sketch back on the kitchen table where he’d been staring at it, off and on, since they got home earlier.

				“What do you think, Cuteness? Do I look like a grouch?” He turned to Lily, fresh out of the tub, all pink cheeks and footy PJ’s.

				“No, silly. You aren’t green and you don’t live in a trash can.” She giggled, referring to a Sesame Street character.

				Jonah grabbed his daughter close and tickled her ribs. Hauling her over his shoulder, her shrieks ringing down the hallway, he carried her to her bedroom. He paused in the doorway of the room he had painted pale pink the very day the ultrasound revealed they were having a girl.

				He pretended like he was going to set Lily down on the floor, but at the last second, dropped her onto the mattress. This was their nightly routine, and one would think she’d tire of it. Jonah grinned when she laughed breathlessly, and asked for more.

				“It’s late. Time for a quick story before I send you off to dreamland.” He reached for the well-worn copy of Goodnight Moon in Lily’s book basket.

				“No, Daddy, read me the one about the fairies tonight. Please?” She pointed to a picture book with a group of brightly colored fairies on the front.

				“Only because you’re the cutest little girl I know.”

				He’d long ago memorized the words to Goodnight Moon when Paige had read it to Lily. It was a safe book. This one he had to make up on the spot, and that scared the hell out of him. He took a deep breath and prayed that he told it the same way he had the last time.

				It wouldn’t be long now. She was a smart kid. Heck, she was almost four already. Jonah couldn’t bear to see the look on his precious daughter’s face when she learned his secret. Daddies were supposed to know everything.

				Lily snuggled under the covers, clutching her stuffed friends. Jonah kissed his daughter goodnight and smiled as she waved goodbye with her teddy bear’s paw.

				Jonah threw on an extra layer of dry clothes, still chilled after the soaking he’d gotten changing a tire for the woman stranded out on Rangeley Way. He couldn’t get her out of his head.

				She’d been driving the latest model BMW. Though evening had been setting in, he’d still been able to see that her outfit looked like something straight off a boutique store mannequin. A fitted wool jacket, tall leather boots (oh, yeah, he’d noticed how high those went!) and brand-new jeans that still had a crease down the middle.

				She’d taken perfectly nice honey-blonde hair and had those professional highlights painted on to make it blonder. He couldn’t understand why women did that to themselves. Waste of good money, if you asked him.

				So why was it that she looked so “city” and still seemed “small-town” approachable? Unbidden, Jonah suddenly pictured her in one of his old plaid, flannel shirts and nothing else. She’d have her fancy hair all piled up on her head, and her bare toes painted some ultra-feminine shade of pink. Whoa! Down boy! It wasn’t like him to react so physically to a stranger he happened to meet on the road.

				Refocusing the direction of his thoughts, Jonah felt a pang of guilt. Lots of tourists missed the turnoff to the highway and ended up lost out on those back roads. He should have offered that woman directions. Wait, what was he thinking? He hadn’t noticed it, but surely a fancy car like that would have state-of-the-art GPS. Frowning over how much time he was spending obsessing over soft brown eyes and lush curves, he shook the woman from his thoughts and headed down to his workshop.

				He’d lived his whole life in this house and had learned woodworking beside his father as soon as he’d been old enough to safely wield the tools. They had started out making birdhouses and spice racks, the usual father/son woodworking stuff. Then as his skill set grew, his dad had taught him how to make furniture.

				Jonah wished his dad were still alive. He’d love to be able to show him how he’d improved on some of the basic designs they had worked on together. He liked experimenting with the lathe, creating more and more intricate designs.

				Tonight he had some sanding to do on a cradle he was making for the neighbors across the road. Ken and Thea were having their first baby in January. Thea had seen some of his previous work and gushed over the detailing. He hoped they hadn’t bought a cradle yet, because this was going to be a gift from him and Lily.

				Settling down on the cold cement floor, Jonah winced, thinking he should have brought down a nice, hot cup of coffee. He drew the cradle onto his lap as best he could, and gently began to buff the surface smooth. If he had a wife, she could sew a nice quilt to go inside. Now that would make a fine gift.

				If he had a wife. He’d been thinking about that a lot lately. Not the wife part, really, but a mother for Lily. The older his daughter got, the more out of his element Jonah felt. Lily wasn’t a baby anymore. Now she wanted her hair braided, she wanted to wear fairy costumes, girl things that he didn’t have the first clue about. She needed a woman’s influence.

				But before he could convince someone to take them on and be a mother for Lily, he had to learn to read. Pure luck had allowed him to skate through life so far. The only person in his adult life that had figured out what he kept hidden from the world was his wife, Paige. She’d taken his secret to the grave.

	
CHAPTER 2

				“Oh, it’s you. I was just in the middle of cooking dinner.”

				“Thank you, I’d love to stay for a bit.” Quinn spoke to her sister’s back, as Kayla had already turned away from the door and headed back to the kitchen.

				First the flat tire, now this. Clearly she had made a mistake in choosing to visit with Kayla before settling in at Nanny’s house. Quinn set the cat kennel down and took off her dripping raincoat, hanging it on a coat rack to the right of the door. Grizzabella let her know she was fast losing patience being cooped up in her crate.

				“Aunt Quinn!” Her nieces, Zoe and Crystal, met her at the door with far more enthusiasm than their mother had.

				“Oh my goodness, who are these beautiful women in front of me and where are my precious little nieces?” Kayla could still hear, if the slamming of pots and pans in the kitchen was any indication.

				“It’s us, Aunt Quinn. Do we look all grown up?” Zoe preened, her smile huge as she tossed her long blonde hair over her shoulder.

				“Here, let me take care of the fur ball.” Quinn’s brother-in-law, Jake, picked up the cat carrier and headed down the hall. “Hello, Quinn,” he threw over his shoulder, almost as an afterthought.

				She shrugged, figuring this was the best welcome she was going to get. Not that she deserved better. She hadn’t been back for a visit since Crystal’s second birthday. And that had been … four years ago. Some aunt she was. Quinn had her reasons, but that was a poor excuse.

				The girls led her upstairs to show her their rooms. Oh, she’d been so out of touch. The last time she had been to this house, Zoe was into everything princess and Crystal was in love with Minnie Mouse. They shared a room that was all frothy pink and tons of lace. Now they had separate rooms and very different personalities.

				Crystal took her by the hand and danced into the first room on the right.

				“Mommy let me pick out the colors. My favorite is purple and I didn’t want anything else. So this is crocus and lavender. Those are both flowers.” She swept her arms in opposite directions to indicate the different shades, nodding proudly.

				“It’s amazing, honey. You are one lucky kiddo to have this room all to yourself. So you like horses, huh?” Quinn referred to the scattering of posters covering the walls and the decals covering, well, everything.

				“I started lessons last summer. Mommy says when I’m old enough I can help out at the stables, maybe earn enough to keep a horse there.”

				“That is so exciting!” Quinn smiled wide, as the little girl bounced in glee.

				“My turn.” Zoe interrupted. She waited in the doorway. “I’m across the hall. Come on.”

				This time Quinn was even more blown away. Her eldest niece definitely had her own vibrant style. She almost needed sunglasses to combat the glow of the nearly neon green on the walls.

				Zoe flopped onto the zebra print comforter, hugging a sequin covered pillow to her chest and blew a kiss to a giant poster of Justin Bieber over her bed. Oh. My. Quinn was so out of touch with her nieces, it wasn’t even funny.

				“Last time you were here, I still liked pink.” Zoe laughed. “How juvenile.”

				Eight years old, going on eighteen. Kayla had her hands full. Quinn thought of the cute pink sweater she’d just ordered online for Zoe’s birthday. Maybe it wasn’t too late to cancel it.

				“Very chic.” She breathed a sigh of relief when Zoe nodded in agreement. Thank God … she’d said the right thing. Maybe she had a chance of reconnecting with the girls after all.

				Quinn slipped out of the room and headed down to the kitchen to offer some help with dinner. Kayla pretended she didn’t see her at first, continuing to bang things around on the countertop. Quinn pressed forward, taking a stack of plates from the counter, and began to set the table.

				“So I had a bit of an adventure a couple of miles from here.” No response. “Had a flat tire.”

				“You changed a flat tire?” Kayla turned and looked down her nose.

				“Hardly. I sat in my car with a dead cell phone and thought about walking the rest of the way in the rain.”

				Kayla huffed, nodding her head as though she expected exactly such a response from her sister. She turned back to the stove and stirred a delicious smelling Alfredo sauce simmering on the back burner. Quinn looked around for something else to do.

				“Silverware is in the drawer by the sink. Not that I’d expect you to remember that.”

				Ouch. Score one for the Ice Queen. Quinn knew she deserved what she had coming, but that didn’t make the barbs hurt any less. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell Kayla why, why it had been so hard, so painful to visit. But this wasn’t the time or place. It could wait. She’d let Kayla blow off some of the steam that she knew had been building up for years.

				“So this huge hulk of a guy showed up.”

				“Huh?”

				“To change my tire.”

				“From AAA?”

				“No, you’re not listening. Some stranger. He lives near here, I’d guess. I doubt you get much traffic out this way.”

				Kayla finished draining the fettuccini and turned away from the sink, steam flushing her cheeks. She wiped her hands on the dishtowel tucked into the waistband of her too-snug jeans. This time she looked mildly interested, less standoffish.

				“What’d he look like?”

				“Well over six feet, hair as black as midnight, oh and his eyes, Kay. They were the lightest shade of blue I’d ever seen.”

				“He have a kid with him? A little girl?”

				“I guess so, yeah, there was someone else in the truck I couldn’t really see. You know him?”

				“Jonah Goodwin. He lives out at the end of Tucker Pass, in his dad’s old place.”

				“I don’t remember him from school.” Quinn’s eyebrows squinched together as she tried to place seeing him at Scallop Shores High.

				“He was homeschooled. His mom died when he was real little. Father raised him alone. Almost like history repeating itself. At least that’s what’s going around town. Jonah is raising his own little girl by himself now.”

				“How sad.”

				Kayla brought the bowl of wide noodles to the counter where she could see Quinn. She poured the sauce over them and stirred, watching her sister thoughtfully.

				“Did he cheat?”

				Quinn blinked at the abrupt leap to a new topic. She didn’t appreciate the triumphant gleam in her sister’s eyes, as though she took pleasure in knowing that Quinn’s perfect life in the city had unraveled. She gritted her teeth and smiled politely. She took a moment to answer, breathing in the rich aromas of the sauce and the garlic bread browning in the oven.

				“No, Andrew did not cheat. We just agreed that maybe we weren’t as compatible as we thought.” Quinn stumbled over the words, realizing they sounded weak, pathetic.

				“But who filed for divorce?” Kayla was like a vulture, circling its prey, making sure the carcass was well and truly dead.

				“Does it matter? Will it just make your day if I admit that Andrew filed for divorce?” Quinn hiccupped, trying to keep her tears at bay.

				“You never said anything. I just wondered is all.” She didn’t look the least repentant.

				“Yeah, well you never told me that Crystal loves horses or that Zoe hates pink.” Quinn swiped at the tear that had slipped past her guard.

				“Give and take, big sister. I didn’t think you cared.” Kayla’s smile was smug. Her words delivered like a fist to the gut.

				“Of course I care! I love them. I love all of you. Just because I didn’t visit doesn’t mean that I stopped caring.”

				“Sorry, but to my way of thinking, your fancy life in the big city was just too good for you to bother with the simple folk you left behind.”

				“You don’t know me at all.” Quinn had prepared herself for distance. It was what Kayla excelled at. But a full-on attack, on her first night in town? She didn’t have the strength for this.

				“I think it’s best if I leave. Tell the girls I’m not feeling well. I’ll see them soon.”

				Quinn knew her sister was biting her tongue. She had a lot more she could dish out, but she kept it to herself. For once, Quinn was grateful for the silent treatment as she took off in search of her cat.

				If Kayla was waiting to unleash her anger at some other point, time would tell. But today had already been far too long and Quinn was done. She was back in town to stay and there would be plenty of time to mend relationships. And some sure needed a lot more mending than others.

				• • •

				Opening the front door with the key she’d found under the welcome mat, Quinn braced herself for the barrage of memories. It smelled the same. She couldn’t even pull individual scents out, to be able to describe what she meant by that. It just smelled like home, like Nanny. A sob lodged in her throat, and her shoulders hunched with the weight of her sorrow.

				She hadn’t seen Nanny in four years. But they had talked all the time. She had revealed more to Nanny than to Kayla, though Nanny probably knew a lot more than Quinn realized. She knew how badly Quinn had wanted a baby, and how painful it was to visit with her young nieces, holding them and knowing she couldn’t hold a baby of her own. Nanny understood. She had never made Quinn feel guilty for not coming home.

				Nanny had been gone three months. Quinn hadn’t attended the memorial service. She would have, but had come down with a nasty case of bronchitis the day before she was to leave for Maine. Kayla hadn’t actually voiced her accusation, but let Quinn know she thought that was a rather convenient excuse. Quinn and Nanny had been on good terms before the old woman’s unexpected heart attack. Nanny would have understood.

				The rain had turned to a light drizzle as Quinn made a few trips out to the car to retrieve her belongings. Grizzabella darted off for destinations unknown once she had been allowed to leave her kitty prison. Quinn knew to expect her fur baby to come out of hiding in the night, and by morning she would find Grizzy curled behind her knees, her favorite spot to sleep.

				Quinn wandered slowly through each room. Nothing had changed since the last time she had visited. In fact, nothing had really changed since she had lived here as a child, after her parents had died. The granny square afghan, with every color of yarn ever spun, lay over the back of the couch. Photos of Quinn and Kayla as children sat beside newer ones of Zoe and Crystal on the fireplace mantle. There was room for more. Quinn touched the empty spot with her fingertips and came away with a layer of dusty smudge. Dust. Seemed fitting. It hurt to breathe through the pain in her chest.

				Kayla had left the house alone, waiting for Quinn to come help her clean out all of Nanny’s belongings and get it ready to sell. It was as though Nanny had only left to do a few errands. She’d be back soon. But she wouldn’t be back. And Quinn couldn’t go back either.

				She had told her sister she’d come out to help get the house ready for sale. The truth was, she had nowhere to go. She could stay in her old room while they were cleaning and organizing, but after that, Quinn had no clue.

				Andrew had moved out of their apartment in the West End the day he had asked for a divorce. But the apartment, just like all of their mutual possessions, had been sold and the profits divided between the two of them. Very civil, very amicable. He had given her a small settlement that would see Quinn through until she could get on her feet again.

				She wasn’t destitute. She just didn’t know where her life was going. She knew she couldn’t afford the life she’d lived in Manhattan. She’d had no choice but to come home to Scallop Shores. Now the only people she had left were the ones she had pushed away.

				Longing to start fresh in the morning, Quinn turned off the downstairs lights and headed up to her old bedroom. The pumpkin orange walls made her head ache. She smiled to herself. Maybe she’d ask Zoe if she had any more Day-Glo green paint leftover from her room. Suddenly it wasn’t looking so bad. What had she been thinking all those years ago?

				Clearly they were going to need to make some improvements if they expected to sell this house. Quinn twisted the rod that would close the blinds on the window. The old plastic snapped in her hand. Yes, lots of improvements.

				She dug a clean T-shirt from her suitcase and got dressed for bed. Switching on the bedside lamp, Quinn turned off the overhead light and rooted through her bag for the book she had just started. This one was on Norse mythology. Last month she’d read all she could find on old Irish myths.

				Quinn had started a tradition a few years back. Andrew found it ridiculous. She didn’t care. Every New Year’s Eve she would write out on tiny pieces of paper one thing she wanted to learn more about. Then she’d throw them all in a hat, and at the stroke of midnight, draw one scrap of paper and that would be her focus for the year. And it didn’t matter which one she chose, because they were all her interests and every paper had something wonderful on it.

				She loved books, loved reading, but especially loved learning new things. To Quinn, books were the world’s most amazing invention. So this year she was working her way through mythology from all over the world. In years past, reading had been a way to cope with the trouble she and Andrew were having conceiving. This year it had been a means of forgetting about her failed marriage. Next year it would be about expanding her horizons.

				Quinn reached out to pull the comforter down. A plain white envelope slipped off the bed and fell into her suitcase. Curious, she grabbed for it. Her name, in Nanny’s beautiful, looping penmanship, was scrawled across the front.

				A letter from Nanny. How was this possible? Her heart attack had taken them all by surprise. When could she have written this, and how could she realize that Quinn would be back in her old room to find it? With shaking fingers, she drew out the paper inside.

				
My dearest Quinn,

				I’ve never been one to be morbid, and I don’t wish to start now. But I am getting on in years and I need to face facts. I haven’t much time left. Don’t ask me how I know. It’s just a feeling, a bone deep feeling that refuses to go away. I need you to do something for me, dear heart. It will not be easy for you to comply, but I do believe you will come out of this a stronger and happier woman.

				First of all, as your grandmother, I need to say this. Do not blame yourself for the dissolution of your marriage. Your Andrew was not the soul mate I know you are destined to find. Leave your heart open to love. He is out there and you will find each other.

				Secondly, you need to take the time to learn more about yourself. You are an amazing young woman with incredible talents. But the world is missing out on you, dearest. You need to share yourself, share your gifts. There are so many people who could learn from you if you let them. Listen to me go on. I sound positively New Age.

				Enough blathering on. This is where I must ask for your cooperation. I have been helping out a young father and his darling little girl. Lily is just a treasure, the sweetest and easiest little urchin to care for. Her father has no one to watch her while he works. They don’t have much money, so I have asked him not to pay me. I do this because I can. Lily and her father have become like family to me and I do hope that you will consider that when you hear what I ask of you.

				Lily needs you, Quinn. And I believe that you need her. I realize it is hard for you to be around little ones, knowing how desperately you crave your own. But Lily has no mother, and soon she will not have me. Please take over as her caregiver so her father can work unhindered. I know you will eventually need to find your own means of financial support, but until then, would you please care for Lily? It is my firm belief that you will come to love her as I do.

				I will miss you, my dear heart. Know that I will be watching over you and Kayla. I will finally be reunited with your parents and I cannot wait to tell them what beautiful, strong women you have both become.

				Until we meet again,

				Your loving Nanny



				Tears streaming down her face, Quinn set the letter on the nightstand, shut off the light, and slid beneath the covers. What Nanny asked of her would test her emotional mettle. But Nanny had never asked anything of Quinn before. Painful or not, she had no choice.

	
CHAPTER 3

				Jonah peered out from beneath Mr. Munson’s kitchen sink. Lily sat at the older gentleman’s dining room table, coloring quietly. Sighing, he smiled. He was so lucky. She never complained. Every day he dragged her from one odd job to the next. Every day she loaded up her little backpack, full of snacks, puzzles, things to keep her busy. It was his own childhood all over again. And Jonah didn’t want that for his baby girl.

				“You doing all right there, Cuteness?” He called around the bend in the U pipe.

				“I’m drawing a picture for my fairy, Daddy. Maybe she’ll like it so much, she’ll let me see her.” Lily turned the drawing around and proudly showed the crude stick person to her father.

				He gave her a thumbs-up and slid back into place. He was almost done fixing the leak here. Then it was on to the Maguire place to repair their back porch railing, and the Petris to install their new front door. He was saving one for last. He’d gotten a call this morning from Nanny’s granddaughter, Quinn Baker.

				It was going to be hell going back into Nanny’s house, now that she was gone. Jonah wasn’t sure how Lily would react. His little girl still talked about the woman who had become the closest thing they had to family. But if this Quinn needed something done, then he had no choice but to go over there.

				Property taxes were due soon. His dad’s house may have been paid off, but the odd jobs Jonah did around town barely covered their groceries and bills. He tried to save as much as he could, but it was past time to rethink his business mantra.

				His dad had started it, leaving the fancier jobs, the folks with more money, to the local contractor. Instead, he took on the people who couldn’t afford to pay top dollar, senior citizens on pensions, neighbors on disability, anyone who needed work done but didn’t always have the money to actually pay for it. Over the years they had been paid in vegetables from the garden, fresh eggs, a Christmas turkey (plucking that thing had been a real pain in the ass), whatever could be spared. When he’d been about four years old, one old neighbor had given him the pick of a new litter of puppies. Damn, he missed that dog.

				What had started out as a noble work ethic by his dad had morphed into something else. He couldn’t read. However illogical it seemed, he felt guilty charging an arm and a leg for simple handyman services that took more skill with tools than book smarts. He knew his rates were pretty low, but it just didn’t seem fair to charge through the nose for fixing a stuck doorknob or building a simple cabinet.

				Still, this scrimping and saving? Lily didn’t deserve it.

				Clearing out his workspace, Jonah hollered to Mr. Munson that he was finished. The old man shuffled into the room with his checkbook, pulling a pen from behind his big, floppy ear. He pointed it at Jonah as he moved to sit at the table to write.

				“You could be a sight more professional, you know.” He shook his head.

				“I’m sorry, Mr. Munson. Have I done something to upset you?” Jonah snuck a glance at his daughter, who was gathering her toys back into her bag. Thank goodness she wasn’t paying attention.

				“A receipt. A bill. Some kind of paperwork that I can file away. Can’t you write something like that up? Don’t need to be fancy.” The old man frowned as he leaned down close to see what he was writing.

				“You’re absolutely right, Mr. Munson. I should make up some simple forms. I’ll get right on that.” As soon as I find someone to teach me how to read. Jonah pasted on a bright smile.

				Accepting the check from the old man’s shaking hand, he and Lily said their goodbyes to Mr. Munson and headed for the old truck that had belonged to Jonah’s father. Thank God his dad had at least taught him how to sign his name. Jonah may not have been able to read the fine print that came with a checking account, but he did know how to fill out a deposit slip and write checks.

				Unfortunately, that had pretty much been the extent of the writing knowledge Caleb Goodwin figured his son needed. But Jonah refused to blame his father for his own lot in life. He squelched that kind of thinking the minute it tried to worm its way into his head. Besides, being able to write out numbers and copy names …  Well, he guessed that made him only 95 percent illiterate.

				“Daddy, do you think we could get another fairy book for bedtime? Nanny had a really good one on flower fairies,” Lily asked as she was strapped into her secondhand booster seat.

				“We’ll see, kiddo.” Jonah hated to tell her no, but they were really hurting for money, and the thought of making up a new story to go with new pictures was more stress than he needed right now.

				They passed the library downtown, and Jonah frowned deeply. He felt as though going in that building and checking out a book would be like cheating somehow. Dishonest. Those books were meant for better people than him. He knew it was irrational, but he just couldn’t help it. So many times he’d tried to get up the courage to ask someone that worked there if they knew of a program where he might learn to read for free. But he was too afraid of being judged.

				The rest of the day’s work was done and Jonah could no longer put off his last visit. If it proved to be too rough on Lily, he was out of there. He glanced over, nervously, as the truck bumped into the gravel driveway. Sure enough, his daughter bounced in her seat.

				“We’re at Nanny’s house, Daddy! What are we doing here?”

				“Nanny’s granddaughter asked us to come by. You okay with this, Cuteness?”

				“Yeah, Daddy.” Lily wrinkled her pert little nose, looking confused. “It’s Nanny’s house.”

				“I know, baby girl, but Nanny isn’t here anymore. You do understand that, don’t you?”

				“Yep. She’s with Mommy and the other angels. She’s up there.” Lily gestured toward the sky, as Jonah helped her down from the double cab.

				Jamming a hand through his hair and blowing out a deep breath, he jogged to catch up to his daughter, who had scrambled up the rickety porch steps and was knocking steadily at the door. They only stood there a moment before the door opened. Jonah blinked down at the woman he’d changed a tire for in the pouring rain only a couple of evenings ago.

				Standing there in skin-tight black leggings and an oversized pink shirt that came all the way down to her knees, she looked like a sexy little pixie.

				He’d have liked to see far less of her covered up like that. Geez, where the heck did these random thoughts sneak in like that? He gritted his teeth and nodded.

				He had to wonder if she was struggling with her own inappropriate responses when she made no move to introduce herself or invite them into the house, but stood slack-jawed. Her neck craned to look up into Jonah’s face. Since she wasn’t shy about looking her fill, he felt justified in doing the same.

				Quinn Baker had puppy dog eyes. He grinned at the thought, figuring no woman would consider that a compliment, even if he meant it as one. Her large brown eyes were warm and inviting. Loyal. Jonah wondered what made him think that. She had trusting eyes.

				Her fancy blonde hair was stuffed up in a bun at the back of her head, held there by …  Was that a pencil? Huh. And she had a smudge of dust across one cheekbone. Jonah had the strongest urge to wipe it away with his thumb. But, again, that was just inviting a slap.

				“Hi, I’m Lily. This is my daddy, Jonah. And this is Nanny’s house.”

				Jonah caught the brief flash of pain that crossed Quinn’s face at the mention of her grandmother. She bent down to the little girl’s level and held out a hand in greeting. Jonah watched Lily’s face light up, thrilled to be treated like an adult.

				“It’s very nice to meet you, Lily. I believe we sort of met the other night. Your daddy is quite the champion tire-changer, did you know that?”
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