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Chapter One

 


 


Tick. Tick. Tick.

Gracie listened closely. She arched a brow
and glanced toward the antique anniversary clock perched on top the
oak mantel she used as a display prop. Nope. It wasn’t the clock,
was it? She shook her head. It had to be. That damned, incessant
ticking was coming from the clock. Right?

Wrong.

The clock didn’t work. Hadn’t since she’d
placed it there six years ago. She knew that as well as she knew
her name was Grace Elizabeth Hart.

Damn but that blasted ticking wasn’t in her
own mind.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

Shaking her head she
turned back to her work, only to end up staring at her computer
screen, trying hard to dismiss the troublesome click. She tried to
recall...when had it started? Last year? The year before that? She wasn’t sure.
But out of the blue one day that ticking just sort of erupted in
the middle of her thoughts, and she knew right then and there what
it was. No one had to tell her.

Tick. Tick.
Tick.

Gracie slammed a hand down on the top of the
old library table she used as a desk. “Oh, all right! What in the
world do you expect me to do about it?” she said loudly. “I mean,
it’s not likely I can do much about the situation all by myself,
can I?”

She stood and paced the room. No one
answered her query. Not even Claire, her Calico shop cat, curled up
into a lethargic lump of cat flesh in the storefront window, lifted
an ear to her question.

No one had to tell her that the hands on her
baby-making clock were swiftly sweeping the numbers.

Glancing about, she took in the shop around
her. This was her second home. In fact, if she would go so far as
to count up the hours, she probably spent more time here than she
did in the apartment upstairs she called home. But that was to be
expected.

After all, she was a businesswoman. And to
run a successful business, one had to spend an enormous amount of
time and effort in seeing that that business flew. Everyone knew
that.

Especially during the first few years.

Well...ten years should more than do it, she
guessed.

And with the time she put into her shop, why
in the world did she think she would have time for a baby?

Tick. Tick.
Tick.

There would be no denying
from anyone, she was certain, that Romantically Yours was a success.
Everyone said so. Her accountant. Her best friend, Amie. The
members of the Chamber of Commerce. The Book Club. Why, even old
Mrs. Talbot down the street complimented her every time she came
into the shop to buy bath salts.

Yes, little Gracie Hart, homegrown and
homespun, finally recovered from that awful experience in New York,
was a success. Everyone in the small, central Kentucky town of
Franklinville said so.

Then why didn’t she feel like a success? And
why was that incessant ticking still tapping away at her brain?

Time. It’s running out, Gracie.

“Stop that. I know it. You
don’t have to remind me.”

She turned her back on her
computer and the anniversary clock then, and stepped to the rear of
the shop. Gracie poured herself a decadent rich café latte and sank into a forties
style, overstuffed chair in the corner. She crossed her legs and
perused her surroundings. Vintage clothing from the 1920’s graced
one wall. Reproduction Victorian jewelry dangled from a display
rack on the counter. Aromatherapy products, from candles to bath
salts to herbal sachets, were scattered about the shop.

On the back wall her collection of classic
romance novels and other vintage books waited for adoring customers
to lift them off the shelf and take them home. At the right back
corner of the shop, one could order custom-designed romantic gift
baskets. Everything from chocolate to wine to lingerie could be
included in the basket according to the tastes of the receiver or
the whim of the giver. Anything from her shop might do. Cards.
Romantic knick-knacks. Massage oil. Or any little trinket or
one-of-a-kind antique accessory she had hand-picked to be placed in
her shop for the romantically-inclined.

Reaching out, Gracie fingered an ivory,
crocheted doily sitting beneath a reproduction Tiffany lamp on a
dark cherry table. She lifted her hand to carefully turn down the
light. It was late, her shop had closed hours ago, and it was time
to dull the day’s events with some low lighting.

This was her favorite time of the day and
her favorite corner for lounging and mulling. She had arranged an
eclectic collection of overstuffed chairs and side tables where one
could sit and peruse a novel, partake in tea and scones, or linger
through her collection of catalogs from which Gracie would special
order. It was where the Book Club met on Friday evenings, the same
five women, week in and week out. It was where her regular
customers lounged and quietly gossiped about the town’s
affairs.

Or if one preferred, which Gracie did quite
often in the evenings, one could simply curl up in a chair and
silently reflect while a nice selection of classical music emanated
from the CD player, incense wafted a light, floral aroma, and
candles flickered a soft glow about the room. A glass of wine added
to that scenario was simply the crème-de-la-crème. Only thing that
came close to topping that was an hour long soak in her clawfoot
tub upstairs.

Romance surrounded her all day long. Her
shop was her life. And it damned well had better be. It was the
only romance she was getting. Hard pill to swallow for someone who
was known as the local Diva of Romance.

Tick. Tick.
Tick.

“Oh, shut up, won’t
you!”

“And to whom might you be
talking?”

Jumping to her feet and grabbing her heart,
Gracie whirled toward the voice. “Amie! You scared the heck out of
me!”

Stepping into the shop, Amie Clarke gave a
quick twist of the key on the fake Tiffany lamp, turning up the
light and breaking the ambiance. She glanced about. “It’s like a
tomb in here, Gracie. Don’t you want some light? And who were you
talking to? Yourself again? And shouldn’t you be getting upstairs?
It’s way past ten. Oh, and you have to lock that back door, one of
these days the boogie man is going to get you.”

Sighing, Gracie stood, still trying to quell
her rapidly beating heart. She stepped toward her computer and
muttered, “Perhaps I should let the boogie man in. He would be the
first man to grace my back doorstep in quite some time.”

“What? You were expecting
a man to grace your doorstep?”

Gracie put the computer to
sleep then eyed her friend and snorted. “Oh yeah, Amie. I was
waiting for a clandestine liaison with the boogie man. He’s hiding
in the back room waiting for you to leave.” She gestured toward the
rear of the shop. “And do you ever not talk in circles?

Amie smiled. “Never.”

Gracie shook her head. “I know that already.
You’re like a bull in a china shop and a whirlwind all in one. You
never shut up. You never make any sense.” Gracie looked up at her
friend then and smiled. “And you’re about the best friend a girl
could have.”

Amie stepped up to the counter and fingered
through some chocolate samples sitting in a crystal candy dish.
“Mind if I eat these? I’m starving.”

Gracie shrugged. Again the subject was
changed. “Help yourself. I’ll put out fresh candy in the
morning.”

Amie smiled and munched for a few minutes
and Gracie set about to closing up for the night. Going through the
same motions she did every evening, she glanced about to make sure
nothing was out of place and then stepped to the front door to
recheck the lock.

Main Street Franklinville was relatively
quiet this Thursday evening, which was not uncommon. Soft,
flickering street lights lent a warm glow to the late spring
evening. A few vehicles passed by on occasion but for the most
part, the town was shut up tighter than a drum.

She glanced at the closed
library across the street and up and down toward the other
Victorian shop-fronts lining the up-scale, traditional little town
sitting smack in the middle of Kentucky horse country. The
cafés. The antique and
craft stores. The fudge shop next door...

“So when do you think
you’ll find a renter for the other side?” Amie called out, breaking
the silence.

After a moment, Gracie turned and faced her
friend, trying not to frown. She swallowed down the momentary
upsurge of panic she always got when she thought about just that
question. She didn’t want Amie or anyone else to know just how
crucial it was that she rent out the other half of her building.
Financially, she relied on that rental income, and six months was
too long for it to go empty without her pocketbook feeling the
effects. “Hopefully tomorrow. Someone is coming to see the shop and
the apartment in the morning.”

Amie munched another caramel-nut candy and
nodded. “Cool.”

* * * *

“Isabella, do you remember
everything I’ve told you?”

“My name is
Izzie.”

Carson Price frowned. “Today it’s Isabella.
Now, do you remember?”

“Yes, Daddy. Of course I
remember. You’ve told me a hundred times already. But do I
have to wear this
dress?”

“Yes, darling, you have
to. Now buck up and be a good girl. Daddy is counting on this
meeting today. Hear me?”

“But,
Dad-dy...”

“Isabella!”

“Oh...all right,” the
child muttered.

Carson tried to ignore the rumbling under
his daughter’s breath as he eased off the exit from Interstate 64
onto U.S. Route 60 toward Franklinville. The trip from Louisville
was only a little more than an hour but more than enough time for
Izzie to get fidgety and start resenting the fact that she was made
to wear a dress today. And, he probably had to admit that he’d
drilled the scenario for the morning’s appointment in her head for
way too long.

He wasn’t quite sure where his head was
earlier in the week when he’d made the appointment with Grace Hart.
He’d forgotten that school was out today. He had definitely not
planned to drag Izzie along on this business venture, not today at
any rate, but it seemed that she was destined to be here
anyway.

Kate, his babysitter, was out of town and
Carson was at a loss to find anyone else. It was his own fault, he
knew. He’d totally forgotten to look at the school calendar and
didn’t realize the private school Izzie attended had scheduled a
professional development day for the teachers.

Well, there was nothing to be done about it
now. Izzie was here and he just had to hope for the best.

Mentally he crossed his fingers and sent up
a silent prayer. Izzie was known not to fare too well in social
situations.

“Are we gonna move to this
town?” she said.

Carson glanced to his right and took in his
daughter’s questioning face. “It’s possible, Iz. I don’t know yet.”
They had talked about the prospect of moving, but not in
detail.

“I don’t wanna. I like my
school.”

Obviously. She ruled the roost there. Carson
had to chuckle to himself. Izzie did have quite a following for a
six-year-old tomboy.

“I’m sure you’ll adjust,
Iz.”

“Maybe I could just stay
with Kate.”

Carson frowned. “Kate is your babysitter,
honey, not your parent. You’ll go where I go.”

“But it’s not fair!” The
whining started.

“Of course it is. I feed
you and cloth you and you and I are a team, remember sport?” He
reached over to chuck her arm and made a funny face, trying to get
her to laugh. Izzie sat silent for a moment and stared straight
ahead. She didn’t return the funny face or laugh with him. Carson
just let the subject drop and kept heading toward
Franklinville.

“Can I at least wear my
ball cap?” she said after a few minutes. “It keeps the hair out of
my face.”

“No!”

Carson glanced at this
daughter and immediately wished he could retract that stern
no. He reached out and
touched the child’s freckled face, then threaded his fingers
through a thin tendril of curls. “Izzie, your hair is so beautiful,
I want you to keep it down. Okay?”

She thought about that for a minute. “Is my
hair like my Mom’s?”

Funny, Carson didn’t prickle at those
questions much anymore. “Honey, your hair is lighter, remember? But
long like your Mom’s.”

“Did you like her
hair?”

“I loved her
hair.”

“Did you love my
Mom?”

Carson looked ahead and sighed. “Yes, Izzie,
I loved your Mom very much.”

“Then why did she leave
us?”

Why, of all days, this conversation? Carson
thought a moment, glanced at his watch, and then pulled over to the
side of the road. He looked Izzie straight in the eyes and touched
her cheek again and spoke softly. “Isabella, your mother didn’t
leave because I didn’t love her enough or because you didn’t love
her enough. And she didn’t leave because she didn’t love you. In
fact, she loved you so much that she had to leave, she felt, in
order for you and I to be happy. She wasn’t happy and she needed to
go...”

“I know, I know,” Izzie
sing-songed. “I’ve heard it before. My Mom had to go off and find
herself and become an actress and be happy. Well, is she happy,
Daddy? How do we know? She never talks to us anymore.”

Carson bit his lip and tried not to damn his
ex-wife to hell and back. “I know that, honey. But you got a
present from her at Christmas, right?”

Izzie huffed. “A stupid doll. Doesn’t she
know I don’t like dolls? I wanted a football. And a card and
present is not talking.”

Carson closed his eyes and tilted his head
back against the headrest. No, Marci wouldn’t know that Izzie
didn’t like dolls because Marci didn’t know her daughter. And Marci
wouldn’t understand that Izzie needed to talk to her mother because
Marci was too obsessed with herself. But how could he tell his
beautiful daughter that?

He couldn’t.

Glancing at his watch again, he told her,
“Honey, we need to get to Franklinville, can we talk about this
later?” He was avoiding the obvious and knew it. Thing was, he just
didn’t know how to respond.

Izzie turned toward the window and curled up
into the corner. She was shutting him off. Oh God, he hated when
she did that. There would be hell to pay later on. But there was
nothing he could do about it now.

Dammit, Marci! How could you do this to
her?

Enough, Carson told himself. Damning Marci
and her acting career was not a priority at the moment. His
daughter and her future—their future—was. Izzie was the reason he
wanted to move to the small town of Franklinville and Izzie was the
reason he was quitting his law practice—well, partially the reason,
anyway. He was burned out beyond any hope of getting back the
thrill of practicing law again. He was gone way too much of the
time and Izzie was, to put it mildly, quite a handful. He’d been
thinking for months about changing careers, changing lifestyles,
and then his brother Joe had suggested an out that he damned near
couldn’t refuse.

His younger brother regularly traveled
through Franklinville on his daily commute to work, and had kept
telling Carson about the shop for rent downtown. Joe had even
stopped and looked in the windows one evening. He’d known that
since they were kids, Carson had wanted to own his own business,
and kept telling him to think about it.

Carson knew he had enough of a nest egg put
away to get started, money wasn’t a problem. For years he’d thought
he had to continue in the profession he’d worked so hard to attain.
It was damned hard to let the legal profession go.

Then he realized he had to do it for Izzie.
She needed him. And way too often, he wasn’t there for her. Kate
was more of a parent to her than he was.

Joe’s suggestion kept nagging at him, day
after day.

At the very least, he couldn’t refuse
looking into it.

Hence, the meeting today with Grace Hart.
And it was imperative that Izzie cooperate, because he’s already
made up his mind.

They were getting a new life in
Franklinville. Come hell or high water.

“Things are going to be
all right, Izzie. I promise you,” he said softly.

“Yeah, right,” he heard
her mutter back.

* * * *

It was ten minutes after nine and Carson
Price was late.

Gracie scowled as she glanced from her watch
to the front door then back to her watch again. Punctuality. It was
important to her. And she thought she’d made it perfectly clear to
Mr. Price that they needed to meet at nine o’clock, or even before,
so they could take care of business before her shop opened at
ten.

And he had agreed. She was certain of
it.

But it seemed he didn’t think it was
important.

One strike against Mr. Carson Price.

Turning, she stepped to the counter and
counted the money in her cash register drawer, her foot tapping at
the polished hardwood floor. “It doesn’t matter, Gracie,” she told
herself. “What’s a few minutes? Relax.”

Taking a deep breath, she exhaled. Long.

“And besides, he could be
money in the bank.”

She really had to get out of this
perfectionist thing. It was going to drive her nuts.

Her head jerked up when the tapping sounded
at her front door. “Thank goodness,” she said under her breath. She
could see a figure standing behind the mottled, stained-glass
window in the door and could only assume it Carson Price. As she
crossed the shop, she smoothed a hand over her skirt and
straightened the sweater on her shoulders, then tipped her chin up
and straightened her back to achieve her power posture.

Actually, it was her dancer’s posture but
since she hadn’t danced in years, she now called it her power
posture.

“Please let this work
out,” she whispered and sent up a small prayer. “I need this to
work out.”

Stopping briefly in front of the door,
Gracie inhaled deep then exhaled long, twisted the dead-bolt, and
opened the door fully.

She extended her hand without even really
looking. “Mr. Price, I assume?”

Then she did look. Up. And up some more. My,
he was a tall man. She gulped. He had to be tall for her to look up
to him. She was nearly five foot ten, herself. Her mouth and lips
went incredibly dry.

Her eyes met the most unbelievable sea-blue
eyes she’d ever seen. Finally she felt something touch her
palm.

“Oh!” She dragged her gaze
away from his and glanced downward to her hand, now in his. His
hand was warm, his handshake firm.

“Grace Hart?”

“Oh, yes.” She looked back
into his face. “Yes, I’m Grace Hart. Mr. Price?”

He nodded and she took in more of his
features. Dark brown hair, chiseled, high cheekbones, and those
eyes...

“Yes,” he
answered.

“Please come in,” she
returned politely.

He stepped inside and she closed the door
behind her, then felt it push open again against her rear.

“Forget something,
Dad?”

Carson Price turned and so did Gracie. An
imp of a child stood in the doorway, staring past her. Gracie
guessed her to be about six or seven years of age. There was a
frown on her face as she eyed her father, the doorway still framing
her. Slowly, she crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her
chin to look at Carson, a small look of defiance on her face. Her
right foot repeatedly tapped the floor.

Gracie was not quite sure what to make of
the child. She glanced quickly to Carson, who returned a hesitant
smile, then to the child.

The little girl’s head held a mass of light
brown curls which, if left loose, would most likely tumble halfway
down her back, Gracie thought. Oh my, what she would have given, as
a young girl, for curls like that. Oddly enough though, this
child’s locks were caught up in a dusty, Louisville Cardinals
baseball cap, which contrasted sharply with the Sunday-best frill
she wore.

Gracie bent slightly to look the girl more
closely in the face. “Well,” she finally said, pushing out her
hand, “I’m Grace. What’s your name?”

“I’m Iz—”

Carson Price bolted forward. “Isabella,” he
returned, grasping the child’s hand.

Gracie stood tall again and looked Carson in
the eyes. It was nice looking directly into a man’s eyes and not
looking down at him for once. “What a beautiful name.”

“Thank you. Isabella is my
daughter. There was no school today. I hope you don’t mind. My
babysitter is out of town.”

Gracie shook her head. “Oh, my no. It’s not
a problem.”

She dismissed the issue of the child for a
moment, then headed for the cash register. “Just give me a second
to grab the keys and I’ll take you next door.”

An awkward silence filled the shop as Grace
fumbled with the cash register drawer, her thoughts nowhere near
where they should be.

Carson Price was not the kind of man she
expected. No indeedy. He was much too—

No, she refused to think about it. After
all, the man had a child. Most likely there was a wife in the
picture somewhere.

Gracie sighed deeply.

With that thought, she retrieved the key
from the secret drawer inside the old cash register. Gracie glanced
up to see Carson crouched down on eye-level with the child, faint
mutterings of conversation going on between father and
daughter.

“Ready?” She stepped up
behind them and Carson rose quickly to his feet, snatching the ball
cap off his Isabella’s head on his ascent. Gracie registered a
sharp glance of annoyance from the child and the stern, warning
stare back from the parent as he quickly stuffed the ball cap into
the back pocket of his khaki pants. “We’ll take a look at the shop
first, then the apartment,” she continued.

“That’s fine,” Carson
Price replied.

“Unless, of course, you’d
rather wait until your wife could come to look at the
apartment.”

He shook his head. “No wife, just us.”

Gracie nodded. “Oh. Well, right this way
then.” She extended a hand toward the front door.

Carson Price led the way, daughter in tow,
and Gracie found herself watching those nicely fitting khaki’s from
the rear until he opened the door and held it for her to pass
through.

No wife. This wasn’t a good sign.

No indeedy.

There was a brief tingle as she brushed
passed him and Gracie wondered from just where that tingle sprang.
She’d not felt anything like that in—oh, in quite some time. Years,
if she cared to admit it.

And she didn’t want to admit it.

She decided right then and there, that
renting to Carson Price was probably a bad idea. A very bad
idea.

He was much too handsome and much too
charismatic for her own good. He had an adorable little child. And
no wife.

Two strikes against Mr. Carson Price.

No. Strikes two, three, and four.


Chapter Two

 


 


This was a bad idea. A very bad idea.

Carson lifted one eyebrow and glared another
warning at his daughter. Her tilted chin and shining eyes flared a
defiant challenge right back.

Be good, he mouthed behind Grace Hart’s back.

Izzie grinned sweetly—a grin he knew meant
anything but sweetness—and followed along beside her father,
desperately trying to keep in his stride.

Big, tough, little girl, he thought. What in
the world made her that way? Was it him? Marci’s leaving? What?

He tried not to think about it. Surely Izzie
wouldn’t turn on her shenanigans this morning. Of course, if that
ball cap trick was a precursor of things to come, he wanted to be
prepared. Sometimes Izzie turned on without warning. Other times
she worked herself up to it. And her moody behavior in the car
earlier was probably the first subtle warning that things might go
terribly, terribly wrong today.

Oh hell. Not today. He was counting on today
working out.

Pull it together, Price, he told himself.
Trust that Izzie will be okay. Concentrate on the thing at
hand.

And remember. This
is for Izzie,
even if she doesn’t know it or understand it.

Yet.

He forced himself to focus on the tall,
willowy female in front of him. Perhaps force wasn’t the right
word. Grace Hart was very easy on the eyes and nothing like he’d
pictured. Of course, he’d only spoken to her on the phone, and
briefly at that, a few days earlier. Her voice was pleasant and
young-sounding and he’d be a liar if he hadn’t conjured up thoughts
about what the face behind that voice might look like.

But he hadn’t pondered it for long. He’d
been way too busy the past few days trying to tie up loose ends.
His small, private law practice was consuming all his time, as
usual, even though he’d already started weaning over projects to
his associate Jack Roberson, the other half of Roberson and
Price.

He wanted out. Jack knew it and was more
than eager to take up the slack Carson had tossed his way the past
few weeks. Even though he had not a clue what the coming months
would offer, Carson did know that he had to get out of Louisville
and he had to get out of practicing law. And soon. His biggest fear
was that Izzie was making a bee-line directly to six-year-old
self-destruction. He was hell-bent on turning the child around.

A new town. A new career. A new way of life.
That’s what he wanted.

He blamed himself; he refused to blame Marci
any longer. The lengthy hours at the office, the hours later at
home where he practically ignored his daughter—those were the
things he blamed. Not Marci’s leaving. His pattern of the past
three years had to change and change dramatically. Izzie was his
priority now and he’d be damned if anything or anyone would stand
between him and his daughter’s well-being.

“Well, this is
it.”

Grace turned and smiled as she pulled the
key from the lock and swung the door into the shop. Carson gave
himself a mental shake, pulling his thoughts back to the task at
hand. But at that point he felt something else, something foreign
pull and tug in his chest. Subconsciously sweeping it away, Carson
motioned for her to step inside. Watching her let herself into the
shop in front of him, he allowed a brief sigh to exit his lips.

She was a graceful beauty whose name suited
her well.

“It really has a nice
layout,” Grace said as she led him further into the room. He
watched the slight sway of her hips as she moved ahead of him. Her
movement reminded him somewhat of a feather being blown
forward.

“The front room is large
enough for just about any kind of shop or café or what-have-you. There is a
nice storage area in the rear, which I’ll show you in a minute, and
a small bathroom. And of course, as I mentioned, the apartment
upstairs goes with it.”

She stopped and he sensed her staring at
him.

“Mr. Carson?”

He glanced away and cleared his throat. No,
he’d been wrong. It was he who was staring at her.

“Yes, it is a nice
layout.”

He glanced about the room, taking mental
notes as he panned the area. Yes, it might just do. It needed some
work, but he wasn’t afraid of hard work. In fact, after sitting
behind a desk the past several years, he was looking forward to
some mindless labor. He could almost feel the weight of a hammer in
his hand.

“What about water? Other
than the bathroom, I mean. Any problem with piping some plumbing
into this main room?”

Grace Hart tossed a baffled glance his way
then looked out over the room again. “Water? In this part?”

“Just for a...a serving
area,” he glanced to his right, to the wall dividing his shop from
Grace’s, “maybe over there, against the wall.”

She followed his gaze.
“Serving area? So, you are thinking of a restaurant or a
café, Mr.
Price?”

Carson swallowed.
“Café. Yes.”
Well, it wasn’t exactly a lie, he told himself.

Suddenly, her face brightened. “That’s
perfect! The little soup and sandwich place down the street closed
a few months ago, so if you open up down here, it’s sure to bring
more business this way! I’m sure the Chamber of Commerce will be
thrilled.”

She smiled broadly in acceptance of his
so-called plan. Carson felt a twinge of guilt, then pulled his gaze
away from Grace Hart’s face. Panning the room, he tried to take his
mind off his psuedo-lie and picture the plan that was in his mind,
mentally transferring it to the space before him.

Yes. It will do.

He wanted it badly. Bad enough to let a
little white lie slip between his lips to get it.

“It’s darned near
perfect,” he said quietly, more to himself than to Grace
Hart.

“It’s ugly,
Dad.”

Horrified, Carson looked sharply at Izzie.
“Young ladies are to be seen and not heard.” He bit out the
warning, mentally chastising himself for being so blunt.

A small pained expression etched over
Izzie’s face, tearing at his heart. Immediately, he reached out to
touch her face and started to apologize. She jerked away.

“Well, you know, I’d
really have to agree, Isabella.”

Grace laughed feebly; Carson slowly turned
his gaze back to her. His heart, however, was heavy with Izzie’s
pain. Damn him. He’d gone and done it again.

“The last tenants left
quickly and didn’t do a very good job at cleaning up. I’ve just
been putting it off. Of course I’ll have it cleaned before you
would rent.”

“Still doesn’t give a
child the reason to voice her opinion,” Carson offered.

This time Grace’s face held the puzzled
look. “Really, it’s all right. She was just saying what she
thought. There is no harm done.”

Carson glanced back at his daughter. “I’d
like for you to apologize to Ms. Hart, Isabella.”

“Really, there is no
need.”

Carson ignored Grace and held his daughter’s
gaze. “Isabella?”

Izzie peered up at him through curled bangs.
She held his stare for a minute then slowly turned to look at
Grace. “Sorry,” she muttered.

Carson didn’t think she meant it.

An instant later, Grace Hart stepped closer
to Izzie and crouched down so that she was eye-level with the
child. Carson watched as Grace took one of Izzie’s small hands in
her long, slim fingers and smiled.

“Apology accepted,” she
said, while patting Izzie’s palm. After a moment, she continued,
“But I perfectly understand what you mean, Isabella.”

“Izzie,” the child
corrected.

Grace nodded. “Oh yes, of course. Izzie.
It’s a wonderful name, you know? I really like it.”

Carson watched as a smug, little expression
sprouted across his daughter’s face. “So do I,” she returned.

Grace smiled broadly and Carson felt
something catch in his chest. Her smile was one to be liked.
Pleasant. Warm. Soothing almost.

Izzie must like it, too, he thought, because
she was grinning right back her.

“You know,” Grace began
again, searching Izzie’s face, “I bet a girl like you would like a
little snack about now.” She glanced at the watch on her delicate
wrist. “In fact, it’s almost ten o’clock. I think a mid-morning
snack is in order. What do you think?”

Izzie cocked her head to one side and
squinted. “Well, I did have an early breakfast.”

“That clinches it!” Grace
dropped Izzie’s hands and stood. “Over in my shop, back in the
corner where the big chairs are, there is a plate of cookies and a
pot of tea. You do like tea, don’t you?”

Izzie frowned. “Hot or cold tea?”

“Well, it’s probably
lukewarm by now but I’m sure it’s just fine for you. It’s
chocolate-raspberry.” Grace smiled again. “I’m sure you’ll like
it.”

She glanced to Carson then and motioned
toward the door. “Please help yourself, Izzie.”

Carson watched his daughter’s gaze dart from
him to the door, saw her tongue rake over her lower lip and her
eyes glaze over in the hopes of a sugar rush. He had to head this
one off at the pass.

He reached out and snagged Izzie’s arm
before she got away. “That’s very kind of you Ms. Hart, but—”

“Now, please don’t tell me
your one of those parents who deprives your children of sugar, Mr.
Price?” Her eyebrows arched in anticipation of the answer to that
question.

Carson swallowed the words on his tongue.
“Well, actually—”

“That’s what I thought.”
Grace crouched down to look Izzie in the eyes again. “Now why don’t
you run along and find those cookies and the tea so your father and
I can talk business for a few minutes. We’ll join you in a little
while.”

Izzie’s gaze met Carson’s once more.
Briefly.

“Okay!” she replied and
then was off in a flash.

“Izzie!” Carson started
after her.

“She’ll be fine, Mr.
Price.”

“But you don’t
understand.” He started toward the door.

“Mr. Price.”

Carson felt a warm hand on his lower arm and
it threw him momentarily off-kilter. He glanced down and took in
the slim fingers resting there.

“She’ll be fine. I
promise. Now why don’t you and I finish looking over the shop and
get down to business.”

Carson Price met Grace
Hart’s eyes again for about the hundredth time in the past fifteen
minutes. This time, however, their gazes seemed to interlock and
mingle and play some sort of betcha-I-can-hold-the-stare-longer game.

Suddenly, Carson was only thinking of one
thing. Just what kind of business did Ms. Grace Hart really want to
get down to?

He was misreading her, he was certain.

Grace Hart was all business, right down to
the core. Feminine? Yes. Savvy? Definitely. Sophisticated?
Absolutely. Sexy? Well, yeah. That, too. But he was trying not to
think about it.

Above all, she’d showed some heart and
compassion with Izzie a few minutes earlier.

There was definitely more to Ms. Grace Hart
than business, but business was the name of the game at the moment.
Nothing less, nothing more.

Izzie. My God. The havoc she could wreak
next door. Praying that she would behave, he turned away once more
to glance toward the door still open to the street.

It was at that instant he
heard the tinkering, lingering, oh-God-don’t-let-that-be-what-I-think-it-is
crash—then an impish shriek followed by a loud,
child-like gasp.

He knew that shriek and gasp all too
well.

Abruptly, he turned back to Grace Hart’s
face and watched her eyes grow rounder than the elegant saucers
he’d spied on the dainty table with the fancy cookies and the
delicate tea pot in the prim and fancy shop next door a few minutes
earlier.

Oh, hell.

* * * *

“Izzie!”

Gracie watched as Carson Price took off in a
flash toward her store. Her heart had leapt to her throat just
seconds earlier at the thought of poor Izzie lying in the midst of
shards of glass and splinters of china.

She raced after Carson.

It was her fault. All her fault.

Dammit!

He’d tried to stop her, tried to tell her he
didn’t want his child to have cookies and tea. But nooooo, she had
to push the issue. Some minute, maternal instinct had wormed its
way to the surface and manipulated her into plying the child with
cookies and tea, which now, of course, was leading to disaster.

Her brain was spinning like a
Tilt-a-Whirl.

Oh, Lord, she silently prayed, please let
the child be all right. And please let Carson Price not be too mad.
And please let this be just a minor little skirmish that won’t
prevent him from wanting to rent the place from me.

She didn’t really understand why, but she
needed Carson Price. She needed him to rent the place next door and
she needed him for—oh hell, some reason she really didn’t quite
understand yet. But more than that, she had the distinct feeling
that he needed her. Izzie, too.

When and where she’d decided that, she
wasn’t quite sure. Perhaps it had something to do with the way
Izzie looked into her eyes a few minutes ago.

Gracie rushed through the door and into her
shop. Damn, damn, damn maternal instincts! she chided herself.

What the hell do I know about maternal
instincts? For all I know mine could be cracked off-kilter since
the opportunity to be maternal has not yet once presented itself
into my life.

She entered her shop just behind Carson and
raced to the back. Her eyes darted back and forth, scanning the
room, trying to find Izzie. She didn’t see her.

Carson stopped abruptly in
front of her and she plowed into him from behind with an
oof!

“Sorry,” she said as she
planted her feet and peered around him. Carson, unmoving, didn’t
answer.

She glanced at the table, the glass inset
piece teetered off the edge.

The place was a mess.

Her tea pot was a goner.

The cookies were smashed to smithereens.

Her favorite cookie plate was now in three
distinct pieces.

And even worse, it seemed upon closer
inspection, that Izzie had vamoosed.

“Izzie!” Carson
bellowed.

Gracie backed up, the sound of his stern
voice startling her. She studied him from the side. Etched into his
face was worry and anger and frustration and a host of other things
probably, that she couldn’t quite define. The tendons of his neck
were taut and prominent and his jaw was firmly set.

“Isabella!”

Silence. Gracie slipped her gaze away from
Carson’s face to pan the room again, more slowly this time. Izzie
couldn’t have gone far, there wouldn’t have been time.

Unless, of course, she’d slipped out the
back door.

“Isabella
Price!”

Carson was still unmoving, as though he’d
played this game before with his daughter, and that the name of the
game was: when he bellowed, she jumped. Well, so far, Izzie wasn’t
jumping.

She wondered when the middle name—

“Isabella Marcia
Price!”

There. There it was. Gracie now wondered if
the child would appear.

More silence.

Slipping away from Carson, Gracie edged
toward the back of the shop. He bellowed out his daughter’s name
once more and she had to wonder why he thought the girl would come
out of hiding with subsequent bellowings, if she didn’t emerge
after the first one.

Perhaps paternal instincts were somewhat
different from maternal ones.

Mentally shrugging, Gracie traveled quietly
toward the rear of the store, silently easing her way through the
half-open door, and glanced to her right into the storage room.

Her shop was the mirror image of the one
next door. Carson’s had the storage area to the left, bathroom to
the right. Hers was the opposite. They shared the back stairway
that led to the apartments above each shop. The bathrooms were
actually tucked beneath that stairway.

Funny, she was already thinking of the shop
and apartment as Carson’s. Hm. She shook off that notion and got
back to the task at hand.

Upon quick inspection of the storage area,
Gracie realized that Izzie wasn’t there. She supposed she could
have hidden behind some boxes or underneath her worktable, but she
didn’t think so. She sensed, more than actually observed, that the
child was not there.

Gracie turned to her left.

The stairwell was empty but something drew
her to it. At that point Carson came bursting through the door
beside her. He was about to bellow out again but Gracie put a
finger to her lip and tossed him the most urgent look she could
muster. He stopped dead in his tracks, a bit perplexed it seemed,
and waited.

It was then that she noticed the smear of
blood on his forefinger. It looked as if he’d wiped it off of the
floor or the table or something, it was laced with crumbs and
sugar.

“Wait here,” she said to
him, pleading more with her eyes than with her words. Suddenly, she
was frightened for Izzie and with the bellowing that man was doing
earlier, she didn’t want him to frighten her any
further.

Silently, she crept up the stairs, carefully
avoiding the steps that creaked, a trick she’d learned over time.
Her last tenant of six years had complained incessantly about her
climbing the stairs to her apartment late at night, after she’d
finished her work day, waking him every time.

She made the first landing then followed the
stairway’s angle to the left. There she found the child, hunched
near the wall, clutching one hand with the other, a small trickle
of blood oozing out between her fingers.

“Izzie, you’re hurt.”
Gracie crouched down in front of her. “Let me see.”

The child looked a bit lost and confused at
first, not to mention a bit vulnerable, then her eyes caught sight
of her father moving up the stairs behind Gracie.

Izzie puffed up her chest, set her jaw,
tilted her head, and stuck both hands behind her back.

“Ain’t nothin’,” she
remarked.

Gone was the frightened little girl of a
second ago. In her place was one tough little lady
finger...er...cookie.

Glancing over her shoulder, Gracie sensed
the reason for that tough exterior. If he bellowed one more time,
she told herself, she was going to rudely bellow right back at
him.

But he didn’t. Crouching down beside her,
getting closer to his daughter, he reached out his hand. “Izzie,
let me see, honey.”

Gracie looked at Mr. Carson Price again. His
face was ashen and beads of perspiration were popping out on his
forehead. He was worried. And scared. He may just have redeemed
himself in her eyes, Gracie thought.

“Okay, baby? Let me see
what you did,” he crooned softly to the child.

“Ain’t nothin’, Dad. It
will be okay.”

“You’re
bleeding.”

The child shrugged. “No big deal.”

“Yes, it’s a big deal.
You’re hurt and I want to help you. Let’s take a look at
it.”

Isabella Marcia Price glanced from her
father, to Gracie, and then back to her father again. After a
moment, she slowly pushed her hand forward.

The fleshy part of her palm, right below her
thumb, sported a small cut. Gracie noticed that the child’s eyes
never left her father’s.

Gingerly, he took her impish hand in his
large one and cradled it there.

“This has gotta hurt a
bit, Iz. I know it has to.”

She nodded slightly.

Gracie leaned forward. She thought she saw
something glimmer in the child’s hand, a reflection of the overhead
stairwell light.

“I think there is a piece
of glass in there,” she offered.

Carson looked at Gracie and then back to
study his daughter’s palm. “I think you’re right. Do you have a
pair of tweezers around here anywhere?”

Nodding, she replied, “Sure do. Let’s head
upstairs to my apartment.”

Gracie realized then, just as those words
escaped her mouth, that this was the first time she’d invited a man
into her apartment in, oh, about a thousand years. She wasn’t quite
sure she was prepared for it, but there was definitely not time to
mull over that situation at the moment.

There were more pressing things at hand.


Chapter Three

 


 


“You don’t have to carry
me, Dad. My legs ain’t hurt.”

“Aren’t hurt.”

“The glass is in my hand,
not my leg. Put me down now.”

“I’ll put you down in a
minute. I don’t want to risk you tripping and breaking your fall
with that hand.”

“But—”

Carson stopped at the stop of the stairs,
narrowed his gaze, and looked into his daughter’s face. “But what,
Iz?” he replied with a huff.

Izzie smirked. “Nothing, Dad.”

Carson wasn’t quite sure what made him so
scared—the fact that Izzie had momentarily disappeared, that the
sight of her blood drops on the floor had rendered him nearly
incapable of functioning, or the thought that Grace Hart would now
never rent to him.

Truth be known, it was a mixture of all
three, with extreme emphasis on the blood issue. His heart leapt
into his throat every time he thought about Izzie bleeding to death
somewhere and him not being able to find her.

He held her close and waited while Grace
opened the door to her apartment then showed them into the
kitchen.

“The light in here is
better,” she said. “Why don’t you sit her there on the counter and
I’ll go get tweezers and some peroxide.”

Carson nodded and followed her
instructions.

The small kitchen was bright and airy,
cheerful and welcoming. In fact, the whole apartment appeared to be
that way. It smelled nice, too. Kind of like lemons and cinnamon
all at the same time. He didn’t know about the combination, but he
sort of liked it. He’d noticed all that as soon as he’d stepped
over the threshold—registering it secondarily though, his primary
thoughts still on Izzie’s wound.

“Let me see that,
Bubblebuns.” He cradled Izzie’s small hand in his then looked into
her eyes.

“Don’t call me
that.”

Carson frowned at his daughter, whose face
still held an unhappy expression, then tossed a teasing wink at
her. Finally, after a moment of scrutinizing him, she winked
back.

“I’ll call you anything I
darned well please,” he added with a hint of a grin. “You’re my
Bubblebuns.”

Izzie laughed, her smirk fading fully into a
broad smile.

“Dad,” she began. “It was
an accident. The cookies, I mean.”

“Later,” he told her, then
turned his concentration on her wound. He’d settle up with Grace
about the damages later. And he’d settle up with his daughter about
the damages much later. Like, with a huge talk and some extra
chores to earn out enough funds to pay him back for replacing the
delicate china she’d shattered.

He just hoped it wasn’t priceless or
something.

Grace re-appeared with a damp washcloth,
bandages, cotton balls, tweezers, and hydrogen peroxide. “Here, I
think this is all we need.”

She set the items on the counter, fumbled
the peroxide, then righted it again quickly, then simultaneously
looked up into Carson’s eyes and bit her lower lip.

“Thank you,” he
replied.

She was nervous. For the life of him he
couldn’t figure out why, but she was. Her hands were shaking as
she’d laid the items on the counter. Funny, a self-assured business
woman like herself didn’t seem the type to be nervous about much,
he thought. But for some reason, there was a slight change in her
demeanor. Not able to quite put his finger on it, he glanced back
to Izzie and stared once more at the child’s palm.

“Would you like to do the
honors, or shall I?” Grace offered.

Carson realized then that he’d made no move
to pick the glass out of Izzie’s hand, and that while he was
studying his child’s wound, he was also wondering what the woman
standing beside him was all about.

Mind to task, Carson.

“I’ll do it,” he returned.
Never let it be said that Carson Price didn’t take care of his
own.

“Do what?” Izzie
queried.

His eyes met his daughters once more. “There
is a little piece of glass in there, Iz. It has to come out. It
won’t hurt, I promise. And then we’ll clean it up and bandage it
and we can get on with our day, okay?” He reached for a cotton ball
and the peroxide. “And if you’re real still and quiet and good,
I’ll even treat you to lunch.”

Turning to Grace, he said, “I’m sure there’s
a McDonald’s around here somewhere, right Ms. Hart?”

Grace looked at him—a rather odd little
look, like he’d grown another head or his ears had suddenly
sprouted points or something. She didn’t answer.

“Ms. Hart?”

“Gracie,” she
answered.

Gracie.
The words flowed off her lips and landed
feather-light on his brain. Gracie. He liked the sound of
that.

Suddenly she shook her head, as if she were
shaking herself out of a trance, and said, “Grace, I mean.”

Puzzled now, Carson stood a little
straighter and peered into the eyes of the woman who stood before
him. “So which is it? Grace or Gracie?” She looked rather puzzled
herself, which was almost as amusing at it was endearing.

Carson felt at a loss for words, a little
light-headed, and surprisingly, a whole lot like smiling. Smiling
like a fool. It was sort of like something had clicked deep down
inside of him and had pleasantly turned this disaster of a morning
into something more. Something—

Something he didn’t want to think about.

He looked at Iz.
Task at hand, Price.

“My name is really Grace,
but everyone calls me Gracie. I mean...my friends call me
Gracie.”

Slowly, he turned back to look at her. “Oh,”
was all he said. What else could he say? May I call you Gracie,
too? Will we be friends? Even though my daughter just smashed your
china teapot, crushed cookies into your polished hardwood floors,
and obliterated one very expensive-looking cookie plate? Can I call
you Gracie? Huh?

For some reason, he did want to call her
that. Yes. For some crazy, insane notion, he wanted to get to know
Ms. Grace Hart well enough to call her Gracie.

* * * *

Idiot!

Gracie wasn’t quite sure
what was happening. Maybe she was getting sick. The flu
had been going around.
Her hands were shaking and her heart was pounding and she felt just
a little bit faint. Thank goodness Carson Price had stopped looking
at her and was now concentrating on getting that minute piece of
glass out of his daughter’s hand.

Get a grip, she told herself.

This was all very unnerving and extremely
unsettling.

She knew what it was, although she hated to
admit it. It wasn’t the flu or a bad fish sandwich or anything of
that nature. No sirree. What she was feeling right now could only
be attributed to one thing.

There was a man in her kitchen.

A real live, muscular, drop-dead-gorgeous,
intelligent man with eyes like she’d never in her life seen.

And his occupancy in her small galley
kitchen seemed to suck the very air out of the room.

He made a commanding presence. A bit
overwhelming and more than a little overpowering. Larger than life.
When she’d returned with the first aid supplies, she was so
unexpectedly caught unaware by the sight of him that her entire
body went into stupid mode and she’d temporarily lost all
functioning of her lips and her hands. Which was why she’d said
that dumb thing about her friends calling her Gracie.

That Ms. Hart stuff was getting to her.

Suddenly, she wracked her brain trying to
recall the last man who had stood in exactly that spot. Right
there. Occupying that narrow space between her counter and the
refrigerator.

Pathetic, she told herself. Gracie Hart you
are pathetic.

Truth be known, she was more than pathetic.
She was thirty-five years old and couldn’t remember the last time
she’d entertained a man in her apartment.

Years. Ages. Eons.

Pathetic.

She might as well just dry up and blow
away.

“Ow!”

“Got it!”

“You did?” Gracie stepped
forward just as Carson lifted the tweezers into the air. She
studied the small piece of glass held between the tweezer points in
his hand.

“I’m bleeding,
Dad.”

Glancing back to Izzie’s hand, Grace caught
sight of the thick bubble of blood oozing up out of the wound. She
grabbed the damp wash cloth and covered the cut, applied some
pressure, and cradled Izzie’s small hand with her own.

Somehow, Carson’s hands simultaneously ended
up around hers.

Surprisingly, she
felt his hands
shaking.

He jerked them away again quickly and said,
“Oh! You have that? Okay...I’ll fix a bandage.” He then proceeded
to busy himself with cutting a swatch of sterile gauze. He dropped
the roll of gauze once, then twice. Gracie tried to concentrate on
Izzie, rather than on the fact that her father seemed to be having
a heck of a time managing the bandage.

“You like cheeseburgers,
Ms. Hart?”

She looked at Izzie. “What?”

“Cheeseburgers? You like
‘em?”

Studying the child’s impish face, Gracie’s
heart suddenly turned warm and fuzzy. Isabella Price was a
beautiful child with an animated face and big ol’ Disney character
eyes. She was looking at her now, those huge blue eyes full of
question.

“Well, do you?”

Gracie hadn’t eaten a cheeseburger since she
was sixteen. “I love them,” she replied.

“Me, too. Wanna come with
us to McDonald’s?”

Gracie felt her own eyes widen at the
question. “Me?”

“Yeah.”

Her heart suddenly didn’t feel warm and
fuzzy anymore, but lurched abruptly into panic mode. She glanced at
Carson, who had finally managed to cut the bandage and was looking
at her with an unreadable expression on his face, then back to
Izzie. Sharing kitchen space was bad enough at the moment, she
wasn’t up for a cozy lunch for three at the neighborhood kid
hangout.

“I...well, thank you, but
perhaps another time.”

“I’m sure Gracie has to
stay with her shop, Iz.”

My shop? Yes. I have to stay with the shop.
Did he call me Gracie?

Nodding profusely, she agreed. “Yes. That’s
right. I need to stay with my shop.” The shop which, she suddenly
realized, was standing wide open to the street with no one manning
the cash register. “And, I really should be getting back down
there.”

Slowly, she removed the wash cloth and sort
of pushed the child’s hand toward Carson. “Perhaps you should take
over from here.” She felt like she was backing up at the same time.
Well, actually, she was.

“All right,” he replied.
He glanced to his daughter. “Don’t you have something to say to Ms.
Hart before she leaves, Iz?”

Izzie screwed up her face and slowly turned
to look at Gracie. “Sorry,” she finally whispered.

“I know,” Gracie returned,
then smiled back. “It’s okay. I’m just glad you weren’t badly
hurt.” Then she turned quickly back to Carson. “I...um, really do
need to get back down there. The shop is open.”

“I understand.”

She retreated two more steps. “Help yourself
to whatever you need.”

“We’ll be fine and will
join you in a few minutes.”

“Oh, sure.” She was nearly
in her living room now. “And we’ll finish our business
then.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“Okay.”

Then Gracie left. She tripped over the throw
rug at the entrance to her door and nearly turned her ankle on the
first step down the stairway. What in the world was wrong with her?
Obviously, stupid mode had traveled down to her feet.

Stopping at the first landing, she paused a
minute, allowing a couple of thoughts to collect themselves in her
head.

At that point she decided that she hoped
stupid mode wasn’t going to bounce back up to her heart. She’d kept
such tight control over that heart for such a long time, it would
surely be a shame for it to do something stupid, like get broken
over a guy like Carson Price.

* * * *

“Your change comes to two
dollars and sixteen cents,” Gracie told the young woman on the
other side of the counter. The woman took her change, the
Aromatherapy candle she’d just purchased, smiled, then leisurely
left the shop.

Gracie watched her leave then made a mental
note to order more of those candles. This was something new from a
different supplier and that particular brand was flying out of the
shop faster than she could keep them in stock.

Turning, she glanced about and decided that
instead of a mental note, she needed to make reference to the
candles in her computer inventory software program before she
forgot about it.

She booted up the computer and glanced once
more at the back stairway. Twenty minutes earlier she’d left Carson
and Izzie upstairs. She’d seen hide nor hair of them since.

Odd, she thought, hoping that Izzie was
okay.

“He’s probably still
fumbling with the bandage,” Gracie said to herself, then chuckled.
Her computer screen came to life with a series of clicks and clacks
and pings. Every time she started the thing, she said a little
prayer that it would keep working for a while longer. She couldn’t
afford to buy a new one quite yet, although it was on her wish
list. She started clicking icons to open the file she was
after.

During the time Carson had been upstairs,
Gracie had seriously contemplated the sanity of renting the shop
and the apartment to him and his daughter. She’d had her doubts
early on—then in a moment of stupidity had reconsidered—now, she
was sure she should not rent to him. Quite sure.

There was no sound reason
why she shouldn’t, really. He appeared to be a friendly person with
good character and sincere intentions. Obviously, he wasn’t some
derelict off the street. He was a family man with a child to raise.
Besides, a nice café next door would certainly compliment her shop.

The members of the Chamber would surely
welcome the new business endeavor.

But she didn’t know the
wisdom of renting to this man who made her insides flutter. Fact
was, she wasn’t used to fluttering insides and she was quite sure
she didn’t want them to flutter. She’s was just going to have to
come up with some excuse not
to rent to him.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

“Oh, shut up!”

“Excuse me?”

Startled, Gracie turned toward the voice.
“Oh! Mr. Price.”

“Were you talking to
someone?” he asked with a slight smirk on his face. “I swear I
heard you tell someone to shut up.” He glanced about the shop. “And
I don’t see anyone else here but the two of us.”

Gracie felt her cheeks grow warm with
embarrassment. He was teasing her, sort of, and she wasn’t quite
sure she liked it. Or maybe, she liked it at little too much.

“I was—” She glanced
around the shop. Where in the heck was that darned shop cat when
she needed her? A lot of people talked to animals, didn’t they?
Then she glanced back at her computer. “I was...I was talking to
the computer,” she added quickly, then patted the monitor and
turned back with a small grin. “I have to talk to her once in a
while, a little sweet talk, you know. She works better for me that
way.”

“She?” Carson arched a
brow in amusement.

Gracie wrung her hands and glanced off to
the side. “Ah, yes. She. The computer is definitely a she.”

He nodded, slowly, the expression on his
face still resembling amusement. “But that didn’t sound like sweet
talk to me.”

How in the heck was she going to talk her
way out of this one? Gracie cocked her head to once side. “Well,
I’d be inclined to agree with you, Mr. Price, but— “she turned and
patted the computer monitor again, “you don’t know old Clara Belle
here. She needs a good swift, sweet-talking nudge once in a
while.”

As if on cue, the newly-christened Clara
Belle sputtered with another series of clicks and a bing as if she
were acknowledging her own incompetence.

Gracie then arched her brow and looked once
more to Carson. She shrugged. “See? What did I tell you?”

“Well, I fail to
see—”

“So how is Izzie?” She had
to turn this conversation quickly. She had no intention of sharing
with Carson Price the fact that she had these ongoing conversations
with her biological clock once in a while.

“Oh, she’s fine. All
bandaged up and ready to move on to another escapade.” He glanced
back toward the stairwell. “She’s actually staking claim on her
room in the apartment upstairs. I hope you don’t mind, but while we
were up there, we went ahead and looked around.”

Gracie was a bit taken aback. “Oh?” She
remembered now that she had unlocked the apartment earlier this
morning.

“Yes.”

“And?”

“We love it.”

“Oh.”

“So we’d like to take the
package deal.”

“You would?” Gracie wasn’t
sure to be thrilled or panicked.

“Yes. The apartment and
the shop. I’d like to move as soon as possible, if that’s okay with
you. In fact, I’d like to start this weekend.”

“But I have to
clean—”

“No, forget about that. If
you’ll give me a cut on the first month’s rent, I’ll clean and even
paint Izzie’s bedroom upstairs. She wants purple. I hope you don’t
mind. She said pink was for girls. And I’ve claimed dibs on the
blue room at the back so the pink room has to go.”

The blue room in the back. The room next to
mine, Gracie thought. One thin wall separating us.

Oh, boy.

She took a deep breath. “Mr. Price. I think
we need to discuss a few things before—”

“Do you have a
lease?”

Puzzled, Gracie suddenly lost her train of
thought. “Well, yes, I do. It’s in the computer, in fact, but—” She
wasn’t sure she was ready to do this yet.

“Good. Why don’t you print
one off, I’ll take it with me tonight, read it over, and then come
back in the morning with either the signed copy or notes about
issues we need to discuss.”

“But you haven’t filled
out an application yet.”

He nodded. “Well, print one of those off
too, and I’ll bring it in the morning. You can sign the lease after
you’ve checked my references.”

“Well, I—”

Clara Belle clicked and pinged in the
background again.

Carson chuckled and smiled at the machine.
“I think she agrees. So, would you print all that off for me while
I fetch Iz? I should be getting back to Louisville. We’ll touch
base in the morning then, if that’s okay with you.”

“Well, sure, I suppose.
But—”

But he was gone, already moving toward the
back of her shop. Gracie was at a loss for words.

Clara Belle pinged again. Gracie turned
toward the computer and gave it one nasty look. “I didn’t need your
input back there a minute ago, you know. Whose side are you on,
anyway?”

The computer monitor sat unmoving,
silent.

“Oh hell,” Gracie muttered
quietly. Then she clicked on the program on which she’d saved a
copy of her standard lease and application, made a few impromptu
adjustments, tweaked a couple of other items, and generally made
some overall ridiculous changes. Maybe, once he’d looked this over,
he would decide not to rent after all.

She sure hoped so. It would be much easier
if he said no, rather than her having to say no to him. She didn’t
want him to get the wrong idea, or anything. She didn’t want him to
think that Izzie was the reason she couldn’t rent to him.

In fact, she actually liked Izzie a whole
heck of a lot. She just couldn’t see how she could live next to her
father. Not when he made her insides flutter like he did today, on
the first day they’d ever met.

She printed off the lease and application
then, not putting any further thought into it, keeping her fingers
crossed that he would decide not to return with them in the
morning.

 



Chapter Four

 


 


Normally, after a day like today, Carson had
little trouble dropping off to sleep. He’d ran from one thing to
another all day long; the trip to Franklinville and back, a meeting
with a client, and a quick conference with Jack—all with Izzie in
tow—which was, of course, a challenge. Always happiest when he was
the busiest, though, he’d never had trouble with insomnia.

Until lately.

And tonight didn’t seem to be an
exception.

Lately, there had been one too many things
on his mind, and it didn’t matter how many sheep he counted or how
many pages of some boring legal document he perused, sleep just
sometimes didn’t come.

Tonight was one of those nights.

Tonight, however, he wasn’t thinking about
Izzie and some problem at her school. He wasn’t thinking about how
Marci had all but abandoned her daughter three years ago—and now
was making noises about coming back into his daughter’s life. Nor
was he thinking about the lucrative legal practice he was giving up
to set up an “establishment” in the small burg of
Franklinville.

No, none of those things entered his mind
this night.

He was thinking about Gracie Hart. And why
in the world she didn’t want to rent to him.

Lying in his bed, a soft, cool breeze
blowing over him from the window, Carson welcomed the night calm.
Spring had finally arrived in Kentucky and not only was he thankful
for the warm night, but also the soothing quiet it brought to the
end of his day. The day had been rather hectic. He wished he could
just let this calm wash over him totally and lull him to sleep.

With one arm thrown over his head and the
other hand holding his copy of the Gracie’s lease, he squinted at
the words while he read over the thing one more time by the dim
light of his bedside lamp.

He couldn’t figure out what she was up to.
Unless it was just as simple as it looked. She didn’t want to rent
to him.

Period.

She’d jacked up the rent.

She’d made it impossible to do any physical
alterations on the shop, including plumbing.

She essentially implicated that Izzie would
have to leave her room pink.

She had required an outlandish deposit plus
the first and last month’s rent up front.

She was nuts if she thought he would go for
this.

Carson dropped the lease and application on
his night table with a flutter, punched his pillow once, then
twice, rolled over, and closed his eyes to try to sleep.

He had no idea what Gracie Hart was up to,
but there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it tonight.

Tomorrow. That’s when he’d take care of
it.

Tomorrow he would find out why Ms. Hart did
not want to rent to him.

Eyes still closed, her image danced before
him as he started to drift off to sleep. Thing was, it bugged the
hell out of him this very minute.

There was some reason she
didn’t want him and Izzie around. Well, after this morning, he
supposed he had a pretty good idea why. It was just that he thought
she liked Izzie.
She’d smiled at her and didn’t seem too upset about the cookies and
the teapot and she’d even appeared forgiving about the
damages.

Maybe he was reading her all wrong.

Maybe he’d just have to prove to her
tomorrow that things could be different.

* * * *

Every Saturday morning,
like clockwork, they showed up for coffee and gossip. It had been
that way for almost nine years. Constance Greenspoon had shown up
first, coffee cup in hand, early one Saturday morning, wanting to
know if she could sit a spell in Gracie’s cozy corner and read the
morning paper. Gracie had eagerly obliged. Romantically Yours had been in
existence for several months at that point in time, and Gracie was
still grieving the move from New York and all that had happened
there. She welcomed the older woman into her shop with open
arms.

Constance, claiming her age as somewhere
beyond sixty, was like a breath of fresh air for Gracie. They’d
quickly become fast friends. And Gracie needed fast friends at that
point in her life. Constance had left that morning with a bottle of
bath salts the younger woman had concocted; the next Saturday
morning she was back with Mary White in tow, coffee cup in her
hand, as well.

Evelyn Walters joined them the next week.
Then Patsy Marcum. The next week Deni Carter.

And on it went.

The names and faces changed from time to
time, year to year, but the camaraderie was still the same. Cait
Conley had twins in September and they hadn’t seen much of her of
since. They’d lost Cassie Fields to cancer two years earlier and
Sylvia Parker was beginning to suffer from Alzheimer’s, but they
weathered the storms just as they celebrated the joys.

It was what they were about. Life. Death.
Living. Dying. And everything that comes in between. Coffee and
gossip and the morning paper. Nothing more, nothing less. Constance
often reported that they were worse than old men sitting around
talking about old women.

And yes, the subject invariably turned to
men, young or old. Short or tall, thin or fat. Straight or gay.
Good-looking or not.

Gracie, the youngest of the bunch, kept
quiet most of the time and listened, taking in the collective
wisdom of the women who had grown to be her friends. There were
times she welcomed their advice and their common sense approach to
life’s trials and tribulations. There were other times she really
didn’t want to hear what they had to say.

Nevertheless, they’d been there for her when
she’d needed a shoulder or two. Or three. Sometimes more.

It was the same most every Saturday morning,
week in, week out. Year in, year out. And there was nothing
different about this particular Saturday morning.

Except for the moment when Carson Price
decided to grace her doorstep. Again.

The bell over the door chimed a warning at
his entrance and Gracie sensed five pair of eyes, in addition to
hers, simultaneously look up and follow Carson as he crossed the
shop’s threshold and determinedly approached the group.

He stopped directly in front of Gracie, both
feet firmly planted into the polished, hardwood floors. She looked
up at him, her coffee cup poised halfway between the saucer and her
mouth, and gulped.

Oh damn. He’s back.

“I would like to talk to
you, Ms. Hart, if you could spare a moment,” he said to her
then.

Gracie swallowed, looked into those eyes and
held that connection for about three seconds, then slowly lifted
the cup to her lips and took a sip as she glanced lower. She took
her time with the sip and the following swallow, then turned her
gaze back to Carson.

She was extremely proud of the self-control
she exhibited.

Finally, she lowered cup and saucer to the
table. “Of course, Mr. Price.” She rose. “Right this way.”

They’d walked perhaps two steps away, toward
the cash register side of the shop, when Gracie heard the low buzz
and chatter of the women behind her. She glanced back once and the
babble stopped. When she turned to face Carson again, it
resumed.

Women.

“I’ve come to talk to you
about this lease,” he began.

Gracie glanced at the papers in his hand.
“And?” she replied, looking back into his face. She wondered what
kind of a poker face she possessed. It was hard being dead serious
about the ridiculous lease she’d offered him. No one in town rented
Main Street shops out for that amount of money or required such a
stiff deposit up front.

“It’s absurd.”

She already knew that.

“I’d like to discuss the
terms.”

She sort of figured that, too.

“I’ve done a little
research around town and you’re way out of line on the
rent.”

“Oh? Is that
right?”

He arched a brow in disbelief and slowly
nodded.

“Yes. And I’ve taken the
liberty of redoing the lease with my acceptable offer to you. I’d
like you to take a look at it, and if it’s acceptable to you as
well, I’d like to move some things into the apartment this
afternoon.”

Gracie stared at him. Then she chuckled.
“Mr. Price, I think you are attempting to turn the table on me
here.”

He raised the other brow.

She continued, “I think it is customary,
since I am the owner of the building, that I set the rent and the
fees and the restrictions on the property, is it not?”

“Yes, ma’am, it is,
however—”

“Then I’m sure you’ll
understand when I tell you that the lease, as originally written,
stands. Nothing more, nothing less. Now, if you’ll excuse
me.”

She turned and started back toward the buzz
growing louder in the rear of the shop. In an instant, she caught
Constance’s eye, noticed the horrified expression on her face, and
the “no” signal she was flashing with her hands.

What in the world?

Carson Price laid a hand on her forearm and
asked her to wait. Turning, she forgot Constance for a second and
looked back into those damned sea-blue eyes.

“I don’t understand,” he
told her.

Watching his face, Gracie felt a sudden
pang. Like she’d done something morally and ethically wrong and the
guilt was about to consume her. Carson’s face was telling a story
and she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to hear it—but was almost
certain that she was about to.

“I need this place, Ms.
Hart. Please hear me out. I have no idea why you don’t want to rent
to me, but would you please just talk with me about this for a
minute or two? Would you please just give me that?”

Gracie swallowed hard and searched Carson’s
face a little longer. Then for some reason, she glanced back at the
women behind her. Smiling, Constance then slowly nodded and gave
her a thumb’s up sign. The other four women all nodded in unison
beside of her.

It was a conspiracy. Plain and simple.

“All right,” she said.
“Let’s talk.”

A commotion erupted behind her then and
Gracie turned once more to see all five women standing, gathering
their coffee cups and newspapers and purses and the like. They were
chatting about this and that, nodding and speaking their brief
farewells as they passed.

Constance, in particular, had a huge grin
plastered all over her face.

Not much later, after the doorbell chiming
their departure silenced, Gracie found herself alone in her shop
with Carson.

Finally, she motioned toward the corner the
women had just left. “Would you like to sit down?”

He faltered a second, then agreed.
“Sure.”

Gracie followed him. He chose a Queen Anne
wingback; she chose the overstuffed armchair opposite him. “Coffee?
Tea?” She motioned toward the table between them.

He shook his head. “No, thank you.”

“Pastry?”

“No.”

“Cook—”

“Ms. Hart, why is it you
don’t want to rent to me?”

“Why Mr. Price, I’ve never
said—”

“It’s Izzie, isn’t
it?”

That thought had never entered her mind.
Even though she was sure the child was a handful, Gracie thought
her rather precious. No, the reason she didn’t want to rent to him
had nothing to do with his daughter; it had everything to do with
Carson Price, himself. “No,” she told him.

“No?”

“No.”

“Ah ha! Well then, if not
Izzie, what is it?”

Clearing her throat,
Gracie glanced about the shop. Reason. Suddenly her brain was all
jumbled. What was the real reason she didn’t want to rent to him? Let’s see,
there was one, wasn’t there? Otherwise she wouldn’t have jumped up
the rent.

“Well?”

She looked into his eyes again. Oh damn,
yes. That was it. Those eyes, and the man attached to them.

“Mr. Price, there is no
reason not to rent to you. I’ve given you my terms. It’s up to you
to accept them or not.” Gracie rose.

So did he.

“The terms are ridiculous
and unacceptable.”

“But they are my
terms.”

“All the more reason for
me to believe that you have some ulterior motive for not wanting to
rent to me. Did you get another offer? Is someone else actually
going to rent from you for this exorbitant price? Because if there
is…”

“No, Mr. Price. That’s not
it.”

He threw his hands into the air. “Then what
is it?”

Heaving in a thick sigh, Gracie turned away
from him and walked toward her cash register. On the pretense of
organizing her cash drawer, she gave herself a few seconds to
settle her brain and organize her thoughts. She had to give him a
reason; she had a feeling he wouldn’t leave here without one. But
what in the world could she say? I don’t want to rent to you
because you’re too good looking and you make my heart flutter?

Somehow, she didn’t think that would cut
it.

“Well?”

She looked at him. He looked back, waiting
for her to reply, appearing to study her face. “I’ve decided not to
rent out that side of the building after all. The apartment,
either.” Where that statement came from, she had no clue. It was a
weak reason. She knew it and so did he. Thing was, she couldn’t
back that up for long. She needed to rent out the whole shebang and
soon. There were bills that needed to be paid.

Suddenly, he looked defeated. The hand which
still held the lease dropped to his side and he glanced away. For a
few seconds, she watched his profile as the expression there
appeared to fall away, too. He heaved in a sigh, his chest rising
and then falling, and he exhaled long and slow. Finally, he turned
back to fully face her.

“All right then. I suppose
I have to accept that. Maybe I can find something else. It was just
that this seemed so...perfect.” His words were spoken with a hush
that caught her totally off guard. There was something in his
voice, some sort of inflection that echoed something more than just
mere disappointment. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger
on. All of a sudden, she felt sort of queasy and upset with
herself.

“Thanks for your time,” he
said then and turned to leave. “Sorry to interrupt your Saturday
morning.”

He set the papers on her counter and started
for the door. Gracie watched his back as he moved away from her,
his shoulders appearing to slump further with every step he took.
In the next minute, he slowly opened the door and stepped out to
the street.

An awful, empty feeling suddenly landed with
a thud in the hollow place of Gracie’s belly. She didn’t like
it.

* * * *

“So, we’re not moving to
Franklinville?” Izzie looked up with confused eyes. Carson laid the
storybook he’d been reading to her on his lap and gathered the
child under his arm. Tucking the covers up around the two of them,
he hugged her tight. Darn it. He should have just kept quiet about
his plans until everything was set. The child had gone through
enough transitions in her life, she didn’t need to endure more than
necessary.

Lesson learned, Price. Next time keep it all
under your hat until everything is squared away.

“Dad?” Her eyes were huge
with question.

He took in a stabilizing breath. “No, Iz.
I’m sorry to say, but that didn’t work out.”

“But I thought that’s why
you went back to see Ms. Hart today? To work out the
deal?”

“I did.”

“But you
didn’t?”

He shook his head. “No, we didn’t agree on a
couple of things.”

“But I liked...my room. I
liked her.”

The words stunned him. Studying his
daughter’s face, he took in the honest expression in her eyes.
Izzie was a lot of things—mischievous, sneaky, and more often than
not carried around more than her share of assertiveness—but she was
never dishonest with him. She always owned up to things and to his
knowledge, she never said things she didn’t mean. For some reason,
she had suddenly accepted this move. And for another, it seemed she
honestly liked Grace Hart.

“Well, yeah, I know. I
sort of liked her, too. And I really liked the shop and the
apartment and the town. But the fact remains that the place was
just too expensive for us and she wasn’t willing to lower the
rent.”

“But did you try to talk
to her?”

“I did.”

“Did you talk to her real
nice and sweet?”

He smiled. He hadn’t, had he? Suddenly, he
wondered if that would have worked.

No. It wouldn’t. Grace Hart was all
business, he wouldn’t have swayed her with sweet-talk. In fact, she
probably would have booted him right out on his ear had he
tried.

“You didn’t, did you Dad?”
She furrowed her brow at him, pretending to be mad, but he saw
right through her.

Smiling, he shook his head and ruffled her
hair. “Nope, you little Munchkin, I guess I didn’t. Think that
would have helped?”

Izzie tilted her chin and tossed him a saucy
little grin. “I bet you didn’t do the eye thing, either, did
you?”

This time she had him. “The eye thing?” he
questioned.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “You
know, like when you talk to a pretty lady and you do that thing
with your eyes.”

Carson guffawed. “What! What thing do I do
with my eyes?” Obviously, his daughter was a lot more observant
than he realized.

“Oh, you know. You do like
this.” Izzie narrowed her eyes a bit, a sort of half-open,
half-closed bedroomy eye thing, and arched one brow a bit. There
was a little come-hither twinkle in the eye under that arched brow
that took him totally by surprise.

Carson laughed out loud. “Izzie! I don’t do
that!”

“Oh yes, you do,
Dad.”

“Do not!”

“Do so!”

“Says who?”

“Says me!”

“I don’t think
so.”

“The phone!” Izzie jumped
up and scrambled out of the bed the instant the shrill ring
sounded. She was gone in a flash and the eye thing was
forgotten.

“Izzie! Let it go. Let the
machine...”

But it was too late. He heard his daughter
answer with an excited hello. God, how he hated this. Every time
the phone rang late at night she rushed for it, thinking that it
might be Marci. It rarely was. The California calls were few and
far between for the past couple of years.

Izzie returned to the bedroom with portable
phone in hand and a disappointed face.

“For you, Dad.”

He smiled at her and she shrugged, then
handed over the phone. Slowly, she climbed back into bed and
cuddled closer into him.

He put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

“Mr. Price?”

“Yes?”

“Grace Hart here.”He sat
up, suddenly more interested in the call. “Yes?” he repeated. Izzie
sat up too, watching him and listening to his every
word.

“I’ve been looking over
your suggestions for the lease. I was wondering...perhaps we could
talk about them.”

For some reason, his heart started pounding.
“Absolutely.”

“Tomorrow?”
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