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PROLOGUE 
“God?” Sabrina Monroe tilted her head heavenward and stared at the dark-purple hazed October sky. “Is this another test?” 
“Okay, I don’t blame you.” She hopped onto the hood of her now comatose fifteen-year-old Firebird. “You have to admit though, I keep bumping into bad luck.” She glanced around at the long deserted rural road, grateful there wasn’t a soul in sight to witness her loud outburst. 
“Sabrina,” a soft voice called out to her. “Believing in yourself is half the secret.” 
Startled, Sabrina stumbled off the car and stood before a middle-aged woman with curly, pink hair. Pink as it was, it looked natural. She wore faded jeans and a green T-shirt. 
Where did she come from? 
“Do I know you?” Sabrina asked with caution as she inched back toward her car. “How…how do you know my name?” 
“You’re wearing it.” The stranger pointed a pink manicured finger to the brass-plated nametag pinned on Sabrina’s blouse. 
“Oh? I thought I’d removed this,” Sabrina whispered in 
astonishment. She recovered her composure and met the hand extended to her. 
“My name is Lucinda. A little girl once named me Lucy. It stuck.” 
Lucy hummed a soft tune and sauntered around the Firebird. 
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Sabrina swung her head in all directions, searching for the stranger’s mode of transportation, a car, a hot air balloon, a spaceship? 

Roswell. I knew I shouldn’t have watched that documentary. 
Nothing was impossible. And how about the group that passed through town last year, BABA, Businessmen Abducted By Aliens. 
Everyone had laughed at the time, but maybe they had left this one behind. 

Great. 


 Not only was she stuck in the middle of nowhere, but the day had arrived, and the men in white coats were probably around the corner ready to whisk her away. 
She had prayed for solutions to ease her troubles. It looked like her request had been answered in the form of a breakdown. 
She’d finally lost it. 
“Sabrina, relax. You’re fine.” 
Did she speak aloud? Wonderful, she had told a perfect stranger she was in the middle of a mental crisis. She had been suspicious of Ms. 
Pink Hair, when all along her mind was as lost as a star in the day. Talk about role reversal. 
Sabrina shrugged. “I give up.” 
“Anyone can give up. It's the easiest thing in the world to do. But to hold it together when everyone expects  you to fall apart, well, that's true strength, the stuff you’re made of.” 
Sabrina nodded in answer. It was still possible this was a dream and a result of all the nachos and chocolate she’d devoured at midnight to chase away her tension. 
The air stilled with a quiet hush, and the leaves on the trees stopped rustling in the wind. It was as though she’d been transported to another time zone, or was it the Twilight Zone? 
She needed to get a life, and soon. Her imagination was in overdrive. 
Truth be told, the lady seemed harmless enough, and she had a kind smile. She’d just shared her words of wisdom, it was that simple. 
Besides, what else did she have to do until a tow-truck or car drove by. 
She scrutinized Lucy’s features. Lucy’s eyes reminded her of a blue sky on a clear summer day, and her unlined face took on the crimson 6 
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glow of her hair. 
Sabrina relaxed her shoulders as a sensation of familiarity enveloped her. 
But how could someone she’d never met before seem so familiar? 
Lucy nodded toward the Firebird. “It looks like you need help.” 
She tore her stare away from Lucy’s curls and focused on the conversation. “Oh, yes, I…I have to find a phone and call a tow-truck. 
You don’t happen to have a cell phone?” 
Lucy shook her head and placed her hands on the car’s hood. “A friend of mine has a similar car. I’ve heard her say it can be temperamental at times.” 
“That’s what I say about this old bird all the time.” 
“Go ahead. Start it up.” 
“It won’t do any good. I think she’s ready for retirement. But I’ll give it a whirl.” Sabrina slid in the driver’s seat and turned the ignition. 
She controlled her gasp of shock when her car kicked in and purred like a kitten. She emerged from the Firebird and shook her head in bewildered relief. “Did you fix my car? How? What did you do?” 
“Sometimes when one takes a step away from the problem, things fix themselves.” 
“Can you twitch your nose? Do you have a hubby named Darren?” 
The wackiness of the afternoon had drugged Sabrina into a giddy mood as she continued to tease. “Or do you swoosh out of a bottle?” 
Lucy leaned against the car and raised a brown manicured eyebrow. 
“Or maybe your old bird needed a time-out.” 
“You’re right, she’s overheated before. A cooling time-out 
sometimes helps.” Sabrina grinned. “Either that, or you’re a magical mechanic.” 
“I repair souls.” 
“You’re a shoemaker?” 
“You can say that, since all long journeys take many steps.” Lucy smiled and looked down at Sabrina’s tattered tennis shoes. “One must wear good shoes for the long trip.” 
“When one finds good shoes on sale.” Sabrina laughed. “It was nice talking to you.” She meant that, even though she’d been skeptical Sabrina’s Destiny 
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earlier. “I better take this old bird home before she challenges me to another duel.” 
“Challenges are blessings in disguise, when you take the time to look underneath the surface.” 
“Blessings? There’s no blessing in the corporate grubbers trying to steal my property, and the deceptive people I’ve come across. Those challenges are giving me a major headache without enough money to buy Aspirin.” 

Yikes. 
Horrified at her outburst, Sabrina flung her hand over her mouth. 
“Oh, God. I never spout off like that…well, I do, but not to nice people like you. I don’t know what got into me. I’m so sorry.” She wished she could now rewind and start over, this time with a muzzle clamped over her mouth. 

What in blue blazes had possessed her to ramble on like that? 
“Again, Lucy, I apologize….” 
Lucy held her hand up. “No need. You’re a successful young 
woman. You can handle a few bumps on the road.” 
“My road to success has been under construction for the past year.” 
The sun peeked through the clouds and shimmers of light danced through Lucy’s curls. Sabrina closed her eyes for a moment as a nostalgic scent of cotton candy engulfed her senses, she had the urge to befriend Lucy and continue their conversation. 
“Lucy, can I offer you a lift?” 
But Lucy had already started down the road. 
At least Sabrina wouldn’t have to be towed home. She climbed into her car and rolled down her window when she noticed Lucy had turned and waved. 
“You’ll find something in your car,” Lucy called out. “It’s on loan. 
Don’t worry about returning it. It’ll find its way back.” 
“Something? Find its way?” Sabrina noticed the box on the 
passenger seat. “Whoa. How did this get in here?” They do say the hand is quicker than the eye, and the passenger window was open. 
“Till we meet again, Sabrina.” 
“Hey, Lucy, can you change my old bird into a new Mustang?” she 8 
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hollered out the window, but Lucy had already disappeared behind a thicket of maple trees. 
Sabrina opened the green box and pulled out a whimsical snow globe. A shiver scurried up her spine as a musical tune emitted from its mahogany base, the same tune Lucy had hummed. 
She brought the globe close to her eyes and gazed inside the glass in wonderment. 
Her fingers trembled and she drew a sharp breath. 
A deer and an oak tree stood in front of the three-dimensional miniature model of her home, Maple Inn. 
More surprised than frightened she whispered, “What’s this?” 
Tears welled up in her eyes as she watched black letters magically emblazon across the brass plaque. 
She gasped and read the words, “Sabrina’s Destiny.” 
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CHAPTER ONE 
“I need a man! A big strong man!” 
Jason O’Neill stopped dead with one hand on the open door of his black Mustang as he heard the shout from the dark-haired woman who stood on the pathway of Maple Inn. 
“He’s probably lost.” Her words resonated loud and clear. “And too macho to ask for directions.” 
Jason’s cell phone buzzed, he flipped it open, and jabbed at it with his thumb. “O’Neill.” His eyes remained on the shapely woman. 
“It’s Trevor,” announced his colleague and friend. “Meet with the innkeeper?” 
Jason rolled his shoulders forward to work out the kinks. “Not yet.” 
“Did you call and give her a heads up about the proposition?” 
“I’ll talk to her after I check in.” Jason took in the historic Maple Inn nestled in Vermont’s countryside amid a forest of maple trees dappled with autumn’s coloration. “I’m staying at her inn.” 
“You’re staying there?” 
“No choice.” 
“What happened to The Jewel of Vermont? We reserved the 
presidential suite.” 

My mind took a detour into temporary insanity.  “Change of plans.” 
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“Jay, what’s up? You sound…odd.” 
“I think Norman Bates had a sister, and she works the desk at The Jewel.” The skin on the nape of his neck bristled as a flash of the occurrence at the hotel crossed his mind. “She told me I didn’t have a reservation, and then made a cryptic remark.” 
“Like what?” 
“Not sure. Something about me wasting time or my life. Didn’t catch it all.” Especially since the woman and the atmosphere in the lobby had spooked him. Not an easy feat to accomplish, as he had never been spooked by anything in his life. “She suggested Maple Inn.” 
Actually she had shooed him away as if he were a pesky mosquito. 
“Sandra probably reserved a room somewhere else. Check the 
Hilton or Holiday Inn.” 
“Did that. All booked.” 
“That’s odd. Tourist season doesn’t start until next week.” 
“When I get back I need to get my eyes checked.” 
“Jay, what are you talking about?” 
The oak tree by the path scattered its leaves as he paced toward the inn. Jason halted his steps and skewed the phone away from his ear while he observed the young woman. 
She drove a nail into the porch railing with a hammer, ranting, “I wonder what excuse this guy has?” She punctuated each word with a strike. “Excuses. Excuses. Excuses.” 
“Jay, what did you say about your eyes? What’s wrong?” 
He tore his gaze away from her. “Nothing. Just tired.” 
Nothing wrong except for the fact that when he walked into The Jewel’s lobby it had been crowded with guests. In the next instant it had become deserted, and he stood face to face with a purple-pink haired woman. 
He rubbed the back of his neck and put the whole experience down to the long hours on the road. 
“Tired, and you need a break,” Trevor said. “Been telling you, man, you’ve been on the go without a vacation.” 
Jason nodded absently. He’d go with that. Work exhaustion equaled distorted perceptions. 
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You see, you’re not crazy, O’Neill. 
“Okay, Jay, call my cell or pager if you need me.” 
The dark-haired woman distracted Jason again, as she dragged a long garden hose and walked backward on a muddy trail. He blinked and refocused on the call. “Will do.” 
“You won’t have any problems with the acquisition. Women always fall at your feet.” 
“This guy better get here soon,” she shouted. “Or I’m going to ohhhh…noooo….” 
Jason watched as the woman tripped over the rake lying on the grass behind her, and tumbled onto the muddy lawn on her heart-shaped backside. 
“You don’t know how accurate you are right now, pal.” Jason said to Trevor before he shut the phone. He approached the woman sprawled on her back a few feet in front of him as she pounded her fists in the dirt. 
He bent, offered his hand, and gazed down into a pair of the biggest, bluest, most expressive eyes he ever saw. 
She gripped his hand, heaved herself up with his help, and stood in front of him. 
Her upturned nose reached his shoulders, she couldn’t have been more than five-foot-four. His linebacker stature towered over her by at least ten inches. 
He took out a hankie from his leather jacket and offered it to her. 
When she declined, he wiped the mud from his hand. “You hurt?” 
“I’m fine. Thanks for your help.” She kept her head down as she shook her leg to disengage the dirt off her ripped-at-the-knees faded jeans. “Are you the guy the New York office sent?” 
His assistant, Sandra, must have given the inn a heads-up for him. 
Good. He could get right down to business. “Yes, I ” 
“Really?” She cupped her chin, and with slow deliberate steps she circled him, stopped, and tilted her head up to meet his gaze. 
He swore he saw surprise mixed with disappointment in her 
narrowed stare. “And you,  you’re the one they sent to meet with Sabrina Monroe?” 
Why did he feel he’d just been insulted? “Yes, if you can tell her ” 
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“It’s about time you showed.” Even though her voice was silky smooth, her stance and impatient tone didn’t give him the impression of sweetness. “We expected you four days ago.” 
“Excuse me?” Puzzled, he glanced around to make sure she was talking to him. 
The skin at the back of his neck prickled as her long lashes flew up and she pierced with him with what looked like a suspicious stare. “Your Mustang?” 
He followed her gaze to his car. “Uh? Well…yes.” He’d never been tongue tied in front of a woman before. 

Get a grip, O’Neill. 

Her eyes darted from his face to the car, and back to his face. Her mouth twisted in a wry grin. “You must be one of the more successful ones in your company.” 
Talk about intrusive. “I do okay.” 
“I can see that.” She nodded toward his car and this time her gaze traveled slower from the tips of his Orvis desert boots to the top of his head. 
As soon as he could, he’d untie his tongue, and demand to see the owner. 
She waved toward the front door. “Okay, enough talk. Let’s get down to business.” 
Finally . “I agree.” 
“We have a lot of work ahead. I still need to pick apples, and unpack the wine glasses.” She rolled her eyes and clicked her tongue. “Now they want different centerpieces. Instead of monogrammed balloons they want scented candles. Oh yes, and the strobe light needs adjusting.” 
Why she shared this information was a mystery. He’d better get out of her frazzled hair. “I’ll leave you to your hectic schedule, and check in—” 
“Listen to me.” She adjusted the tool belt slung low around her slim waist like a holster. “Everything that could go wrong already went wrong. We expect a full house in three days for the Baldwin engagement party. There’s a leak under the sink, again. The bartender quit, and now to top it all off, you’re annoying me.” 
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No wonder the business was in debt, if this was Ms. Monroe’s staff’s interpretation of quality customer service. “I’m annoying you?” 
“Why stop at annoying, when you have a good shot at being 
completely impossible?” 
Hmmm, did she have a relative working over at Vermont’s Jewel? 
He averted his eyes from her scowl and nodded toward the screen door. 
“I’d like to continue this fascinating conversation, but I’m here to speak to the inn’s proprietor.” 
“You’re speaking to her.” She extended her hand. “Sabrina 
Monroe.” 
So this was the infamous businesswoman who had scared away the hard-hitting negotiators. His competitors must’ve lost their edge. “Jason O’Neill.” He shook her small hand. “Pleasure to meet you.” Granted she wasn’t Miss Congeniality, but acquiring the property from Ms. Monroe would take him one, maybe two days max, a cakewalk. 
“If you have a moment, Ms. Monroe, I’d like to talk to you about my reason for—” 
“I don’t have time for small talk.” She looked down at her mud soaked plaid shirt. “Because of your tardiness, I had to do the chores myself.” With determined steps, she climbed the wrap-around porch’s stairs, crooked her finger, and gestured him to follow suit. 
Spellbound, he mounted the stairs and watched as she pointed to a wooden sign painted with wedding bells and white doves. “It would be a big help if you would hang this over the archway after you’ve settled in.” 
He glanced around at the tree-lined property and wondered if he had landed in the eastern seaboard’s version of an X-Files episode. “After I do whatever it is you think I should be doing, can I then have a room with a shower, and the use of a fax machine?” 
“What in blazes does a handyman need with a fax machine?” 
“A handyman?” Now he understood. She’d confused him with 
someone else. Perhaps a handyman was more welcomed than a land negotiator. 
“I’m sorry. I’m not up on the politically correct terminology.” She tapped her fingers against her puckered full lips. “Let me see. We can 14 
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call you a ‘basic skilled engineer.’ Will that work for you?” 
He’d decided to play along, since it appeared he had no choice in the matter. She didn’t look like she was in any frame of mind to talk business, and he was game for an adventure. “Could work.” 
“We’re hosting an engagement party in two days. You’ll be tending the bar. We’ll call you the ‘alcohol service provider.’ Do you think you can handle that?” 
“I can pour a few drinks. Anything else?” He offered her an indulgent wink, which didn’t bring the desired effect it usually did with the opposite sex. 
“Actually, there is something.” She slanted her fine, arched eyebrows as if contemplating a problem. “Are you the owner of your company?” 
“Director.” That at least was the truth. 
“They sent me a director.” She scrunched her nose as if she’d smelled something foul. “Are you at least qualified to meet my service requirements?” 
“Yes.” A stretch, but still within truthful limits. After all he had assisted the human resource department in hiring a maintenance contractor for the Arizona resort. “I also work in the business side of the company.” 
“Great, another tycoon wanna-be. Whatever.” She swung the screen door open, and motioned him inside as she placed one hand on her hip and tapped her booted foot. “I’m only interested in the area  which requires you to work with your hands. Let’s get started.” 
“Would you like to know more about me before I get… started?” 
“I know enough.” A look of disgust entered her features. “As you already know, since you are the director. Your agency messed up the last time I hired one of your maintenance people. If it wasn’t for the fact you’ve given me one month’s worth of free service, you and I wouldn’t be having this conversation. All I care is that you carry out your handyman duties.” 
“I’ll try to help.” She’d been half right. He was sent here to work with his briefcase not a tool case. His assignment: sweet-talk a twenty-six-year-old innkeeper to sell her extensive property and inn to Colonial Sabrina’s Destiny 
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Golf Resorts. 
“Try to help?” She popped a long, thin-handled screwdriver out of her tool belt, flipped it in the air and caught it with her other hand. She stepped closer to him and twirled it around in her fingers. His immediate thought was that she looked like Annie Oakley in a tool belt. “Well, Mr. 
O’Neill, can you try to help  quickly? We’re behind schedule.” 
The situation was too bizarre for words. She hadn’t given him the chance to tell her who he was and now suddenly, he was the hired help. 
A low chuckle escaped his throat. 
If possible, she looked even more annoyed. “What do you find so funny?” 
“I read it takes eighty muscles to frown and only ten to smile.” 
“So, you’re just plain lazy.” 
He had no doubt if she’d been given intergalactic powers, this woman would have morphed into Super Girl, tossed him over her shoulder, and hurled him back to the highway. He edited his initial assumption from a cakewalk to ‘a-heck-of-a-lot-charm-walk.’ 
As she sauntered ahead of him, he followed her inside the inn and noticed the way her curvaceous hips swayed. He inhaled a quick breath, and scanned the foyer with its wide-board wooden floors. 
He pointed to the mammoth sized fireplace in the far corner. 
“Functional?” 
“My grandfather built it to bake bread and simmer soup.” Her voice had thawed a notch. “It’s not working, but that will be remedied once you clean the chimney.” 

Clean the what? 
He stopped in mid stride, stared at her, and tried to gauge if she was serious. Okay, this wasn’t funny anymore. “You expect me to climb inside a soot-filled fireplace?” He gave his head a vehement shake. “I don’t think so.” 
She exchanged an exasperated look with the blonde receptionist behind the oak registration desk. “Hi, Maggie.” Sabrina rolled her eyes and lowered her voice as she spoke, “They said they were sending me their best.” Louder, she continued, “Maggie Davis, this is Jason O’Neill, the new handyman. Please show him to the staff’s quarters.” She shook 16 
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her head and marched out the front door. 
He handed his credit card to Maggie. “I’d prefer to stay in a guest room. King-size bed if possible.” He peered over the desk and glanced down at the reservation book. There were only a few names penciled in. 
Good sign. Buy-outs were easier when business was slow. 
“Mr. O’Neill, you wouldn’t have to pay if you stayed in the staff’s—
” 
“I’d prefer to pay. And please, call me Jason.” 
As he followed Maggie up the white circular staircase, he mentally noted the extent of renovations his company would have to invest in. 
They’d need to add marble in the foyer, modernize the furniture, and strip the flowered wallpaper to bring the inn to Colonial’s reputed five-star quality. 
“Here’s your key.” Maggie looked to be about the same age as Sabrina. She had a mass of golden curls, which shone as bright as her disposition. “Meet me in the foyer when you’re ready. I’ll give you a quick tour.” She gave him a wide smile and spoke in a low 
conspiratorial tone. “Cookie’s been baking all morning. We can raid the brownie tin.” 
He smiled at her animated expression. “Sounds delicious.” 
“Holler if you need anything.” She waved and ran down the stairs. 
He opened the door to a spacious room decorated in hunter green and ivory motifs. A four-poster king-size bed adorned with a canopy and a patchwork quilt, occupied the wall nearest the window. The angel-stoned fireplace faced the bed and gave the room a warm and cozy atmosphere, if that’s what a man was inclined to enjoy in life. 
Personally, he preferred the leather furnishings, big screen TV, and surround sound stereo equipment in his penthouse. 
An oil painting hung above the fireplace. The artist had captured the spirit of skiers zooming down the mountain run, amid snow capped evergreens. The initials SAM were scrawled at the bottom of the painting. This talented artist appeared to be popular in Vermont. The artist’s initials were on quite a few paintings dotted around the foyer and on the wall leading up to the second level. 
He ran his hand along the wooden windowsill noting they’d need Sabrina’s Destiny 
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replacing with vinyl frames. The room overlooked a panoramic view of the Green Mountains. For an instant, recognition flashed in his mind, probably from the books he’d read during his research. 
The sound of blue jays outside his window brought a wry smile to his lips as he thought about the customary buzz of New York. He woke up to the shriek of sirens, and the hustle and bustle of the city. Yellow cabs, nightclubs, and ethnic restaurants, those were the sounds and tastes of his life, which he loved. 
He stared down at Sabrina, standing under an apple tree with her head tilted up, as if inspecting the branches. From the brief encounter he'd had with her, he could almost hear her commanding the birds to move over. She climbed a stepladder with a sack slung around her shoulders. She displayed a fierce determination that her sack would soon be filled with apples, whether they wanted to be picked or not. 
His killer business instincts had kicked after his conversation with the feisty and apparently stubborn innkeeper. He’d have to use all his business expertise and powerful charm to accomplish the acquisition. He snapped his fingers as an idea formulated in his mind to guarantee a smooth path to success. 
He fished his cell phone out of his jacket and punched in Trevor’s number. 
While he waited for his friend to answer, he noticed with typical male appreciation how her well-rounded derriere fit nicely in her grass-streaked jeans as she bent forward on the ladder. 
He let out a low whistle and turned his attention to the phone call. 
“Trevor, it’s Jason. This buy-out might take longer than we’d anticipated.” 
“Peterson and the rest of the seventy-fifth floor don’t expect the acquisition wrapped up for another week or so. Take a short vacation. 
Relax and lap up the Vermont countryside.” 
“Vacation? Not in this custodian boot camp. Besides, I don’t have time to relax. A hefty bonus and promotion are in the works after I put this deal to bed.” 
“You’re heading for burn-out, pal. The company already owns your soul. Don’t give them your health too.” Trevor’s impatience echoed 18 
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through the phone lines. “Is the property as good as your research indicated?” 
“Better. I can picture the golf course with tree-lined fairways and spacious greens. It’s perfect for what the company has in mind, with...” 
Jason’s voice broke off in mid-sentence as he leaned closer to the window. “With some…some remodeling, the inn will be an excellent hotel….” 
Jason watched Sabrina gesturing with her hands, while her ponytail swung back and forth as she spoke to a tall, titian-haired woman. It seemed the redhead was the recipient of an earful. 
He chuckled. 
“Jay? You still there? What’s so funny?” 
“Small distraction.” He took a deep breath and tore his eyes away from the window. “Our competitors failed because Sabrina wouldn’t meet with them, right?” 
“That’s why the company pays you the big bucks, Mr. Acquisition King. They know you’ll succeed where others have failed.” 
“I want to run an idea by you. Promise you’ll listen with an open mind.” 
“Don’t I always? Go ahead.” 
“Sabrina doesn’t know I’m with Colonial Resorts. She thinks I’m the hired handyman. I’ll help her out for a few days and--Trevor, stop that.” 
His friend’s amusement grew louder and it sounded like Trevor had put the phone down. “Trevor?” Jason heard a full-fledged hysterical laughing fit at the other end of the line. “Pick up the phone.” 
“Did you bang your head today?” Trevor asked, sounding like he had to catch his breath. 
Did he? First the peculiar woman at The Jewel, and now this? 
“I didn’t bang anything. Stop laughing.” 
“This is too funny. I’m sorry, Jay, but the image of you fixing anything is priceless.” 
“My father would be proud,” Jason answered with irony. 
“You do know Ralph Lauren doesn’t make designer tool belts in suede, don’t you?” 
Sabrina’s Destiny 
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“Cut me some slack. I did learn a few things watching my father work.” Jason shook his head. “Are you finished?” 
Trevor let out a loud, audible breath. “Go ahead. What’s the plan?” 
“Sabrina needs an extra pair of hands, so I’d be doing her a favor. 
I’ll present my sales pitch. And because I’ve been so helpful, I won’t suffer the same demise as our competitors.” 
“Do you think it’s necessary to go to all that trouble?” The tone of amusement remained in Trevor’s voice. 
“If I say yes, do you promise not to crack up again?” 
There was a slight pause before Trevor answered. “Look, we’re offering her above-market price. Up the ante another five percent, and ditch the Mr. Fix-it idea.” 
Jason glanced out the window and noted Sabrina’s defiant posture as she continued to berate the red-haired woman. Sabrina’s eyes resembled those of an angel but there was nothing heavenly about that barracuda. 
“A seven-digit check is not a guarantee to seal this deal.” 
“Do you think she’s that determined to keep the place?” 
“What do you think? She’s got me slated to clean a fireplace. By the way, how does one clean a fireplace? Never mind, I’ll call my dad for maintenance 101.” 
“Oh, man, you’re killing me.” Trevor cackled. “Get someone to video tape you.” 
“Focus, Trevor. The handyman never showed, so she needs the help. 
What do you think of this sales strategy?” 
“Certainly different.” Trevor paused for a moment. “Okay, I trust your judgment. If you think that’s what it’ll take, then go for it.” 
He was grateful for Trevor’s support, but after verbalizing the maneuver aloud he questioned his own sanity. 

A handyman? 


 Maybe Trevor was right, and he needed a vacation. He shoved his qualms aside and concentrated on his decision. “Tell Peterson I’ll be in touch when she signs. Probably in a week.” 
“Will do. And, Jay, I’ll send you a Bob the Builder video.” 
Jason’s ear still rang from Trevor’s hearty laughter as he shut his phone and placed it on the pine nightstand. He opened his suitcase and 20 
Selena Robins 
stared at its contents in dismay. Hilfiger suits, Polo shirts, and polished shoes, not exactly the outfits to masquerade as Jason the handyman. 
Luckily, he had traveled in and packed extra casual clothes. They would have to do until he could shop for appropriate maintenance guy outfits. 
He grinned as an image of his new boss popped into his mind .  After observing her, he could now understand why his competitors weren’t successful. Sabrina Monroe sparkled and snapped, a real live wire with the strength of mind of ten corporate presidents. 
She had moxie, a quality he admired. 
He was going to have to wrestle this place from her. 
His smile collapsed. 

Don’t go there, O’Neill. This is business. No room for guilt. 
Now, he would do himself a big favor and concentrate on the job at hand. His rapid climb to the top of his profession was too important to him. The unpleasant memories still lingered in his gut from the last time he’d put concern for a woman before his business aspirations. Only to get dumped, big time. 
Stealing one last look out the window, he noted with pleasure that Sabrina had shunned the plaid shirt for the red T-shirt she wore underneath. The T-shirt molded to her feminine form, filling out in all the right places. Not too big and not too small. Just right. Nice. 
Correction. Very nice. 
He backed away from the window, grabbed a towel from the pine armoire and headed to the en-suite bathroom. 
A cold shower should cure what ailed him. 


*** 
Sabrina had emptied her apple sack into a basket when she heard the familiar irritating drawl approach from behind. 
“We’ve changed our minds,” Rodney Baldwin called out. “We’d like to go with pink roses instead of the yellow.” 
She spun around and faced her smirking ex-fiancé. “Your lovely Moira stood here and told me she wants red. Which is it?” She’d order black roses if they kept it up. 
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“Whatever she desires.” He bent, helped himself to an apple from the basket, and rolled it in his leather-clad hand. “I heard Jeremy quit. 
Do you have another bartender?” 
“I have enough staff to handle the crowd for your engagement party.” She picked up the basket, and noticed his critical expression as he scanned the back porch. 
“Why don’t you sell this place? Save yourself a lot of trouble. The local investors would benefit, you would benefit—” 
“You and your family would benefit.” 
“Sabrina, you can’t handle or run this place. Why don’t you give up?” 
“Why don’t you jump on a vine and swing off my property?” 
He shook his head with the sneer she’d come to despise. “I’m a paying customer. Or would you prefer I cancel and take my business elsewhere?” 
“You’re a customer in three days. Today, you’re a pest.” 
He slid his sunglasses from his forehead to cover his cold gray eyes and sighed dramatically. “I’ll leave as soon as I find Moira.” 
“She’s probably at the front desk taking a few years off Maggie’s life.” 
Sabrina marched up the back steps, and without a backward glance headed into the kitchen. 
A few minutes later Maggie strutted into the kitchen. “Grrrr.” She grabbed an apple from the basket and held it up. “This,” she bit down hard on the crispy McIntosh, “is Moira Smidgen’s head. She’s driving me nuts. She had the nerve to insult the inn and my hair. Imagine, the woman who looks like a can of tomato soup exploded on her head ridiculed my looks.” 
“Don’t let it get to you. Moira would pay a fortune to have your curls. Laugh it off like I do when she calls me the Polyester Princess.” 
Sabrina couldn’t care less what Moira or her hangers-on thought of her. 
“If van Gogh were alive and had to listen to Moira’s whiny voice, he’d cut his other ear off. She was raised in Maple for crying out loud, where does she get off with that phony British accent? And why are we allowing Ken and Barbie to have their engagement party here? 
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Especially after what Rodney did to you.” Maggie spoke one-hundred-words per minute with gusts up to one hundred and eighty. “Okay, I’m finished. Tell me, why?” 
“Because their families are part of the power broker set. Fifty of Maple’s finest will be attending. They could throw business our way.” 
“Oh yes, our elite town folk with bank books thick enough to use as book-ends.” 
Sabrina pulled out a broom from the closet and gave Maggie a mischievous look. “Maybe we should decorate one of these for Moira’s party.” 
Maggie laughed and hopped onto the kitchen stool. “And what’s with pasty Rodney? He looks like he went to the blood bank and forgot to say when.” 
Sabrina joined Maggie in her hilarity. “Talk about matching bookends. Moira and Rodney certainly complement each other.” 
“Bree, is it hard for you to see Rodney with his over inflated Barbie doll?” 
“God no, she’s more than welcome to him.” The memory of his deceit still left an acidic taste in Sabrina’s mouth. She shuddered to think of the mistake she’d almost made. 
“Did you overdose on Lucky Charms recently?” In typical Maggie style, she switched to another subject. 
“What are you talking about?” 
“Elliott Coulter, the good-looking computer salesman phoned you this morning.” 
“Is he trying to sell me more expensive have-to-have software?” 
“Didn’t you pick up your messages at the front desk? He wants to ask you to the Autumn Harvest dance. Although, I don’t think he’s quite your type, but you should still go and ” 
“Whoa. I don’t have time for a type,  or a 
 date. Especially with someone like Elliott.” 
“Explain someone like Elliott.” 
“Big city mentality. Business minded, and wouldn’t know how to chop a piece of wood if he needed kindling for a bird’s nest. No thanks.” 
“Mmmm, big city, that’s more my type.” 
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Sabrina dug out the dustpan from the broom closet. “You still want to leave Maple and head for New York?” 
“In a few years. Don’t worry. I’d never leave you in the lurch.” 
Maggie commenced peeling an apple to fill the pie shells. “You’re right. 
Elliott’s not for you. Jason O’Neill. Dreamy. Can we stock up on more like him?” 
“I didn’t order him from a catalogue.” Sabrina’s smile was still plastered on her face as she walked outside. 
Sabrina swept the porch when Cookie Freemont, the inn’s chef, approached her. 
“I’ve finished the grocery shopping, and now I’ll ” Cookie’s eyes widened as she patted her short, salt-and-pepper hair. “Oh my. Who do we have here?” 
Sabrina leaned on her broom and turned to see what had caught Cookie’s attention. She’d been too busy wondering how he could afford his car, and why the agency would send a director as a handyman, to fully appreciate his size earlier. 
As Jason leaned against the railing, glancing at the property, she noted how his tall, powerful build miniaturized the porch. He possessed an air of superiority of a man who gave orders, not took them. 
She blinked twice. She’d actually berated this massive brick tower? 
From the look of the drops of moisture clinging to his jet-black, short-styled hair, he’d obviously showered. He’d changed into a pair of what looked like designer khakis, which emphasized the force of his thighs and the slimness of his hips. 
How did she miss those details earlier? 
Although, if she were honest, she’d have to admit that most women would say he was one seriously gorgeous man, but of course, it was irrelevant. And, she wasn’t most women. She squelched all thoughts about his looks. She didn’t have the time or the desire. She needed all her wits and strength to keep her family’s business afloat. 
Her obligation was a full time job, meeting her monetary 
commitments and chasing corporations who wanted to disfigure her land’s natural beauty. The next land grubber to cross her path would feel the front end of her boot. 
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She shivered as she ogled his muscles rippling under his navy turtleneck. Of course her goose bumps were the result of the chilled autumn air. They had nothing to do with the laugh lines around his dark brown eyes that held a charming quality. 
Good grief. 
What happened to her vow to ward off men? 

I’ll wear a garlic necklace if I have to. 
A clean sandalwood scent wafted through the air as he approached her. 

Hey, what am I doing smelling the hired help? 
She glanced down at her own ensemble, the falling-into-the-laundry-basket-look, not to mention she sported her own aroma, ‘eau de mud.’ 
She’d been too frustrated earlier to notice or care. And, she wouldn’t care now. 
There. Let the squelching begin. 
With that in mind, she asserted herself. “Is this how you dress for work?” 
His left eyebrow rose a fraction, and he looked down at his crisp, wrinkle-free pants. “These are my casual clothes.” 
“Then you won’t mind chopping wood and getting mud and grime on your casual clothes?” Her eyes rested on his broad chest. At least he had the brawn to do a physical day’s work. Not to mention… squelch. 

“I’m not worried.” 
“It’s your dollar.” Sabrina nodded to the chef. “This is Cookie Freemont. The kitchen is her territory, and if you’re lucky you can sample a brownie or two before she hides them from me.” 
“Maggie shared one with me after our tour. Decadent.” He grinned and displayed an impressive row of white teeth that stood out against his olive-hued complexion. 
Another feature Sabrina neglected to take a closer look at earlier. 
The hairs on her arms stood at attention… just keep squelching. 
She glanced at Cookie, who had reverted to a giddy schoolgirl, complete with a blush on her ivory, delicately wrinkled skin. She was youthful-looking for a sixty-year-old woman. 
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the kitchen later and I’ll fix you a nice lunch. How long can you stay to help us out?” Cookie gushed. 
Sabrina wanted to stuff one of Cookie’s oversized muffins in her mouth. 
The warmth of his smile echoed in his voice. “Thank you for that nice welcome.” 
An inferno flared underneath Sabrina’s mud-caked cheeks. She was certain his welcome  comment was directed at her earlier unwelcome demeanor. 
“I’m not married. I’m thirty, and lunch would be nice,” he replied, in a deep confident voice. “And,” he continued as his eyes captured and held Sabrina’s gaze, “I’m here until I finish my business with Ms. 
Monroe.” 


*** 
Sabrina had emerged from the shower later that afternoon, slipped into her purple terrycloth housecoat, and stood at her bedroom window. 
She stared at the red and gold leaves splashed across the Green Mountains. Her eyes took a detour from nature gazing and zoomed in on the male figure chopping wood. 
Jason O’Neill certainly had the physique to handle a hard day’s work. Although, when she had escorted him into the tool shed his brows drew together. She couldn’t contain her loud gasp when he had picked up a saw and hammer to chop wood. But she relaxed when he chuckled and said, “Gotcha.” 
He had a quirky sense of humor, especially when he had asked her with a steadfast expression where she kept her motorized axe. But again he smiled as he grabbed the wood splitter. 
The weather must have turned mild, since he’d discarded the turtleneck for a T-shirt. A tight, white T-shirt. A T-shirt that accentuated massive shoulders and a strong back. 
Her stomach dropped as if she’d been riding on a fast falling elevator. 

Squelch. 
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A light knock on her door interrupted her reverie. 
“Bree, it’s Maggie. Can I come in?” 
“It’s open.” Sabrina pulled off the towel wrapped around her head and gave her hair a fierce rubbing to rid her mind of all the not-so-innocent fantasies. “Is there a problem downstairs?” 
Maggie entered the room and stood by the window. “No problems. 
The movie star, Ms. Elle just arrived. I know what you’re thinking, that it’s my imagination. But she has to be somebody famous. She’s all decked out in her usual Jackie O. disguise. The scarf around her hair, and the big sunglasses.” 
“Mags, we’ve had this discussion for the past five years since Ms. 
Elle’s been staying with us. I told you, she’s an author who loves New England in the fall. The colors and tranquility jump start her creativity.” 
“I searched the Internet and couldn’t find her name or any info on her.” 
“She probably uses a pseudonym.” Sabrina curled up on the sofa and tucked one leg under the other. “Did you show her to the room in the back she requests every year?” 
“Uh…yeah. Wow.” Maggie pressed her face against the window. 
“Bree, did you check out Jason’s body? His muscles? Come over here and look at those shoulders.” She turned and winked at Sabrina. “You already checked him out, didn’t you?” 
“I took a quick glance awhile ago. Only to make sure he’d started his chores.” 
Maggie waved. “I think he saw me. He dresses pretty snazzy for a handyman.” 
Sabrina sighed. “This place is turning into a Dr. Seuss book. The handyman dresses like a GQ cover model. You think we have a movie star with a secret to hide. What’s next?” 
Maggie rolled her hazel eyes. “How about the Grinchette who stole the joy out of life?” 
“Did Moira come back to haunt us? I’ll get dressed and handle her.” 
“You, relax.” Maggie ambled to the door. “I’ll go and listen to her complaints. One of these days, I’m going to take the hedge clippers to her red mop.” 
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Sabrina laughed. “Make sure you use dull ones.” 
Maggie stopped with her hand on the doorknob. Sabrina recognized the impish curve of her mouth. “Bree, comb your hair and sit by the window. You know how they say you have to stop and smell the roses. 
Well, you also have to cut them and put them in a vase to enjoy them. 
Pardon my metaphor, but Jason is one hunky rose. So pick him.” 
“Roses also have thorns. No thanks.” 
Sabrina moved to the pine desk in her bedroom and sat in front of the computer as it whirled and gurgled into life. She searched the Internet, as she’d been doing everyday since her encounter with Lucy, and entered the words, ‘snow globes.’ She scrolled down until she found a site she hadn’t researched, and clicked the mouse on the words ‘Glass Muse.’ A snow globe, which resembled hers, appeared on the screen. 
She scanned the information and read the description aloud. “Many have traveled to far-away places in search of the ‘Glass Muse.’ The chosen one who has been granted this gift is on a journey to destiny. 
There are sharp turns and forks of indecision on this road. The chosen one must possess patience, courage, and understanding to reach the final destination. Even when all seems lost....” 
The Internet connection broke off and her computer screen went blank. “Don’t freeze up on me now.” She pressed the button to reboot the computer when she heard a soft chime. The modem surged back to life and flashed a message across the screen. 

You are the chosen one. 
Goose bumps shimmied up her spine. “Ohhh. Now that weirded me out.” 
She exhaled a long breath and blinked as the monitor displayed images of pink clouds and an assortment of different shaped snow globes before it zipped back to her personalized desktop. 
She fixed her gaze on the glass ball on her desk and pondered whether the web-site she’d visited had elaborate graphics. Either that or she was in the midst of an out-of-body experience. 
First explanation sounded saner. 
She tapped her forehead with the heel of her hand. “Of course.” 
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new computer she’d purchased. And she had been staring at the screen long enough for them to kick in. A sense of mental relief washed over her as she reprogrammed the screen saver to flash Maple Inn. 
“Hey, Lucy,” she whispered, picking up the snow globe she’d affectionately named after the kind woman who had bestowed this gift on her. “Looks like you have a look-alike on the Internet.” 
She had decided not to share the glass ball with anyone yet. People would probably conclude she’d disintegrated a few neurons if she told them about her encounter with a pink haired lady. She wouldn’t blame them if they did. Lately, she’d considered perhaps a few neurons were out of sync and needed adjusting, especially with this new habit she’d picked up, talking to herself aloud. 
No, she wasn’t a loony, more like exhausted, body, soul, and unfortunately her bank account. 
Hmmm. Possibly the years of ignoring her real dream and striving to achieve her parents’ goal: to keep Maple Inn as a family owned property, had finally caught up to her in the form of illusionary mental dysfunction. Was there even such a thing? 
As she smoothed her hand over the glass, its warmth penetrated her fingertips. She hummed in accompaniment with the melody echoing from its base. She had cranked the music box key to the end during the day, and it must have finally clicked in to play the music. And why did she recognize the tune? Even when Lucy had hummed the tune it had sounded familiar. Probably heard it on the radio or on television. 
She’d also assured herself that the globe had to be one of those knick-knacks with a built-in hologram. The craftsmanship was excellent as it displayed accurate images, right down to her favorite oak tree by the flagstone path. 

That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it. 
It was odd though, it had taken over a week for the music box to function, and the glass had now heated up to a near burning intensity. 
Why hadn’t it showed any signs that it held this special magic before now? 
She slid her hands to the base and held it up close to her face. With wide-eyed wonder she stared at the image happening behind the glass. 
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The glass shone a bright pink and changed to a yellow glow. She covered her mouth with her hand and gasped. 
Her watery eyes froze on the globe. “Oh, no.” 
The words Sabrina’s Destiny  were still written on the base, but the oak tree, the deer and the Maple Inn miniature replica had all vanished. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
“Ouch.” Jason winced. 
It was the third time he pinched his thumb in the vice-like tool in his attempt to repair the leak under the sink. “Ouch, again.” 
Every muscle he possessed in his body danced to their own tune in pain, even his eyelashes had pulled a muscle. In the last two days, he’d mowed the lawn, washed windows, picked apples, replaced enough light bulbs to illuminate Times Square, and chopped an enormous pile of wood. 
By no means was he a rookie to physical exercise. He’d spent a king’s ransom on state-of-the-art gym equipment. Obviously a waste of money. All he’d needed was Sabrina’s iron-man marathon list of chores. 
For the first time in his life, he appreciated his father’s chosen profession as a carpenter and Jack-of-all-Trades. He’d fought his father all the way to Harvard, and had refused to learn the basics in maintenance. Jason preferred to spend time devouring financial books instead of following his father around with tools. He’d mastered the art of negotiations at an early age, and excelled in sports, college, and business. 
If this leak were a financial or a business problem he would have had it fixed blindfolded. As it was, he might as well be blindfolded for Sabrina’s Destiny 
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all the good he had accomplished. 
Drop by cold drop, the wetness tortured him as the water slid across his forehead and dribbled on his temple. The ticklish sensation drove him crazy as it seeped down his neck and mingled with his hot sweat. 
The wrench slipped out of his grasp, and landed with a thump on his chest while a stream of rust-colored water gushed onto his face. “Oh,” 
he snapped. “Sh ” 
“Jason?” Cookie interrupted. 
“Sugar.” 
“Jason, are you okay down there?” 
“Fine.” He managed to shove a cloth into the pipe and stopped the waterfall. “No problem.” 
He wiped his face with paper towels, rested his head on the floor, and contemplated ditching the wrench. He was ready to smear superglue over the pipe to stop the stupid leak. No, even he recognized that was a useless plan. Instead, he diverted his attention to Cookie’s telephone conversation regarding a different method to make roast beef gravy. 
She’d hung up the phone and called out to him. “Jason, get up dear. 
You need a break. You’ve been on the floor most of the morning. Come and have a brownie and coffee.” 
“No thanks. Cookie, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I have a suggestion for beef gravy.” 
“Oh? Do you cook?” 
“When I have time. Helps me relax.” 
“Okay, dear, tell me your idea.” 
“Sauté onions and mushrooms with red wine and the beef 
drippings.” 
“Well, I’m impressed,” Sabrina exclaimed, clapping her hands. 

Boss-zilla has arrived. 
He tilted his head around the annoying pipe to meet those big, sapphire eyes that had hovered over him all day. 
Sabrina crouched by his knees. “You didn’t know enough to put gas in the lawnmower. You insisted it was broken. But you can make a mean gravy?” 

Busted. 
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“Things would go a lot faster if you’d stop following me around. A watched pot doesn’t boil.” And, I’d like to fail in private, thank you. 

“A pot?” She clicked her tongue. “Can’t you focus on repairs instead of cooking?” 
“This isn’t easy. Water keeps dripping in my eyes.” 
“Did you shut the main valve off before you started? Or were you away shopping for fancy casual clothes the day they taught basic plumbing?” 
“How’d you guess? Gucci overalls, they’re all the rage.” 
“Sabrina,” Cookie admonished. “Don’t you throw stones. If I wasn’t here, you’d be living on microwave meals and chocolate.” 
“Excuse me, but you aren’t allowed to share my secrets.” Sabrina bent her head underneath the sink and gave him a sheepish grin. “I’m sorry. It’s this party tomorrow night. It has to be perfect. We need the future business it could bring.” 
He’d guessed the inn hadn’t held many large events, from the stress level with the inn’s staff. He’d collided with Maggie this morning, when she zoomed by him with an armful of white tablecloths. He’d practically tripped over one of the part-timer’s, Brad Watson, when the young man tore around the corner with the soft drink trolley. 
“Are you worried?” he asked. 
“Yes.” 
“First time?” 
“No, I’ve been worried plenty of times.” She laughed. “Now I sound like Maggie.” 
He smiled and brought his head up, to be stopped short as it connected with the pipe. “Ouch.” 
Her hand touched his knee. “Are you okay?” 
Goose bumps sprinted up his leg to his spine, and caused him to jerk upward. Another bruise joined the first, adding to his already disoriented mental state. 
“I have to make a phone call.” He slid from underneath the sink. 
“Don’t worry, it’s a masterpiece in progress.” 
He sat upright and came face to face with Sabrina. No amount of make-up could improve the sparkle of her eyes, dark lashes, and Sabrina’s Destiny 
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porcelain skin. Her eyes reminded him of the aqua marine beauty of an ocean. He wanted to set sail in her eyes. 

Set sail in her eyes? 
Where had his business savvy gone? 
He was a number cruncher not a poet. He needed to get a hold of himself. 
“When you’re finished with the sink, can you please go to Room 3B. 
One of our guests, Anita Simpson, is visiting alone with her children. It seems her five-year-old son flushed three pairs of his socks down the toilet.” Sabrina stood and headed for the doorway. 
“It’ll be the highlight of my day.” 
“Would you rather stay in the kitchen and bake a cake?” Her soft laugh followed her as she sauntered out of the room. 
With his cell phone in one hand and the wrench in the other, he stepped onto the back porch and called the one man who could help him through this self-inflicted mess. “Hey, Dad, it’s me again. I’m still having problems with the leak under the sink.” 
“Did you buy the pipe wrench I told you about?” Patrick O’Neill’s excitement danced through the phone lines. 
Jason had called him over six times in the past few days for basic training. With each phone call he heard the enthusiasm his father exuded. Finally his son had come around and did something useful with his hands, with his life. 

Not if he knew the whole truth. 

“Actually, Dad, I bought the whole set. But the wrench doesn’t work. The twisty thing doesn’t seem to ” 
“Jay, I told you. You have to turn it counter clockwise or you’ll strip it. You didn’t need to buy the whole set.” His father chuckled. “You’re a salesman’s dream.” 
“Hold on, I’ll try it again.” Jason fiddled with the traitorous tool. 
“Look at that, it works.” 
“Course it works. Who do you think you’re talking to, one of your Wall Street buddies? Next, you’ll have to torch the pipe. Make sure there aren’t any kids around.” 
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protective goggles. I’ll need a pair, right? I want to be able to see my next pay check.” 
“The hardware store will probably have something that’ll do. Course not as good as I get down at Chuck’s. Any other repairs you need my advice on?” 
“A little Einstein flushed his socks down the toilet. How do I unblock it?” 
“Reach in and grab them out.” 
Dead silence until Jason heard the cackle at the other end of the line. 
His father and Trevor should hook up on a conference call so he could entertain them both simultaneously. 
“Humor me here, Dad.” 
His father spoke slowly, like he did when Jason was five. “First, try a plunger. If that doesn’t work, try a snake.” 
“A snake? I said socks, not mice.” 
“A snake is a plumber’s tool.” It was good to hear his father sound amused, even if it was at the expense of his pride. “Ask the little girl who runs the place. She’d have to have one, in a business like that.” 
“Dad, one more thing. Can I send you something? Do you 
need…money?” Jason already knew he wouldn’t receive an answer. His father held the monopoly on the O’Neill stubborn pride. He had to practically sneak the funds into his father’s bank account. 
His father let out an audible sigh. “Your mother must be having a good laugh in heaven, listening to us.” 
“Yeah,” Jason whispered and drew a deep breath. “I know.” 
“You’re just like her. Both of you loved the books and all that school stuff. You shared the same interests. You and I, we never--ahhh--
never mind. Now go snake out some socks, Son.” 
Jason wrote down other suggested maintenance supplies and bid his father goodbye. He grinned as he shut the phone. He’d graduated with honors, earned an MBA, and climbed the corporate ladder, all before his thirtieth birthday. He’d known deep down his father had been proud of his accomplishments. But he sensed a different pride in his father’s voice as he told him he’d be diving for socks in a toilet bowl. 
He shook his head, grabbed his coat, and headed into town. 
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As soon as Jason walked into Ernie’s Hardware Store, he discerned he was out of his element. The last time, he had driven two hours out of Maple to avoid talk filtering back to Sabrina about his lack of tool expertise. But, he was pressed for time, so his ego took a back seat today. His khakis and golf shirt, although stained, stood out against all the flannel wearing men in the store. 

Note to self, shop for plaid shirts and jeans ASAP. 

“Welcome to my store, young man. The name’s Ernie.” The elderly man held out a calloused hand to Jason. “Need help?” 
“Good afternoon.” Jason returned the handshake and placed the list on the counter. “I’m in the middle of a plumbing job. I need a few supplies.” 
Ernie slipped on a pair of bifocals, picked up the list, and read it as he walked around the counter. “Sit a spell, or look around. I’ll fetch these for you.” 
Jason nodded and strode toward the magazine rack. He passed a few of the locals who sat around a pot-bellied stove with mugs in their hands. Four pairs of eyes tracked him as he grabbed the ‘Nuts n’ Bolts’ 
magazine. 
He glanced at the arsenal of instruction manuals, how to mend fences, paint, and carpentry projects. He selected the ‘Electrical How-to’ 
book and flipped though the pages. He sighed as he glanced at the schematic diagrams and AC/DC lingo. 

I can’t pull this off. 
“‘Repairing Roofs for Dummies,’” he read and added, 
“appropriately titled.” 
“You’re no dummy, Jason,” a woman said. 
Surprised, he swung around and came face to face with a tall lady decked out in a blue trench coat, and oval pink-shaded sunglasses with a turban style scarf wrapped around her hair. 
“I didn’t realize I spoke out loud. Excuse me, do I know you?” 
She dangled a key chain in front of him. “Room 4D. Ms. Elle.” 
“The writer.” He remembered Sabrina had mentioned that the 
woman who rented the back room was a reclusive author. 
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had huddled around the stove had all vanished. 
A hushed silence now enveloped the store. 
“Jason, is something wrong?” 
“Did you happen to notice where the other men and the owner all disappeared to?” 
“They headed to the back. Probably to check out a shipment of high powered drills. Or whatever motorized gadgets you men like to drool over.” 
“You assume I have some knowledge of high-powered tools.” Now what had prompted him to blurt that out? She could tell Sabrina what a complete repair-gizmo-dolt he was, and blow his cover. At closer inspection he noticed a familiar slant to her mouth. “Are you sure we haven’t met somewhere else before?” 
“If I were a few decades younger, I’d welcome that line. Don’t look perplexed. Just hang in there. You’re going to face some difficult tasks ahead of you. You’ll make it, if you recognize what’s important and real and what’s merely a mirage.” 
Maggie’s assumption was right, Ms. Elle wasn’t an author but a famous movie star, and he’d obviously seen a flick she had starred in. 
One thing was certain, she didn’t like answering a direct question. “Nice talking to you. I have to look around and see what else I need for the inn.” 
“Jason, if you keep looking for solutions with your eyes instead of your heart, you’ll be assuming yourself back to your New York penthouse empty handed.” 
He scanned the store and strained to hear voices, movement, anything to alleviate the strange stillness. But the silence remained, as if he’d been transported to another sphere. 

Okay, O’Neill, you’re exhausted. Close the deal and head back to
New York. 
He inched his way toward the counter to seek Ernie out and leave with his purchases. As nice as Ms. Elle seemed, he’d become uncomfortable in her presence. 
Wait a minute. Penthouse? New York?  How did she know all that about him? 
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“I overheard Maggie say you lived in New York. And you strike me as a penthouse dweller.” 

The woman reads minds. 
He took a step backward. “I have to hurry. I want to finish up and head back to New York.” He shook his head. “I mean the inn.” 
“Successful people always do what they need to do. Not what they want  to do. Even if what you want will result in personal gain.” 
“Here you go, young man,” Ernie called out from the front counter. 
“Find what you need over there?” 
The clamor of shoppers and voices returned. Jason twisted his head and saw the men had reoccupied their exact same places around the stove. He turned to face Ms. Elle but only heard the sound of chimes by the front door. 

Okay, that was weird. 
He scooped up the how-to literature and headed to the cash register. 
Ernie eyed the stack of books, and exchanged an amused expression with the other men who had left their post by the stove and now lurked at the counter with mugs still in hand. 
“You’re new around here?” Ernie asked. “Where you staying?” 
Jason glanced at the other men whose eyes were all plastered on the load of books he’d placed on the counter. “Maple Inn.” 
At the mention of the inn, four sets of eyes sized him up. 
“Are you the new handyman Miss Monroe hired?” A bearded man asked. 
“You could say that.” 
“She went and hired a guy who needs books?” Another man stated, and the group let out a raucous laugh. 
Jason joined in their laughter and shrugged. “You know what it’s like, men. I just do as I’m told. She wants books. I got her books.” This should earn him a few tool-guy points. Of course, if this conversation found its way back to Sabrina, he’d be wearing those books. 
“You’ll need more than those to fix her place.” Ernie commented and turned his attention to Jason’s list. “I’ll fetch the rest of these items for you.” 
As Ernie read the list, the other men leaned over Ernie’s shoulder. 
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“Now you’re talking, big guy.” One of the men tapped Jason on the shoulder. “You know good tools.” 
“You have to have quality equipment to do a first rate job.” Forget land negotiating, with the bluff he had just pulled off he’d rake it in big time at poker. Either that or banging his head on the pipe this morning had disrupted his good judgment. 
“Oh, yeah,” the men said in unison as they nodded in approval. 
Obviously, the book situation was forgotten and he’d bonded over tool-talk. He might even be privy to their secret handshake. 
“Miss Monroe finally got some smarts and hired someone with know-how,” the bearded man said. “Even though you’re a stranger and not from around here.” 
“If she had any smarts at all, she would have listened to Rodney and his father,” the man, they called Hector, said. 
“Yeah, imagine. An itty bitty lady like her thinking she can handle all that land, and run an inn,” Mr. Beard responded. “She’s got grand plans I hear.” 
“Grand plans,” Hector added, “with no cash or know-how to back them up.” 
The men laughed with a mocking tone. 
Forget the secret handshake, or acceptance by these bozos, Jason would rather get booted out of the macho-hall-of-fame than participate in Sabrina’s character assassination. Not to mention he had the urge to ram his fists down their throats to shut them all up. Instead he compressed his jaw and nearly ground his molars into enamel dust. 
“She probably got the new guy here working on her grand fix-up plans.” Mr. Beard lifted his mug toward Jason. “Hope it don’t rain before you can patch up her old roof.” 
“Ernie,” Jason threw his voice toward the back of the store. “Forget about the rest of the items.” He clenched his fist in a ball and shot a hostile stare at the men. But to no avail, they were relentless in their pursuit to continue their gossip. 
“You know,” Hector said, “Sabrina’s been through every 
maintenance company in Maple faster than a dog can lick a dish. Right, Doc?” 
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Doc nodded to a short, stocky man. “Stan, don’t you have a contract to fix her roof?” 
“Had a contract. We patched up the back shed and left,” Stan answered. “That little lady tore into me and my crew. She said I wasn’t fixing the roof fast enough, or cheap enough.” 
“Yeah,” Hector piped in. “Did the same to me for her fence last summer. Although, to her credit she did manage to barter a weekend stay complete with meals for me and Maureen in exchange for five skids of sod.” 

Hmmm, and these men thought she can’t handle business. 
Jason slid his credit card out of his wallet as Ernie returned to the front counter. 
“Sabrina’s too young, foolish, and inexperienced to run that place,” 
an elderly woman commented, walking behind the counter. 

Did the gossip never end? 
Jason frowned at the woman, and bit his lower lip to smother the urge to shut her up. The dirty looks he cast her way didn’t stifle her as she continued with her monologue. 
“I still remember that day twenty years ago,” the woman said, leaning against the counter. “Remember, Doc? She was so sick from eating all those bags of cotton candy ” 
Jason pinned his stare on Ernie. “How much do I owe you?” 
The woman raised her voice. “One afternoon she’s at the fair with her parents and the next day her whole life changed.” 
“A real local tragedy,” Stan said. “Her parents getting killed in that car crash.” 
“Sabrina’s sweet tooth turned out to be a blessing,” the woman continued. “She was too sick to accompany her parents on their weekend trip after eating all that candy and popcorn.” 
Jason slapped the credit card on the counter, and pointed to the cash machine. “How much?” But no one paid any attention to him. They were all too busy and persistent in their pursuit to rehash a past they’d obviously discussed many times over. 
“How much do I owe you?” he repeated louder. 
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with pink hair,” Doc said with a chuckle. “Still can’t figure out who she was sketching.” 
“At least she had her grandmother to raise her,” Ernie piped in. 
Jason helped himself to three plastic bags, and shoved his purchases inside them. 
“Gloria Monroe was a smart business woman. Too bad her 
granddaughter isn’t,” the woman said, shaking her gray-streaked head. 
A chorus of murmured agreement followed. 
Jason grit his teeth, leaned over the counter, and shoved his credit card into the computerized cash machine. “You want me to put this through?” 
“Sabrina should sell her place like Baldwin suggested,” Doc said. 
“The rumor about a big company wanting to build a golf resort could bring in good jobs for our community.” 
“Yeah,” Ernie agreed while he punched in Jason’s sales. “But Sabrina isn’t thinking about the rest of the town.” 
Jason tapped his foot and glanced from Ernie to the cash register as it spewed out the sales slip. 
Ernie crossed his arms, leaned against the wall, and continued to comment, oblivious to Jason’s desire to finish the sales transaction. 
“She’s bound and determined to keep the place for herself. Has to prove something, I guess.” 
Jason ripped the sales slip from the credit card machine, grabbed a pen from the counter, and scribbled his signature on the receipt. He didn’t give a rip if they thought he was rude. 
The older woman exchanged a quizzical glance with the other men and continued spouting her opinion. “Sabrina won’t be able to hang onto her place much longer. I heard she has money trouble, and the place is falling apart.” 
Doc slapped Jason on the back. “Not good news for you. Especially if you had planned on a permanent position at the inn.” 
Jason threw the pen on the counter and glowered at Doc until the older man removed his hand from his back. It was on the tip of Jason’s tongue to lash out at all of them and ask why the hell they hadn’t rallied around Sabrina all these years. They could’ve volunteered their services Sabrina’s Destiny 
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and help increase the inn’s business, instead of criticizing her efforts. 
How could they stand here and entertain themselves with stories about her financial and business struggles? 
Maple was a small village, where the community was supposed to look after each other. Or was that a stereotypical fantasy city people were fed? He mentally disciplined himself and stifled his retort. His outburst would be fodder and would embarrass Sabrina. 
“Let’s not go on about it. It’s none of our business.” Ernie handed Jason his credit card. “Even though we don’t agree with her, Sabrina’s our friend and we all care about her.” 
Again, the group murmured in agreement. 

Friend? Care about her? 
These people were too much for even his gifted patience. Without a goodbye, Jason grabbed his parcels and bounded out of the store. He picked up the pace and managed to calm his seething anger by the time he reached the parking lot. He could’ve done without the Sabrina Monroe history lesson. 
He stopped in his tracks as Ms. Elle stood by his car. The sky was overcast, yet she wore sunglasses. Come to think of it, she’d worn them inside the store. Apart from that, everything else about her looked normal and human. The whole surreal episode in the store with her was a result of the fumes he’d inhaled from the caulking gun he’d used on the sink. 
“Would you like a ride back to the inn?” he asked her. 
“No thanks. Jason, don’t let what happened in there get to you.” 
His jaw dropped. “I thought you’d left? Never mind. I’m not in Maple for long. I don’t think I should discuss Sabrina’s so-called friends and neighbors.” 
“Artificial friends are as common as mosquitoes, there are plenty of them around. Their bite can make you bleed. True friends, like you and Sabrina, are as rare as pink diamonds.” 
He walked to the back of his car and popped the trunk open. “I haven’t been in Sabrina’s life long enough for any such relationship. I’m afraid she isn’t going to look to me for friendship anytime soon.” 
“Fear is only an illusion, Jason.” 
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Placing the bags in the trunk, he lifted his head to respond, but she was gone. Again. Talk about an illusion. 
He rubbed his eyes and then stared at his purchases in the trunk. He had bought reading material to help fix Maple Inn, and for what? So he could come in and pull it out from under her? 
Was he no better than those people in the hardware store? 
He had never allowed emotions to enter his business transactions, or found his career to be particularly complicated. 
Until now. 


*** 
Sabrina stood in the bedroom of Room 3B, where Jason couldn’t spot her. She peered into the bathroom, and put her hands over her mouth to muffle her laughter. If nothing else, Jason had added some sorely needed amusement to her soul this afternoon. 
She’d been downcast and edgy ever since the miniature inn had disappeared from the snow globe. It hadn’t played the soft melody she’d come to look forward to and enjoy. She’d spent a restless night worrying the miniature inn’s disappearance was a bad omen. Finally, in the early hours of the morning she had decided she wouldn’t believe in omens good, bad, or otherwise. 
She shoved the disheartening thoughts and negative conclusions out of her mind, and concentrated on the scene unfolding in the bathroom. 
“Okay, buddy.” Jason looked down at freckled faced Billy, whose red head barely reached the top of Jason’s thighs. “Tell me again, slower this time. Exactly what does your daddy do with this thing to get your socks out?” He held up the plunger, swinging it back and forth. 
“He pwunges and pwunges. Then I go get a time-out. Then Mommy uses that stick thing cause daddy’s on the phone with Gramps. Gramps always has gum for me.” 
“What does your mom do exactly? Help me out here, pal, and I’ll make sure you get a week’s supply of bubblegum.” 
“Yippee. So then Mommy lafs. But then she uses that thing.” Billy pointed to the snake, demonstrating with his hands how his mother used Sabrina’s Destiny 
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it. 
“Plunge. Then snake. Got it, buddy.” 
Billy gave Jason a wide toothless grin. “I have to pee.” 
“Hang in there. I’ll fix this in a--Billy, what are you doing?” 
“I can go in here cuz you said I can’t use the bafroom.” 
“But you can’t just go in the bathtub.” 
“Mommy uses Mr. Clean. It smells fresh.” Billy giggled. 
Sabrina stepped into the bathroom. “Did you hire an assistant?” 
Her laughter bubbled over at the sight of Mr. GQ Handyman as he held a plunger in one hand and the snake from her bathroom in the other. 
His features swung from sheer terror at what Billy may do next to puzzlement at what to do about the clog. 
“Hi, Sabrina. My little buddy wanted to watch me work. Right?” 
“No, Misteryou said, Billy, come help me, cuz you ” 
“Kids, cute, aren’t they?” Jason ruffled Billy’s hair and smiled at Sabrina. “I have everything under control.” 
Sabrina touched Billy’s shoulder. “Go and tell your mom to bring you downstairs to see Maggie. You can use the washroom on the main level.” 
Relief washed over Jason’s entire face as he watched Bill scurry out of the room. He held the plunger as if it were a hand grenade ready to explode. What kind of help did the agency send her? This must be what she got for complaining and firing the last handyman who was a drunk. 
Jason was the punishment. Well, they do say, ‘you-get-what-you-pay-for,’ and she did receive one-month free  service. 
She wrapped her hand around the plunger’s handle. “Allow me.” 
“No. It’s my project.” 
“Let me guess, you missed plunging class?” 
“They were serving quiche in the cafeteria that day.” 
“Sell it to someone else, O’Neill.” 
“It’s my fishing expedition.” 
She released the handle, stood back, and watched him working with the plunger. She eyed his powerful set of shoulders as his muscular arms flexed with each pump, and parked her stare on his impressive chest. 
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rescue. Money to make. That’s it, that’s all. No more staring into his smoldering eyes. No more being captivated by his animal sexuality, oozing from every pore of his hard body. 
She literally had to swallow hard to stop from drooling. 

Stop it. 

“Ta dah.” He pointed to his accomplishment. “All fixed.” He held up his hand. 
After a hard blink to shake herself back to reality, she exhaled and slapped him five to his success. “Cookie told me you fixed the kitchen sink earlier.” 
“Perseverance and help from a plumbing coach.” 
“Who, Billy? Or did you call his little sister, Sarah? I hear she’s wicked with a rattle.” 
“Hey, lady, I’ll challenge you to a cooking contest any day. I fixed it, and your sink will never leak again.” 
She reached up and pushed a strand of hair away from his brow. 
“How’s your forehead?” 
The gesture wasn’t flirtatious because she was concerned about his bruises. The tips of her fingers tingled as the citrus scent of his aftershave spiked the air in the room, and his eyes collided with her gaze. She withdrew her hand as if she’d touched a hot element and felt the blood rush to her cheeks. 
What had possessed her to touch him? 
“Universal macho law forbids me admitting it hurts.” His relaxed humor eased her embarrassment. 
Her mind whirled out of control. She put it down to the long list of unfinished tasks. “Jason, we…we need to set up the tables. Unpack the extra chairs I’ve rented. The flowers. Moira wants white carnations added to the vases. I’m sure I’ve given the florist an ulcer with the changes. The white wine needs chilling. We need to unpack the crystal champagne flutes, and ” 
“ everything will be done, and on time,” he said, pressing his finger into her cheek. 
She wrapped her hand around his wrist and halted his movement. 
“What are you doing?” 
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“Pressing the mute button.” He winked. “I figured that’s the reason God created dimples.” 
Was it hot all of a sudden? The thermostat might be acting up again. 
She cupped her burning face with the palms of her hands. “My mind operates at full speed at times. Nana Gloria used to say my brain hopped around like a kangaroo on a trampoline.” 
“I can relate.” He regarded her with amusement. “Although, I would have compared it to an over-caffeinated hamster on his wheel.” As quick as his wink, his smile collapsed and the teasing glint in his eyes turned serious. Intense. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to make light of your worries. I know this place is a massive responsibility. You’re doing a great job.” 
The electricity in the room crackled between them. His warm gaze swept over her face as soft as a caress, and a colony of butterflies fluttered with enthusiasm inside her stomach. 
Enchanting. The man had gorgeous eyes. 
She dropped her gaze down to his firm lips, and suspected that kissing him would be something of a religious experience. 
“Sabrina?” His timbered, husky voice held a slight twinge of wonder. 
The water in her knees boiled rapidly as the corners of his mouth turned up a slow, lazy smile. 
Her squelch resolution, gone. 
It was replaced with an insane curiosity of how his kisses would taste. How his lips would feel pressed against hers. How his strong arms could hold her tight, and fill her with a sense of security. She wondered how it would feel to close her eyes and lean her tired head against his muscled chest. What would it be like to hand over her burden while he carried her worries on his strong shoulders? Even for just one day. 
What was she thinking? What was wrong with her? 

Squelch. Run. Hide. 
He moved closer and touched her elbow. “What would you like me to do?” 
“Huh? Do? Now? Here?” She could hardly lift her voice above a whisper. 
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“Do you want me to help in the party room? Or is there something else that needs to be fixed?” He turned and gathered a mop and the wet cloths. 

Fix? Yes. My common sense is badly in need of repair. 
She rubbed a trembling hand across the base of her neck. “Err…yes, the party room. Set up the lips and chest.” 

Lips and chest?  She wanted to melt into the floor. 
Jason looked at her as if she were speaking a foreign language. 
She was. 
Clearing her throat she managed to compose herself. “I mean set up the chairs. Please and thank you.” She turned, whipped out of the bathroom, and dashed down the hall to the sanctity of her own suite. 
Sabrina sat crossed legged on her bed, cupped her chin in her hands and berated herself. What had gotten into her? If she wanted to be viewed as a serious businesswoman, she’d have to behave as one at all times. No more ogling dark, alluring eyes, muscular shoulders, and a tight behind. 
A good start would be to stop categorizing each gorgeous part of Jason’s body. “Gorgeous? There I go again. I have to stop this. No more thinking, and definitely no more descriptive phrases like: scrumptious lips, heart-stopping smiles.” 
Excellent, talking aloud to herself, again. She flopped spread eagle on her back and hauled a pillow over her face, grunting in frustration. 
“Ahhh, stop it.” 
There was a logical explanation of course. She took a deep breath, and justified her reasoning as she mumbled into the pillow. “I’m tired. 
There’s the engagement party. Training five new staff members. All that is bound to have an effect on a woman’s senses and hormones. No, no, not hormones, it’s my nerves, not my hormones. They’re just fine thank you.” She pressed the pillow tighter against her face. “Now, I really should stop arguing with myself.” 
“Sabrina,” a soft harmonious voice sang out. “Your heart is speaking to you.” 
She flung the pillow across the room and bolted upright. “Huh? Who said that?” 
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“It whispers, so listen carefully,” the voice continued in a melodic tone. 
Her eyes darted directly to the snow globe on her windowsill. The music echoed loudly as it played the familiar tune, and a neon pink glow swirled around the mahogany base. 
She sprung off the bed and picked up the snow globe. “You sang my name? Is that even possible?” She shook her head at how absurd she must sound, even to herself. Simple explanation, with the pillow over her head it had distorted the music to sound like a voice. 
The melody stopped, and the pink radiance diminished as the globe filled up with tiny specks of white powder resembling a heavy snowfall. 
She set the globe down, perched a knee on the window seat and gasped as the afternoon sun had disappeared to be replaced by a midnight-blue starlit sky. 
“But it’s only three o’clock.” She turned and hurtled toward the door. 
The lights in her bedroom blinked on and off, on again, and finally they stayed off, casting the suite in total darkness. 
An object brushed through her hair. 
She grabbed the doorknob and yanked open the door. Her breath trapped in her lungs as a hand touched her cheek. 
She tore out of her suite and sprinted down the staircase. “Help! 
Jason…help!” 
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CHAPTER THREE 
“It’s dark outside.” Sabrina flew down the stairs and came to an abrupt stop as Jason put his hands on her shoulders and steadied her. “It was day…now night. The song…my name.” Her heart thumped madly as if it would explode in her chest. 
“Sabrina, slow down. I don’t understand a word you’re saying.” 
Jason said in a tone filled with concern. “What happened?” 
“Is something wrong with Sabrina?” Cookie shouted as she zoomed around the corner and stood next to Jason. 
Maggie’s heels clicked on the floor. “I heard a scream.” 
“Sabrina,” Jason repeated her name with quiet emphasis. “Take slow, deep breaths.” 
With a gentle squeeze on her upper arms, he steadied her as she swayed with dizziness. The strange surge of security in his presence frightened her more than the eclipse of the sun she’d experienced. 
“Get her some water,” Cookie ordered Gladys Holmes, the part-time chef who also appeared in the foyer. “And bring a splash of brandy.” 
Gladys scooted out of the foyer and into the party room. 
“Bree, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Maggie asked anxiously. 
“I did.” 
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“What?” The group said in unison. 
She ran a trembling hand through her sweat-drenched hair. “It touched my face….” The eerie memory combined with Jason’s hand now placed on the small of her back sent a ripple of goosebumps up her spine, despite the situation. 
He guided her to the sofa by the fireplace. “Sit down.” 
“I don’t need to sit. I…I need answers.” The blood rushed to her temples and a burst of speckled lights danced before her eyes. “Okay, I’ll sit. And why are you all not freaked over what happened a few minutes ago?” 
Gladys appeared with two glasses in her hand. She placed the water on the coffee table while Jason took the other glass from her and brought it to Sabrina’s lips. “Take a sip.” 
The amber liquid slid down her dry throat and awakened her senses. 
She clutched the glass and drained the rest of the brandy as the fiery intoxication mellowed her tattered nerves. 
A muscle flicked at his jaw. “What, or who frightened you?” 
“Weren’t you all scared too?” Sabrina’s mind was a crazy mixture of questions, and confusion. Didn’t they witness the sun go down in the middle of the day? 
Jason sat beside her and took her hand in his. “Tell us why you’re scared.” 

I can’t think with you so close to me. 
She bit her lower lip and looked away. Water, she needed water to cool the heat from his gaze. She downed the ice-cold liquid and took a deep breath. 
“I was sitting in my room when I stared out the window and just like that ” She snapped her fingers. “ the sun disappeared.” Her gaze swept the room of faces staring back at her in bewilderment as if they’d just witnessed a snowstorm in July. 
Jason took the empty glass from her hand and nodded to Gladys. 
“She could use a refill.” 
“And if that’s not weird enough, the electricity went out, and something or someone ran their hand or a brush through my hair.” 
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I heard a voice singing my name.” 
Gladys placed a goblet of brandy in Sabrina’s hand. “Here you go, dear.” 
“For crying out loud. Am I the only one who can’t fathom that it’s afternoon and it looks like midnight?” Sabrina ripped out the words impatiently. 
Cookie and Maggie lowered their gazes, as the silence grew thick with tension. 
“Sabrina.” His whisper next to her ear broke the stillness as his minty breath fanned her skin. “It’s ten p.m.” 
Her heart skipped a beat when she picked up his wrist and glanced at his watch. The digital display chilled her. 
“I came up to get you for dinner, dear,” Cookie said. “When you didn’t answer, I let myself into your suite and the lights were all turned off. You were fast asleep on the couch.” 
But she wasn’t on the couch. She lay on her bed with a pillow over her head for a few minutes. She tried to keep her fragile control as she spoke through clenched teeth. “Okay, I’m a sound napper. But who turned all the lights out in my suite? Because I know I didn’t.” 
“There was a black-out,” Jason explained. “You did look tired before you left Anita Simpson’s room. You probably fell asleep and woke up just as the power went out. But as you can see, everything is restored.” 
Sleep? Power outage? Sabrina swallowed with difficulty and found her voice. “What about the song with my name?” 
“Bree, I’m sorry,” Maggie said. “I was listening to my new CD and didn’t use the headphones. The volume must have been on too loud.” 
“New CD?” Sabrina put her head in her hands. 
“Remember, I bought ‘Oldies but Goodies Collector’s Edition’ with the song ‘Corinna, Corinna.’” Maggie sang a few bars, “Corinna, Corinna, your heart speaks to me….” 
“Are you sure it sings Corinna, and not Sabrina? And did the band come with the CD, because I know I felt something brush my hair,” she stated breathlessly. 
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shut it because I know how you like to sleep in a cool room,” Cookie said. 
Lucky for her they were all such a wealth of enlightenment and rationalizations. “Okay, explain how the snow globe has a beam of pink light and makes the miniature version of Maple Inn come and go like an apparition?” she blurted without thinking. 
The odd stares she’d elicited with her talk of the daytime eclipse were nothing compared to the bafflement plastered on their faces that clearly read: call a priest for an exorcism. 
Except for Jason, he looked…guilty? But what the heck should he be guilty about? Unless he orchestrated her quick-as-a-hiccup slumber, the blackout, forked his fingers through her hair and pitched his voice high to emulate a female singing Corinna, Sabrina, whatever the song was. 
“She’s been under a lot of stress lately,” Cookie said. 
Gladys shook her head. “Go, go, go all the time. Never takes time to put her feet up.” 
“She hasn’t been sleeping well. I blame the stupid engagement party. Plus all the heavy work she’s been doing,” Maggie piped in and added, “it’s not your fault for being a few days late, Jason. Bree has had a tough few months.” 
“She needs a bowl of soup,” Cookie suggested. 
Maggie nodded. “And a hot bath would do her wonders.” 
“Sleep. She needs a lot of sleep,” Gladys added. 
“Yes,” the three women said in harmony. 
“Hello.” Sabrina hopped to her feet. “Have you all met me? I’m in the room.” 
Jason stood and cupped her elbow. “Do you want to go outside for some fresh air?” 
“No, I want you all to wait here. I’m going to show you something.” 
She threw her head back and exhaled. “I wasn’t going to share this, but I see now I have no choice.” 
“I’ll come with you,” Jason suggested. 
“I’ll be fine.” Brave words from someone who a few moments ago contemplated adopting a pit-bull. “Just wait here.” She turned and darted 52 
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up the staircase to her suite. 
She padded into her bedroom, glancing at her image in the hallway mirror. No wonder they had all registered shock, about 7.5 on the Richter scale. Her hair looked like it had been combed with an eggbeater. 
She picked up the snow globe and headed back out. “Time to unveil you, Lucy.” 
She jolted until she realized it was Jason standing outside her suite door. 
“I didn’t mean to frighten you.” His warm brown eyes were gentle and contemplative. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
Her heart fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings. “I’m…I’m okay, really.” 
They descended the stairs and joined the others by the front desk. 
Sabrina handed the glass ball to Jason. As she watched him study the piece, a thrill of anxious anticipation dusted her spine. 
“Do you see it?” Sabrina asked. 
“I see a lot of snow. My parents have one of these. But theirs has a picture of Niagara Falls inside.” 
“Wait for the snow to settle down then you’ll see Maple Inn. Oh, I forgot, it vanished, but look, the oak tree and the deer are back.” 
Jason lifted the globe toward the ceiling light and squinted. 
“Sabrina, everything is set for tomorrow, there’s nothing left to do. Why don’t you pop in a video? Unwind with a good comedy.” 
“Can I see?” Maggie asked. 
Jason handed the globe to Maggie. “Yup, you’re right, Jason. It’s only full of snow, no pictures.” 
Sabrina’s mouth went dry. “Wait a few seconds, it will start humming a tune, and the glass will warm up.” 
“You mean if you crank the music box?” Jason asked. 
“No, it sings on its own. Maybe if you talk to it. I named it Lucy.” 
“A name?” Jason asked. “Did someone sell you this with the 
promise of magic?” 
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two fries short of a happy meal.” 
“Sabrina,” Jason said. “Where did you get this?” 
Everyone waited in stunned silence. 
“It’s complicated.” 
Cookie put her arm around her shoulder and squeezed it tight. “A movie does sound like a good idea.” 
“Please, just look inside the glass ball.” 
Cookie and Gladys tipped their heads to the side and stared at the globe. Gladys commented, “Why don’t you and Maggie go bowling? 
Smitty is having a midnight rock-n-bowl event.” 
Sabrina rolled her eyes as the ‘poor-thing-lost-her-mind’ look was cast on all their faces again, except for Jason. She couldn’t quite decipher his expression, but she was positive his thought process involved the suggestion of strong medication. “Why don’t we all sit here and I’ll entertain you with my rendition of ‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.’” 
“Bree, let’s go shoot some pool in the game room.” Maggie handed Sabrina the snow globe. “Or anything else you want to do is fine by me.” 
“Would you all stop worrying. My head isn’t going to start 
spinning.” She turned the globe so the brass plaque was visible. “Now, look at the base, it has my name on it.” 
Four pairs of eyes moved in and gaped at the mahogany base. The women retreated, averted their stare, and feigned an interest in the carved oak desk. 
Jason parked a meditative stare on Sabrina and a fresh batch of goose bumps sprouted on her arms. 
“Jason, take a closer look. See the pink glow?” she pleaded. 
He dropped his gaze to the globe in her hand, shook his head, and shrugged. With a pang, she realized he couldn’t see anything she’d seen in the ball, or on the base. It was no use telling any of them about Lucy, her pink hair or about her magical mechanical abilities, they’d all conclude she was nuttier than a peanut bar. 
Perhaps they were right. 
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probably needed a sound nap.” 
“Well, I have been exhausted. But, I’m fine now,” she managed to say with a pretentious calm as she placed the globe on the desk. 
Maggie, Gladys, and Cookie glanced at each other and nodded to Jason before they bid her goodnight and retreated to their respective rooms. 

What was that look all about? 
Did they conspire to have Jason take her away in a straight jacket? 
Great, she could now add paranoia to the rest of her recent neurotic behavior. 
Jason pushed back a wayward strand of hair from her face. “Even hard working innkeepers are allowed to be tired.” 
The warmth of his voice and his personal contact sprouted tingles through her body, and erased her earlier anxiety. 
The electricity in the air was charged stronger than the mystical occurrence of a moment ago. 
His lips were a breath away from her face as she met his melt-in-your-mouth chocolate eyes. A gleam of interest sparkled in his gaze. 

Squelch? 

No. 

Squelch, or you’ll be sorry. 

Oh, what harm could one little kiss do? 
After all, she’d had a stressful episode. She could just sample one kiss and get it out of her system once and for all. 
He inched closer to her and wrapped his arm around her waist. 
She tipped her head back, parted her lips, and reached for the solid strength of his shoulders. 
His lips swooped down and barely had time to brush her waiting lips when the front door swung open. 
The cool October breeze sailed in along with Moira and her 
bridesmaid, Callie Armstrong. 
Sabrina glared at the two women who lingered by the doorway. 
“Yoohoo. I’d like some service,” Moira droned. 
Would tonight’s nightmare never end? 
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tomorrow’s party?” 
She nodded and dug her fingernails into the palm of her hand as she prepared for combat. “You’d think she’d be hanging upside down getting ready for bed.” 
He grinned. “What could she want this late?” 
“If history teaches us anything, then she’ll be as irritating as water dripping down your forehead.” 
The universe definitely had it in for her, if it provided Maple’s over made-up bombshells as a squelching strategy. 
Sabrina took a deep breath and bustled toward the two women. 
“Moira, what is it now? And don’t tell me you want monogrammed balloons again, because it’s too late.” 
“Silver and gold Balloons. No monograms.” 
“I’ll see what I can do.” 
“I want to go over all the particulars before the party. Tomorrow we’ll be busy with hair, manicures, and stylish details. The kind of stuff you wouldn’t know anything about.” 
Callie shook her head and frowned at Moira. “Not necessary, Mo.” 
She smiled at Sabrina. “Your country look suits you.” 
Jason appeared next to Sabrina and placed his hand on her shoulder lightly, yet protectively. “I’m sure you ladies can make time for business tomorrow. We’re closed.” 
“Sabrina,” Callie beamed. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?” 
“Jason O’Neill. Callie Armstrong.” She flapped her hand from one to the other. “Callie. Jason. Goodnight. Come by in the morning and we’ll ” 
“Are you hiding the best looking man ever to grace our town for yourself?” Callie drawled. 
Both Callie and Moira beamed at Jason. 
“Jason is the new handyman.” Annoyed at all their beams, Sabrina waved toward the door. “Okay, ladies, it’s too late for pleasant conversation. Be a good little bride-to-be, and call me tomorrow.” 
“I tried good once.” Moira licked her botox-injected red lips and aimed a wink in Jason’s direction. “It wasn’t any fun. So I gave up on that.” 
56 
Selena Robins 
“Is that what happened to smart?” Sabrina shot back. “I’ll escort you both out.” 
Callie touched Jason’s forearm. “Hope you’re working the party.” 
She followed the bride-to-be to the door, sashaying her micro-skirted clad hips. 
Moira turned and sneered at Sabrina. “Rodney wanted me to give you a message.” 
Callie clutched Moira’s arm, and kept her gaze on Jason. “Pull those claws in, hun.” 
Moira shrugged out of her friend’s grip. “The next time you insult me, as you did the other day, it’s going to have an effect on your future loan application.” 
“I hear there’s a little girl in Kansas with ruby slippers. She’s got a bucket of water with your name on it.” Take that to the cheating Rodney. 
Jason smiled and opened the door. “Good night, ladies.” 
“I’ll look for you tomorrow night,” Callie purred as she swung her bleached hair across her fur-lined shoulders. 
Jason shut the door and turned to Sabrina. “She gets to you, doesn’t she?” 
“Long story.” 
“I have time.” 
“I don’t have the patience.” She headed to the window and peered outside to ensure the women had left the premises. “I’m going outside to clear my head. This whole night is too bizarre for words.” 
She yanked open the door, stood on the porch, picked a star, and ordered a wish. 
Jason grabbed his leather jacket and a thick sweater from his room, and joined Sabrina outside. The crisp, night air cooled his wayward thoughts. He had contemplated kissing her inside. 
Bad move. 
Especially for business. But she had a look of vulnerability he was sure she hid from the rest of the world. The fleeting trust that had flickered in her eyes had zapped his common sense. 
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whether she wanted to share her thoughts with him. Every so often she’d comment on the weather and the price of roof shingles. 
She stopped, leaned against the oak tree, and folded her arms in his three-sizes-too-big-for-her sweater. “Mmmm, this is warm and soft. 
Thanks for the loan.” She ran her hands up and down the sleeves. 
“It’s handmade.” 
“Hand made? You knit too?” 
“Hey.” He tweaked a strand of her hair. “Those are fighting words. 
A special lady made it.” An image of his mother knitting in her hospital bed flashed through his mind. He hardly wore it, but it had traveled with him everywhere he went. “Cookie would deprive us all of her baking if her star sampler caught a cold.” 
“My head would be better congested with a cold than with lunacy.” 
“Nobody thinks you’re a lunatic. Well, not the other staff members. 
I, on the other hand, have seen you wield an axe.” He crooked his finger and flicked the tip of her nose. “Ah ha, a smile.” 
“It’s the only one I have left.” Her lashes brushed the top of her cheeks as she cast her eyelids downward. “I wish I could find a shamrock to spread some luck around the inn and exorcise Moira’s negative aura.” 
“No problem.” He pulled out his wallet and slid out the shamrock laminated on a card, and placed it in her hands. “Here you go.” 
“Am I having one of those visions again? Or did you just place a shamrock in my hand?” 
“This is real.” 
She ran her fingers over the plastic. “Do you have a rabbit’s foot too?” 
“My younger sister gave this to me on my twenty-first birthday. 
Patty is our resident leprechaun.” He smiled at the memory of his five-foot-two sister with a ten-foot temper and the strength and attitude of men twice his size. Sabrina had a lot of his younger sister’s personality traits. Except Patty was happy-go-lucky without the weight of the world, specifically the burden of a white elephant of an inn on her shoulders. 
“Were you having an unlucky twentieth year?” 
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Selena Robins 
high school trip.” 
“She sounds adventurous, and from the poem on the back of the card, creative.” 
“Patty’s artistic, when she’s not driving me crazy.” He positioned himself beside her and mustered up his best Irish accent as he read his sister’s lithographic scrawl. “Near a misty stream in Ireland, by a big oak tree, Patrick and Elizabeth’s courtship started as happy as can be. 
Katy, Jason, and Patty, in that order we all came. We are the O’Neill’s, the luck of the Irish is our game. ” 
The hairs on the back of his neck rose as her soft laughter rippled through the night air, and her eyes filled with a wistful expression. 
“Sounds nice to be part of a family like that.” 
Not when you’re the family’s major disappointment, and when they need you the most you’re not there. “Families are like fudge. Sweet with a few nuts.” 
“Jason, do you ever give a serious answer?” 

I’m seriously thinking about kissing you. 
He folded her fingers over the card in the palm of her hand. “You hang on to this for awhile. Let our magic work for you.” 
“Thanks.” She tilted her head back. “From your lips to His ears. I’ll take luck any way I can get it. Because lately, if it were raining soup, I’d get caught with a fork in my hand.” 
“Don’t worry,” he whispered in her ear, and caught a whiff of her flowery scent. “Everything will be fine.” 
He knew from his initial research how much she owed her creditors. 
Her financial picture was beyond bleak, and from the tour he’d taken of the grounds, the money required to renovate was more than she owned in equity. Her grandchildren would still be paying off the loans. 
The smug look from the tall redhead and buxom blonde popped into his mind. What did Moira mean about her application loans? But he shouldn’t be surprised, as everyone in Maple seemed to be aware of Sabrina’s struggles. 
It’s no wonder she fell asleep and had a bizarre nightmare with all the stress and financial worries she had on her mind. 
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enough money to dig herself out of debt and ensure she had enough funds to start a smaller business. He juggled with the idea of informing her of the different options he had mapped out. 
He opened his mouth to launch into a sales pitch but no sound came out as he captured her gaze. Her eyes sparkled like diamonds in the pale light of the moon, and for an instant, relief stole into her expression. A smile produced her attractive dimple, a deep groove that beckoned to be explored by the tip of his tongue. 
The look shot straight to his chest, infiltrating his sales and business defenses. 
He noticed she shivered, and before he analyzed the implications of his actions, he drew her into the circle of his arms. 
Their faces were a mere heartbeat away from each other. She met his gaze and a lump formed in his throat at the flame of desire flickering in her eyes. 
What a vision she made in the night air with her hair streaming around her shoulders like long silk ribbons. When she smiled, it was difficult not to realize that those were lips he wanted to feel against his skin, lips he wanted to kiss. Soft and moist lips with the power to seduce. 
Mesmerized, he ran his hand over her lustrous hair while he drank in the way she fluttered her long, lush lashes, unknowingly using them as an instrument of torture against his fragile resilience when it came to her. 
He slowly lowered his head to meet her parted lips. 
His blood boiled hot in his veins as he brushed his lips across her entire mouth. She moaned softly, an enticing sound, interrupted only by the rustling of the leaves above them. 
The heady taste of the brandy still lingered on her delectable mouth as if he’d shared the drink with her, and the flavor changed as it mingled with the sweetness of her lips. 
He gently traced his thumb across the nape of her neck, and eased himself closer to her, wanting her body to mold against him tightly. The anticipation of deepening their contact filled him with a sense of urgent desire he hadn’t experienced before. 
60 
Selena Robins 
The sound of tires on the gravel interrupted him and he opened one eye to notice the glare of headlights lighting up the pathway, at the same time his cell phone buzzed in his jacket pocket. 
She jerked away from him and scurried toward the intrusive vehicle. 
He yanked out his phone, flipped it open and barked, “O’Neill.” 
“It’s Trevor. Did I interrupt something?” 

Yeah, I was enjoying a slice of heaven. 

“It’s late. I’m off to bed.” That sounded lame even to his own ears. 
In New York he’d just be heading out for dinner and clubbing with friends. 
“What’s with you, Jay? You sound like a bear.” 
“Long day. What’s up?” 
“Gain any momentum on the acquisition?” 
Jason glanced around and assured himself Sabrina was out of earshot, talking to the occupants of the car, Mr. and Mrs. Gillespie, guests at the inn. “I need an extra week.” 
“I thought you wanted to wrap this up?” 
“I do.” After tonight, he was desperate to seal the deal and escape, but timing was crucial, especially with someone like Sabrina. “I thought Peterson wasn’t in any rush.” 
“He wasn’t. But there’s a group of local businessmen who want to invest in the resort.” 
Jason kept his eye on Sabrina as she continued to speak to the elderly couple. “We don’t need any more investors. I’ve secured enough interested parties in L.A. and Arizona.” 
“Let Peterson deal with that. You just get her signature on the papers.” 
Jason’s instincts shifted into red flag alert. They had approached the local and surrounding businesses over a year ago, and no one was interested. “Who are these businessmen?” 
“I’ve got the information here somewhere.” 
The shuffling of paper echoed clearly from the other end of the line indicated Trevor was still in the office. And he’d accused Jason of workaholic tendencies. 
Sabrina headed toward him as the Gillespies walked up the porch Sabrina’s Destiny 
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steps and into the inn. “Trevor, I’ve gotta run. I’ll be in touch.” He shut the phone and shoved it back in his pocket. 
“The Gillespies are checking out in the morning,” she said. “They were supposed to stay for two weeks. I hope some of the party guests need rooms tomorrow night to make up for….” Her voice trailed off. 
She pointed toward the patch of grass by the tool shed. “Who’s that?” 
He examined the silhouette of a tall, thin woman wearing a one-piece leotard. She bent over at the waist and hung her head with her hands clasped together as if in prayer. 
“Jason, go and find out if she’s okay?” 
“I’m not going over there.” 
“Why not?” 
“I don’t want to invade her personal space. You go over and find out what she’s doing.” 
“Why me?” 
“You’re a woman.” Jason couldn’t put his finger on it, but he sensed a negative energy to his presence if he were to walk over to the stranger. 
“Besides, it doesn’t look like she needs my help.” 
Sabrina stood with her arms folded and rolled her eyes. “Good grief, are you scared?” 
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to go over there.” He managed to stumble out. He had poured brandy down Sabrina’s throat for her nonsensical talk earlier, and now it looked like he should gulp a few glasses. 
“You know, Mr. O’Neill, you’re going to be a bachelor for a very long time with that attitude.” She marched toward the woman and kept talking. “He’s scared of a woman. I can’t believe this whole evening.” 
“Hey, I never said I was scared. Wait up.” 
They both halted in their travel as a strong gust of wind blew around them, and knocked Sabrina off balance. She tripped and landed at Jason’s feet. 
He hooked his hands under her arms and pulled her up. “We have to stop meeting like this.” 
“Always the comedian.” She held up her left arm. “Oh, no, your sweater has dirt on it.” 
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He brushed the flecks of grime off the sleeves and withdrew when his hands smoothed a path around her waist. “Don’t worry about it.” 
As if in a rush, the mystery woman wrapped a scarf around her head and slipped on sunglasses. 
“I think it’s Ms. Elle,” Sabrina whispered. 
He observed the woman, fanning her arms like a bird in flight. The reclusive author fit the bill of someone who would flap around at eleven o’clock at night without a care in the world. “You’re right. Sunglasses at night. She must be having a rock star moment.” 
Sabrina graced him with her patented eye roll. “Should we interrupt her?” 
Ms. Elle crossed her hands, and kicked the air with her left foot. She stopped, bowed, and waved to them. “Jason. Sabrina.” 
“We wanted to make sure you were okay,” Jason said as they paced toward her. 
“Tai Chi,” Ms. Elle answered. “You know what that is don’t you, Jason?” 
“Yes.” He turned and faced Sabrina’s questioning stare. “A 
combination of yoga and meditation.” He swallowed hard as he remembered the endless hours his mother had stretched and committed herself to the ancient exercise form to strengthen her body and spirit. 
“Translated to mean supreme ultimate force,” Ms. Elle added. 
“What do you do for relaxation, Jason?” 
Why was it that every time he spoke to this woman she rankled his composure? The air had turned thick and the serious tone of her voice rendered him uncomfortable. He shoved the solemn atmosphere aside and faced the situation with some humor. “What most men do. Get in touch with nature. Go out into the woods and challenge myself in the wilderness.” 
“You  hunt?” Sabrina asked and didn’t hide the astonishment in her voice. 
“Golf.” 
Sabrina laughed. “It figures.” 
“There aren’t any golf courses in Maple, right, Jason?” Ms. Elle commented. 
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“Not yet.” 
Sabrina’s smile crumbled. “Maple doesn’t need any. Isn’t life frustrating enough without having to add that mindless game to the mix?” She shot Jason a look as cold as her voice. 
“Mindless game?” He glanced around her property and waved his hand. “This place is made for the best sport ever invented.” 
“You mean drill holes in the ground and disfigure the natural beauty so over-indulged businessmen can drive around in carts all day?” 
Time to ease into a sales presentation. “Sabrina, it’s a lucrative industry. It would boost local tourism. Not to mention the profit you would realize ” 
“Jason, I’m not going to argue or discuss these things with you.” 
Sabrina’s voice was hoarse with frustration as a suggestion of irritation now replaced the earlier sparkle in her eyes. 
He sensed Ms. Elle’s disapproval. Even with sunglasses on he saw a look cast toward him, which clearly said, ‘stupid thing to say, Jason.’ He gave himself a mental shake. He’d probably misread her frown, and Ms. 
Elle was annoyed at their interference in her meditation routine. “Excuse us. Sorry for interrupting you.” 
Ms. Elle rolled her shoulders forward and took a deep breath. 
“Sometimes, interruptions are the universe’s way of telling us we’re not ready to continue doing what we started.” 
Sabrina shrugged and rearranged her earlier frustrated expression with a mystified one. 
His thoughts veered to the kiss by the oak tree and how the car and the phone call had thankfully interrupted what would have been a mistake, especially for his business and for Sabrina. 
Did Ms. Elle spot them? Is that what she had meant? 
“Interruptions are a blessing at times, right, Jason?” Ms. Elle asked. 
Did he voice his gratitude for the interruption aloud? Or did Ms. Elle belong to a 1-900 psychic hot line? 
“Ms. Elle, your voice sounds familiar,” Sabrina said with a slight tremor. 
Ms. Elle stretched her arms out as if she was pushing a wall to one side. “Of course. I’ve been coming here for years.” 
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“Five years to be exact. What I meant was--never mind.” Sabrina turned her head upward. “With all those stars out, looks like it won’t rain for the party tomorrow.” 
“Remember, it has to rain for a rainbow to appear.” Ms. Elle picked up a shawl from the ground and bid them goodnight, walking away without a backward glance. 
Jason realized his jaw was banging against his knees. 

What was up with all that? 

“Thanks for the loan.” Sabrina pulled off the sweater and handed it to him. “I’m going inside to do some paperwork.” 
He shook himself out of the Ms. Elle reverie and realized he owed Sabrina an explanation for his unprofessional and out of line behavior with her, as his client or boss depending on which persona he was in. 
“Sabrina, wait. I owe you an apology. I overstepped my boundaries.” 
“I’m glad you realize that, Jason. Since we’re on the subject, I don’t want to talk about my business affairs with my staff, especially in front of our guests. And you didn’t have to interfere with my confrontation with Moira and Callie. I can handle the customers, even the irritating ones.” 
“My apology was for the kiss by the tree.” 
She took a step back and forked her fingers through her hair. “Oh that. Forget about it. This whole evening has been…insane, for lack of a better word.” 

Insane? 

He’d never heard a woman describe a kiss from him as insane. He wasn’t one to boast, however, he had prided himself on having some expertise in that department. Great. He’d reverted back to his teenage years when he’d talk to himself about kissing performance. 
She was right. Not only was the whole evening off kilter but also this whole trip. His company had sent him, the Acquisition King, to negotiate a contract. So far, he had managed to perfect the art of wood chopping, windows without streaks, hacked a plumbing job, and read up on chimney cleaning. 
“Goodnight,” he bid her, rather too formally, and saw a confused look flash across her face before she nodded and left. 
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Tomorrow night after the party he planned to start his acquisition pitch. She’d probably dislike him immensely for it, as she had showed her distaste when he spoke about a golf course. But he hadn’t accepted this assignment to be liked by the innkeeper or to gain friendships. 
Now, if he could convince the rest of his body to go along with his business mindset he’d be able to head back to New York in a few days with a signed contract. 


*** 
Sabrina lay on her bed and stared up at the ceiling, humming the ball’s tune. Okay, earlier tonight she had taken a leap of faith, and showed everyone the snow globe. But, from here on in, whatever animation displayed itself in the glass ball would remain confidential. 
After days of researching the Internet, and consulting books at the library, she’d concluded she wasn’t crazy or hallucinating. Lucy Pink Lady had given her a gift. She wouldn’t question why, since she couldn’t find Lucy to provide the answer. She’d deduced that it was a sophisticated trinket with an involved microchip to provide the animation. 
Simple explanation. 
Categorizing the evening’s events, she concluded she did indeed fall asleep and everything else happened as everyone suggested. 
The surrealistic day had taken its toll, and a guttural groan escaped from her throat as she replayed Jason’s kiss. Those masterful lips had left her confused and vulnerable. Now that the dust had settled and a normal aura prevailed, she felt foolish. Good combination to bail herself out of her financial mess. 
She rolled over on her stomach, growled, and pressed her head into the mattress as she criticized herself for kissing her handyman and fantasizing about him when she wasn’t even sure she even liked him. 

Of course I like him, maybe a little too much. 
The admission dragged another groan out of her. 
On the surface, Jason appeared to be a nice man, and nice looking, okay, drop-dead gorgeous. His skills were adequate, okay, at times 66 
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pathetic, but his arrogance to think she’d talk about business with him was akin to waving a red flag in front of a raging bull. She’d learned not to trust anyone, especially men with her private business affairs. From now on she’d be on her guard. 
And no more kissing the handyman. 
Easy as fish swimming. 

Right.  About as easy as scratching her nose with her elbow. 

She rolled off the bed and picked up the laminated card with the shamrock she had placed on her nightstand. 
A smile curved her mouth. 

No smiling. Squelch. 
She involuntarily envisioned the incident by the oak tree, Jason’s clean scent, and those enticing lips pressed against her mouth. 

Whew.  She wiped her forehead. Thank goodness for the Gillespies. 
Tonight was an exception in her squelching rule. Maybe the brandy collided with the shock and blew her inhibitions into the wind. 
One slip is allowed. But no more. 
The music kicked in from the globe and a neon pink light glared around the glass. “Here we go again.” 
The pink glow brightened as the melody beckoned to her. 
She reached and picked up the globe, and gazed inside the glass. 
Nothing. No Maple Inn. Even the oak tree and deer had disappeared. 
She shrugged in frustration. The music stopped, and three soft bells chimed. She held it close to her face. 
As slow as a caterpillar on a leaf, a green plant sprouted from the ground where her inn had previously stood. 
Her jaw unhinged as she stared in bewilderment. 
A single bright green shamrock sprinkled with silver and gold appeared. It rotated and glittered against the clear glass. 
Three more bells chimed and the glass sent warm waves through her fingers. 
She dropped her gaze to the base. 
The words Sabrina’s Destiny  transformed to: “Let the luck of the Irish be your game . ” 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
“A moonlight walk with Jason.” Maggie exclaimed the next morning as she sat with Sabrina at the kitchen counter. “I want the whole story. Start from the beginning. You’re both strolling under the stars and….” 

He kissed me. “And Nothing.” And her hormones had been in an uproar ever since. “Are you coming into town with me to pick up the balloon machine?” 
“What did you two talk about?” Cookie piped in as she poured hot tea into three mugs. 
Talking wasn’t on her mind. Oops. “The weather.” 
“Is that why your face is as rosy as the blossoms in spring right now?” Cookie asked with a mischievous grin. 
“A genetic malfunction. You know I blush easily. Mmmm,” Sabrina cooed as the fresh baked scent of blueberry muffins whipped through the air. “They look delicious.” 
Cookie placed a bowl of creamy butter squares on the table. “I took a peek out the window last night, dear. You were both under your favorite oak tree, looking…close.” 
“Wicked.” Maggie’s hazel eyes widened as she stuffed a generous portion of muffin into her mouth. “I knew you two would hit if off. 
What else did you see, Cookie?” 
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“She saw nothing.” 
“I went to bed.” Cookie tugged Sabrina’s ponytail. “She’ll have to tell us the rest. Right, dear?” 
The rest, well, after he reawakened her dormant libido he 
disappointed her with his interference into her business affairs. “We ran into Ms. Elle and then I went to my room.” She peeled a banana and commenced eating the fruit. Not that she was hungry, especially after a restless night, but chewing gave her a few moments to compose herself. 
“By the way, Cookie, I noticed you and Mr. Farthem having a cozy conversation this morning.” 
Maggie turned toward Cookie and shook her finger. “Are you 
holding out on me too? We never have this much excitement around here. Will you two fess up and let me live vicariously through you?” 
“OK. OK. I’ll give you the whole scoop,” Sabrina said, grinning. 
Cookie and Maggie leaned their elbows on the counter with an intense expression on their faces. Their eyes and mouths resembled Pavlov’s dogs after the bell rung. 
Sabrina winked. “Our good old UPS delivery man dropped a small package on the floor. And guess what our Cookie did?” 
“I helped him pick it up.” Cookie backed away from the counter and turned toward the sink. 
Sabrina and Maggie nodded at each other and spoke in unison. “You peeked at Mr. Farthem’s tooshie.” 
“Girls.” Two stains of scarlet appeared on Cookie’s cheeks as she waved a dishcloth at Sabrina. “You both need a hobby, besides working and hanging around here all day.” 
Sabrina and Maggie giggled and conceded defeat when Cookie 
dismissed them with a stern look while mixing muffin batter. Sabrina drank her tea satisfied she had veered the conversation in another direction. 
“Cookie, do you think we’ll have enough squares for the party tonight?” Sabrina asked. 
“Don’t worry your pretty little head about that. Go into town and get yourself a nice dress.” 
“She’s right,” Maggie interjected. “Spend some money on yourself.” 
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“I’m not spending any money on new clothes. I’ll wear my usual hostess gown.” 
“Which reminds me.” Maggie hopped off the stool, and stood 
behind Sabrina. “Cookie, can Bree borrow your pearl studs tonight?” 
“Of course she can. I’ll fetch them after I’m done in here.” 
Maggie pulled Sabrina’s hair in a twist. “I’ll fix her hair in an up-do. 
Does it suit her?” 
“Yes it does,” Cookie answered. “But a little higher, maybe?” 
“You’re right,” Maggie contemplated. “I’ll pouf the bangs.” 
“Hold it.” Sabrina swung her head from Maggie to Cookie, who had both morphed into beauticians on steroids with her as the experimental mannequin. “I don’t need either of you to tell me how to dress for work tonight.” 
Maggie glanced from Sabrina to Cookie, shrugged, and continued to speak. “I’ll go through my closet and see what she can borrow.” 
Cookie nodded. “Lend her the new red dress you bought last month. 
You looked darling in it, and she will too.” 
“We’re not going for ‘cute’ or ‘darling,’ Cookie. Our goal is hot.” 
“Hot? Okay, joke’s over. I’ll admit Mags, teasing you about Whining Walter’s crush on you was a tad mean. And, Cookie, I would never tell anyone outside of this room that you think Mr. Farthem is adorable. Now, we’re all even.” 
Maggie continued to twist and turn Sabrina’s hair. “The red mini it is. Since it’s indoors, she can wear those black sandals you brought her back from Florida last year. Hot, hot, hot. She’ll have all the men in Maple drooling over her.” 
Sabrina gaped with her mouth wide open and decided to shove another piece of muffin into it, chew, and swallow before she responded. 
“In case you haven’t noticed, it’s an engagement party for Moira and Rodney. The bride-to-be’s night, not the organizer’s night. I’m not even an invited guest. Does any of this compute with you two?” 
Cookie and Maggie exchanged a sympathetic expression. 
Sabrina rolled her eyes skyward as she prepared to launch into her speech on how Rodney’s upcoming nuptials had no emotional affect on her. Sure, at first she’d stewed over his deceit so much so that the hurt Sabrina’s Destiny 
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and disillusionment had occupied her thoughts rent-free. But she quickly evicted them all from her mind, and after she dumped Rodney she had never pined for the scoundrel, or any other man for that matter. But explaining this would pop the lid off ancient history and her liaison with the Baldwin family. Instead, she speared a pat of butter with her knife and spread it on a muffin. 
“It’s time you go out and meet new people,” Cookie advised in a motherly tone. “They’re not all like Rodney Baldwin. There’s no sin in falling in love. Especially with an honest man.” 
“Or a dreamy man,” Maggie finished. 
“Only pain.” She shoved a piece of the third muffin of the morning into her mouth and stuck her thumb in her blue jean’s waistband. There was still room for more avoidance-conversation-eating. “For those of you who are new to this planet, I don’t have the time or the desire to date.” 
“Hey, Cookie, notice how she threw the word desire out there?” 
Sabrina lobbed a crumpled serviette at Maggie. “I think I’ll call Walter and tell him you need a date for the Autumn Harvest dance.” 
Maggie laughed but didn’t rise to the bait. “About tonight. The Mary Kay lady left me some new lipstick samples. You can choose from vanilla, chocolate or strawberry.” 
“I don’t want to be a milkshake.” 
“The strawberry gloss will taste yummy in case, you know, a hunk of man wants to kiss you.” 
“With my luck any guy who came close to me would have a berry allergy and break out in hives. Besides, I don’t have to impress anybody.” 
“What about Jason?” Maggie asked. 
“He’s working the bar. I don’t think we have to worry about what he’s going to wear.” 
Maggie’s blonde curls bounced back and forth as she shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. But, you’re right. He does dress sharp for a handyman.” 
“He probably irons a crease in his jeans.” One of these days Sabrina intended to get the ‘real story’ on the upscale handyman the agency had 72 
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sent her. “That’s if he even owns a pair.” 
“Oh, Bree, can you picture him in tight, faded jeans?” 
Unfortunately she had thought about it. How they’d sling low on his waist, hug his hips and strong thighs. She imagined he would top them with his tight, white T-shirt that showcased the masculine ripples across his impressive chest. 

Squelch. 
She bit down hard into a muffin, chewed as rapid as a chipmunk, and glanced into her empty mug. She needed something cold to drink, since the tea had shot a rush of heat to her face. 

Hot tea, my foot. 

Sabrina forced the denim fantasy out of her mind as Maggie bore her eyes into her as if reading her naughty thoughts. 
She rose, strode to the refrigerator, and yanked the door open. 
“Mags, maybe we should drop something and get Jason to pick it up. 
Now that would be a sight for Cookie to enjoy.” 
“Yeah, comparison shopping. Mr. F. or Jason.” 
“You two are as bold as a mouse at a cat’s litter box,” Cookie said with mock severity. “First poor old Mr. Farthem and now Jason.” 
“I thought Mrs. Gillespie was going to fall off the porch the other day when Jason spoke to her,” Maggie said. 
“I can imagine. Especially with those chick-magnet muscles,” 
Sabrina laughed and poured cold milk into a glass. “Mags, we should send a picture of him digging up the garden to GQ Magazine. Maybe we’ll win a prize for finding a fashionable maintenance guy. The caption under his pic could read: ‘Stud in the Mud.’” 
She stared at Cookie and Maggie who by now should’ve at least uttered a giggle, a chuckle. Heck, she’d even accept an eye roll. 
Nothing. 
Instead they stood still and cut their gazes toward the doorway. 
After she replaced the milk jug in the refrigerator, she eased backward a tad and tilted her head enough to peer behind the fridge door. 


Uh oh. 
Her face burned as one afire with too much wine as she stared at the Sabrina’s Destiny 
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cause of her inferno, leaning against the doorframe with his arms and legs crossed. 
Jason offered them a sweeping gaze, along with his dazzling smile. 
“Good morning, ladies.” 
“Sit down, dear.” Cookie pulled out a chair. “I’ll whip you up a batch of pancakes with our very own maple syrup.” 
Sabrina gulped the milk and sat at the kitchen table. To avoid his gaze she busied herself by pouring tea into a cup. 
“I’ll just have a muffin, thanks,” he replied. 
Sabrina plopped sugar cubes into her cup, feeling like the apple on top of William Tell’s target. 
“Bree?” Maggie interrupted her cube deposit. “Do you think you have enough sugar in there?” 
Sabrina lifted her gaze and noticed three pairs of eyes staring at her. 
Here they go again, a repeat of last night’s performance and their unspoken united opinion: She has a few rooms for rent upstairs, and
we’re not talking about the inn. 
“I have a sweet tooth this morning.” She aimed for nonchalance as she swirled the mega doses of sugar in the cup with a spoon. 
Jason’s brows flickered a little and there was a suspicious line at the corner of his mouth. He looked liked he was about to say something when Cookie handed him a plate and a glass. 
Relief washed over her as he turned his attention to Maggie and engaged in small talk, while he munched on a muffin and drank orange juice. 
Sabrina sipped the candied tea, winced, and chased it down with the remainder of her milk. 
Jason turned and ambled toward her. Her pulse sprinted through her bloodstream when he leaned over, and brushed her upper lip with a slow rub of his thumb. “Milk moustache.” 
Sabrina curled her fingers around the glass and resisted the urge to run her  thumb over his smirk to wipe away his knowing expression. He obviously overheard her comment about his looks. Big deal. He must know he’s kinda cute, okay, gorgeous. 
“Is the party room all set up?” Sabrina asked. 
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“All done. I’ll head into town for the helium machine.” 
“I reserved it from Ernie’s Hardware.” That wasn’t so bad. She managed to keep her voice steady and confident. “He also has our balloon order. Gold and silver, just like the bride requested.” 
He grabbed two McIntosh’s from the fruit bowl and headed toward the doorway . 

Whew.  Close call. 
It was obvious he’d missed the Jason O’Neill hunk-o-rama 
commentary. 
She flopped back in her chair and exhaled when Jason stopped, turned, and juggled two apples in the air. 
“By the way, Sabrina. I don’t iron a crease in my jeans, anymore. 
And just so you know, no berry allergies. I love strawberries.” He bit down on the apple and threw her a playful wink before he left. 


*** 

Wow. 
Lightning struck Jason right through his heart that evening as he stared at Sabrina gliding down the staircase. The visual impact zapped him as fast and hard as if he stood in an electrical storm gripping an iron club. 

You clean up real nice, woman. Correction. You’re smoking. 

Her long burgundy dress clung to her in all the right places and utterly suited her curvy dream figure. He admired the shine of her chestnut hair carpeted across her creamy shoulders. A man would never tire of running his hands through her mane while he kissed her senseless. 
His body responded to the visual imagery he created, and to the memory of her sweet lips on his mouth. 
He fought a groan and heaved a deep breath. 
Since he’d arrived, he hadn’t missed her attractive qualities even under all the mud and energetic spirit. Tonight, her dress encompassed all the elements that made her stand out in his mind, and in a crowd with her natural exquisiteness. 
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awkward seventeen-year-old in front of the high school cheerleader? He thought it was odd, since she was the exact opposite of the statuesque women he usually dated. Women like Callie Armstrong, tall, blonde, and flirtatious. His taste buds had transformed and were piqued only by a feisty innkeeper who was more than a little attractive. Actually she was a lot attractive. 
She caught his eye and turned her smile up a notch. 
Zap. 
Lightning struck twice. 
He mentally threw a bucket of ice down his pants and berated himself to back off. He was only here for a short time on business. He straightened his tie and summoned every ounce of self steel control he possessed, sheathing it over himself like a suit of armor. 
A lump the size of a tennis ball formed in his throat and he swallowed hard as she sidled up to him. Obviously the armor wasn’t buttoned on tight enough. “Sabrina, you look….” incredibly hot. 

Amazing. “…very nice,” he forced the words out mildly. 
“Thank you. I take it you survived this afternoon’s hectic schedule. I know laundry duty isn’t exactly handyman work. But the staff was taken up with ” 
“ rushing around for tonight’s event. No problem.” Although he had a sneaky suspicion ironing a mound of pillowcases, folding towels and dishcloths was Sabrina’s passive revenge for his teasing remarks at breakfast. 
He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but their voices carried out into the hallway and by the time he arrived at the kitchen doorway he didn’t want to appear impolite and interrupt their conversation. 
Admittedly, he enjoyed their daily banter. He was in danger of developing an addiction to her attractive blushes when he had managed to elicit an endearing shy reaction from her, which was rare, since he usually found himself on the receiving end of her quick wit. 
Her eyes filled with tension as a group of gowned women and tuxedo-clad men entered the elegant party room. “Here comes Maple’s finest.” 
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the Irish on your side. Everything will turn out perfect tonight.” 
“Irish luck, that’s what the globe said…I mean your sister’s shamrock card will work its magic. Well, let’s take our places.” 
Although she hadn’t worn the short red dress he had heard Maggie suggest, his male libido had looked forward to checking out her legs, she still looked gorgeous. 
A sweet aroma sliced through the air as he stood next to her. Sabrina had obviously taken Maggie’s advice and used the strawberry scented perfume, or was it lipstick? He wasn’t sure which, but he knew that from now on when he saw a strawberry, an image of Sabrina would pop into his mind. 
His body’s involuntary responses to Sabrina must be due to an exhaustive work schedule he had maintained for the last five years. Once he acquired Maple Inn, he would book a first class ticket to an island. 
For some reason that prospect left him feeling empty. But, he didn’t have time to dwell on that right now, there was a party he needed to ensure went off without a hitch. 
He followed her into the candlelit room decorated with vases filled with fresh red roses, gold and silver balloon centerpieces, and a crystal-studded strobe light hung on the ceiling for a starlight effect. 
Taking his place behind the mahogany bar, he commenced opening bottles of Dom Perignon champagne and filled the flutes. When she placed her palm on the counter, he couldn’t help but notice the way her small hand was covered in scrapes and cuts. The hardware store gossip-mongers were right about one thing. A young woman shouldn’t have to cope with maintaining a property fraught with hard labor and financial struggles by herself. 
He was convinced that once he told her about the money he was authorized to offer, her tension would vanish. His business would be wrapped up and he could head back to his career and his busy life in the city. Once he was back with his own circle of friends this place would be a distant but pleasant memory. At that thought his throat constricted. He poured a glass of water and chugged it down in one long swallow and attributed the thirst to the hectic pace he’d kept up, the chores around the inn, and number crunching at night for an impressive sales proposal. 
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“Do you think we have enough nuts?” She drummed her fingers on the bar. 
He glanced around the party room where most of the visitors had arrived and seated at the round tables. “Judging from the looks of some of these guests, I’d say, yes.” 
“Behave, O’Neill. It’s bad enough Maggie’s named them after different cartoon characters.” 
“Would you prefer I call them pretzels? Because some of them look pretty twisted to me.” 
“You and Maggie should take that act on the road.” She rewarded him with a relaxed smile, reaching her sapphire eyes. “You do like to press my buttons, don’t you?” 
“I do what I can, boss.” 
“Until you arrived, I never realized I had so many buttons to push.” 
“Are you accusing me of installing all those buttons?” 
“Are you kidding?” She tilted her head to the side and threw him a mischievous wink. “They wouldn’t be working if you installed them.” 
With Jason’s dazzling smile and the twinkle in his dark eyes, a heady womanly sensation wrapped Sabrina in a warm envelope of vibrant awareness. It was even stronger than the spine tingling stare he’d cast her way when she had cruised down the staircase earlier. 
She tried to analyze why his considerate expression gave her a drowsy sense of tranquility and security. Something about him seemed comfortable and even familiar at times. She couldn’t explain why, except for the fact she had never experienced a peaceful mood around anyone, least of all a virtual stranger. 
As she stood by the bar she observed his every move from the way he expertly mixed drinks to his composed mannerisms with the town’s upper class. Her Jason daydream was interrupted as she spotted the woman who could make or break the inn’s winter tourist season. 
“Oh, great. They’re all here,” she whispered. 
“Who?” he asked. “And why the frown?” 
“Duncan and Evelyn Abbott. Owners of Abbott Vineyards, and their son, Walter.” 
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“What’s their story?” 
“Besides the winery, Duncan’s claim to fame is the black spray-on-fuzz for men with flesh-colored hair. Whining Walter is a psychiatrist and Maggie’s imaginary dartboard for target practice.” Sabrina paused and bit down hard on a pretzel. “And then there’s Evelyn” 
“Let me guess. Your fantasy for target practice?” 
“She writes a nationally syndicated food and hospitality column. 
‘Abbott’s Best Picks.’” 
“I’m familiar with her star rating system. Don’t worry, you’ll score high points.” 
“Jason, whatever you do, don’t speak to them, look busy.” 
“What do you mean don’t speak?” 
“Exactly what I said. Serve drinks, smile, and zip it. Especially if Evelyn questions you about things you’re not experienced in.” Which included anything to do with tools, repairs, motorized equipment, and the hospitality industry in general. “I haven’t actually seen her pull the wings off butterflies, but she does trip people up with her encyclopedia brain.” 
Sabrina knew from experience it would come back to haunt her in the form of a splashy article on how inexperienced and inept the Maple Inn staff were. 
“I am capable of carrying on an intelligent conversation.” 
She felt her eyes roll to the back of her head. She didn’t doubt Jason’s intelligence, but if his knowledge of spirits and wine compared to his mechanical and carpentry awareness, she might as well endorse Evelyn’s next article that would surely include one star and a negative commentary. “Here she comes. Remember, no sudden moves. Just show your pearly whites and nod.” 
Evelyn Abbott moseyed over with her stylish blue-silver head held high. Her violet suit, tailored to fit her size-two figure, and the rock sparkling on her finger competed with the strobe for glitter. 
She scrutinized Sabrina with a skeptical once over. “Ms. Monroe, it’s been well over a year since I paid you a visit.” 
The skid marks were still embedded on the foyer floor. “Welcome back, Mrs. Abbott.” 
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“How has your pleasant little inn been doing since my last review?” 
On the brink of bankruptcy after her “pleasant” little review . 

“Excellent. We’re ready for the ski season.” 
“Really?” Evelyn lifted her manicured silver eyebrow. “Are you finally going to open up the third floor suites? Have you considered an outdoor hot tub for the skiers? What about a spa, complete with a masseuse?” 
As soon as Sabrina managed to win a cool million from the New York State lottery. “Renovations are under consideration.” 
“Can I pour you a glass of wine?” Jason held up a bottle. “May I recommend the red?” 
Sabrina slid her eyes to Jason and attempted to telepathically warn him to be quiet when a light tap on her shoulder interrupted her. 
“Good evening, Sabrina. How are you?” The nasal voice belonged to Evelyn’s son, Walter. 
“Fine.” Just as soon as Evelyn was beamed back to the mother-ship. 
“And you?” 
Walter ran his stubby fingers through his brown marine-cropped styled hair. “I had the flu last week. I’m trying to avoid people with colds. Don’t want a relapse of any kind.” He took out a hanky and patted his bulbous nose to emphasize the point. “I’m looking into relocating to Chicago. Doesn’t look like there’s a need for psychiatric services in this town.” 
Sabrina grabbed a fistful of nuts and popped a few in her mouth. 
“Come back in an hour. I’ll be crazy by then.” 
Walter chuckled. “Is Maggie working tonight?” 
“She has a cold.” 
He nodded and scurried back to his table. 
Evelyn pinned her attention on Jason. “Young man, did you know the ‘Abbott President’s Label’ you are serving was the judge’s darling at the New England’s Annual Wine Festival?” She pierced him with her trademark suspicious squint. “Go ahead, taste it. Let me know what you think.” She glanced at Sabrina. “I’m sure Ms. Monroe won’t mind.” 
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swollen mouth from biting her tongue, and became hoarse with her version of anger management, daily scream therapy in the forest. 
Evelyn’s visit also cost Sabrina a small fortune, as she had to send Maggie on a four-day paid vacation to a nearby town, for health reasons, mainly to prevent bodily injury to Evelyn. She also invested in earplugs and expensive brandy for Cookie’s survival. Not that Cookie minded, she was known to add a little nip to her teacup from time to time. 
Jason poured a finger of the red liquid in a crystal wine glass, swirled it, and inhaled the contents. 

Oh please Jason, I hope you know more about wine than you do
about electrical wiring. 
She couldn’t afford another one-star rating. It had cost her eight cancelled reservations, a wedding, and the Toner Phoner Convention the last time. 
Jason sipped and swished the wine in his mouth before he 
swallowed. “You’ve aged this burgundy in oak wood barrels.” He took another sip. “A taste of fruit tannins and tang.” 

Holy cow. 
He pulled it off. Sabrina exhaled her breath before she turned blue from lack of oxygen. 
Intense astonishment touched Evelyn Abbott’s professional made-up face, but as quick as her false eyelash flutter she rearranged her expression to display her customary skepticism. “Now try our ‘Gold Label.’” 
Jason performed the same routine as he did with the red wine and by now a group of Maple’s finest had gathered around the bar. 
Sabrina squeezed her eyes shut, and crossed her fingers and legs. 
Could Jason manage a repeat performance? 
The buzz of guests wandering in and out of the room faded as Sabrina awaited the inevitable, a stern lashing from the impossible-to-please Evelyn Abbott of how incompetent, unknowledgeable, and gauche the inn’s staff were. Sabrina couldn’t take the suspense any longer. She opened her eyes one at a time and clairvoyantly spoke to Jason. 

Bluff, lie, do whatever it takes, but tell her you like her grape juice. 
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“This was aged in a stainless steel cask. A fine and soft white wine. 
Fruity, low acidity, and fresh.” Jason saluted with the wine glass. 
“Cheers.” 
A chorus of claps followed, and Evelyn curved her fuchsia tainted lips into a faint smile. “Well, I see the Baldwins didn’t spare any expense for this party by hiring a professional.” 
“Ms. Monroe hired me.” 
All eyes cut to Sabrina. 
“Wise choice, Ms. Monroe.” Evelyn pulled out a notebook and pen from her silver purse. 
“Good wine and wisdom are one of a kind,” Jason responded. “Ms. 
Monroe, like yourself, Mrs. Abbott, possesses both.” 
Fuzzy black-haired Duncan Abbott appeared next to his wife and put his arm around her extra-small waist. “Like wine, my wife gets better with age.” 
“Age is not important unless you’re cheese or a fine wine.” Jason directed a dazzling grin at Evelyn. “As witnessed by your lovely wife.” 
Evelyn Abbott actually blushed. 
Sabrina didn’t think the woman had enough warm blood in her system to pull that off. But then again, Jason could charm the devil into going to church. 
Evelyn cast an approving grin toward Sabrina. “You’ve earned a row of stars, Ms. Monroe. Watch out for my next column.” She slid the paper and pen in her pocketbook, crooked her arm in her husband’s, and glided back to their table. 
Sabrina held up two thumbs and mouthed, thank you  to Jason. 
He nodded and threw a devilish wink over his shoulder that sped her pulse to the next township. The man could make cold water boil on its own. 
Sabrina stepped back to allow the guests to place their order for drinks. She observed him as he perfected his imitation of a suave, posh man, conversing with Maple’s high society. He was more than able to hold his own in a political and business conversation. 
With a stab in her chest, she considered it probably wasn’t an imitation at all. 
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She crunched the pretzel she held into crumbs as a realization hit her as hard as a thunderbolt. She had sensed from the beginning that Jason was hiding something. It wasn’t only his ham-fisted maintenance skills, but also the polish and confidence he exuded, like a man born with a silver spoon in his mouth. 
Her mind calculated all the indicative clues of his upscale lifestyle as fast as a microprocessor, from the tips of his imported leather shoes to the top of his designer haircut. Her stomach furled as the finality of the conclusive evidence hit her. 
It was obvious Jason was born into a rich family and decided to rebel against the family’s lucrative heritage by working as a handyman. 
Not a very good handyman, but for his kind of people, the grunt work would be enough to cause friction in the family. Even though he supposedly was a director with his maintenance agency. The same way Rodney had rebelled by proposing to her. At first he had used her to irritate his mother, until of course Baldwin Senior discovered the gold mine Sabrina possessed. 

Were Jason and Rodney two of a kind? 
A sharp blade of disappointment pierced her insides at her 
assessment. 
“Hey, Bree,” Maggie called out to her. 
Sabrina drew a deep breath and greeted Maggie. “Before I forget, you have a cold.” 
“And that would be because….” 
“Walter’s on his germ-free kick. He’s been asking for you.” 
“Got it. Why so glum?” Maggie glanced around the party room. 
“Actually, I don’t blame you. A Baldwin party is where fun goes to die.” 
“I’m tired. I’ll be glad when this whole event is over.” 
She was also tired of misjudging every man she came in contact with. And to think earlier she had actually thought Jason brought her comfort. Tomorrow she’d tell him to pack up and leave. She didn’t need another spoiled rich boy using her as a way to make a statement to his family. 
“Look at Callie,” Maggie hissed. “Can she be any more obvious? 
She’s got her paws all over Jason.” 
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Callie looked like she’d mugged a chandelier on the way in. Those earring were dangling close to Jason’s face. “You have to admit, Mags, she is magazine beautiful.” 
“In an air-brush sort of way.” Maggie waved her hand in dismissal. 
“But look at Jason, looks like he just stepped off the plane from Youza.” 
Sabrina tore her gaze away from his navy suit jacket that looked like it was tailor-made for his broad shoulders, and the white shirt showed off his smooth, dark-hued skin. 

Squelch. 
“I hadn’t noticed.” Sabrina mustered a casual disinterest, even though her insides were as twisted as the pretzels she crumbled. “Can you help the servers? The baskets of buns need replenishing.” 
“Cheer up, Bree, everything seems to be going good.” Maggie left and stepped further into the party room. 
Sabrina watched as a captive audience of blondes and redheads surrounded Jason. Even the bride-to-be gushed and giggled over his jokes. 
She caught a whiff of someone who’d marinated in aftershave. 
Without turning around she knew it was Elliott Coulter. The scent assaulted her nostrils. He smelled like an explosion at an Old Spice factory. 
If a woman ignored the fact that Elliott dragged his knuckles when he walked, his lanky shape, dark hair, and light blue eyes could be considered attractive. 
“Sabrina.” Elliott shook her hand. “Did you get my telephone message the other day?” 
“Thank you for the invite. I’m not attending this year.” Or any other year if Mr. Caveman was her only offer for a date. 
He put his hand on her arm and threw her what she assumed to be a 
‘come hither’ smile. “When will you let me lay a big kiss on you to prove that we have chemistry?” 
She shirked his hand off her arm. “Just before you die.” 
“Okay, look, the chemistry thing was cheesy. I’ll throw in a CD 
burner for your computer at no charge. I need this favor.” 
“Favor?” 
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“I’m not looking for a relationship, commitment or anything beyond being able to get my relatives off my back because of my single status.” 
“What does all this have to do with me, Elliott?” 
“They keep setting me up with babes who have fully equipped trousseaus. Enid Farrell being one of them.” 
A loud cackle caught Sabrina’s attention and she turned to see Callie’s arm draped over Jason’s shoulder while their faces were a mere inch away from each other. 
“Enid, yes…lovely girl.” She parked her gaze on Jason and Callie who now looked like they were engaged in a deep conversation. “CD 
burner…sounds like a plan.” 
“Sabrina.” Elliott waved his hand in front of her face. “Did you hear a word I said?” 
“Yes, you want to give me a burner….” Her voice trailed off as she saw the conspiratorial wink Callie shot Jason before she sashayed back to her table. 
“Look, you’ll be safe with me. I don’t have love or anything sappy like that in my plans. My whole focus is on my computer business. And you’re different than all the babes who want me. You’ve got that ‘can’t-be-bothered-with-men look.’ I figure I’m safe with you.” 
Now there was an enticing invitation if she’d ever heard one. His Neanderthal attitude made her want to boil her hand that he’d touched. 
She ignored Elliott and locked eyes with Jason. With his height, dark hair, and definable charm in his eyes, he stood out above every man in the place. 
“Sabrina, will you be my date?” 
Her heart contracted as Jason gave her a thumb’s up sign and his eyes shone bright with merriment. 
“Yes, absolutely.” She blinked and faced Elliott. “I mean no ” 
“Thanks. I’ll install the burner sometime next week.” Elliott turned and joined his party inside the room. 
Dang, she just agreed to be Elliott’s date. Her preoccupation with Jason had sent the wrong signal to the part of her brain that commandeered her voice. Hence, she agreed to a date with Elliott Coulter, when she was acknowledging Jason’s thumbs-up gesture. 
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At that moment she wouldn’t have been able to find an intelligent speck in her brain if it glowed in the dark, especially with Jason walking toward her with a drink in his hand, and a lazy smile spread across his face. Those crinkles around his eyes were her undoing. 
Wait a minute. She was annoyed with him. 

Squelch, stay mad, and fire him for the deceitful game he’s playing. 

She narrowed her eyes and folded her arms. “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” 
He swerved his head around, peered over her shoulder, and pointed to his chest. 
“Yes, you.” She clutched the drink he offered until her knuckles turned white. “I figured out your game. You lied to me, Jason O’Neill, and I don’t appreciate it one bit.” 
He looked as stunned as a knocked-out boxer in the first round. 
“Let’s talk.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
“I know it looks bad, Sabrina.” Jason’s brows drew together in an agonized expression. “I can explain.” 
Disconcerted, she grasped the edge of the bar and looked away. For once she had desperately wanted to be wrong about a man. “I don’t need explanations. I’ve seen the movie.” 
“Movie?” 
“The one where you want to prove something to your millionaire father by taking a job like this and ” 
“Millionaire?” He forked his fingers through his hair. “Since I’ve arrived there’s been nothing but misunderstanding between us.” 
She stared at him in bewilderment. “What do you mean by that?” 
“Later. Where did you ever get the idea that my father is a millionaire?” 
“From all your connoisseur mumbo jumbo, for one.” 
“I spent a summer working on a vineyard in the Napa Valley.” 
She mentally expelled a sigh of relief, but it was short-lived as other facts about him nagged at her. “Well something about you reeks of a privileged upbringing.” 
“You’re right, I was privileged ” 
“Ha. I knew it.” 
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“To be raised by two extraordinary hardworking people. My mother was a substitute teacher and my dad is a Jack-of-all-Trades. Don’t get me wrong, I’m proud of his hard work, but I’m hardly the heir to any wealth.” 
He hadn’t inherited his father’s skills either. 
“You didn’t use the bartending book behind the bar. Yet you’re able to mix expensive concoctions.” 
“I worked my way through college as a bartender.” 
His words slowly penetrated her dizzied senses as it dawned on her that his repair incompetence probably came from someone who landed into the handyman profession to follow in his father’s footsteps. 
Somewhat similar to her situation. 
However, there was still something plaguing her suspicions. 
“College educated? Then how did you get into the maintenance industry?” 
“By mistake.” 
“Thought so.” 
“We need to talk about that.” There was a slight tremor in his voice as though some inexplicable emotion had touched him. 
Elliott Coulter chose that moment to bid his goodbyes. “Well, I’ve made an appearance and now it’s time to escape before the chicks start chasing me. Don’t forget our date, Sabrina.” 
As soon as a pig flew by her window. “I really don’t need a CD 
burner, Elliott.” 
“Sure you do, babe. It’ll be worth it. Goodnight.” 
“Babe?” Two small frown lines had creased between Jason’s 
eyebrows. “What did that thirty-year-old juvenile mean by a date?” 
“Long story.” 
“I have time.” 
She placed the glass on the bar and leaned a hip against it. “It’s not important. Now, what did you want to talk about?” 
“Later. In private.” 
Two servers walked by holding trays laden with shrimp cocktail and escargots dishes. “Jason, the meal is being served. They probably won’t order a lot of drinks for awhile.” 
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He nodded to Brad, the part-time bartender assistant. “Think you can manage on your own for an hour?” 
Brad nodded with a thumbs up sign. “No problem.” 
Jason put his hand on the small of her back. “Okay, let’s go somewhere quieter.” 
He stood close enough that the fresh citrus scent of his aftershave pleasantly erased Elliott’s strong cologne from her senses. Tingles shimmied through her body. Maggie was right, maybe she should think about some kind of a social life. 
Well, she did have an upcoming date with Elliott. She gagged at the thought. 
“Yoo-hoo,” Moira shouted breathlessly and waved her bejeweled silk-clad arm. 
Speaking of things that made her gag. Moira wore enough make-up to make Tammy Faye look pale. 
“Sabby, I hate to be rude and interrupt, but I need your assistance.” 
If rudeness were a crime, Moira would be jailed for life. 
“What is it?” Sabrina asked. 
“I wanted to make sure you ordered the French pastries.” 
She hadn’t arranged for tarts as Moira and her followers filled that order. “They’re all in the fridge.” 
“You forgot to order a vegetarian meal for the Abbotts.” 
“There’s a vegetable tray for appetizers, and Cookie made a vegetarian lasagna and tofu stir-fry for them.” Sabrina shooed her away. 
“Better run back in there before someone steals your fiancé.” 
“Why, I never.” 
“Yes you have.” 
A few times and probably many more Sabrina wasn’t aware of. 
Under the football bleachers with Sabrina’s first boyfriend, and at Motel Six with Sabrina’s fiancé, correction, ex- fiancé. 
“Look, Sabby, I’m the guest of honor. I want things to be perfect. 
There’s the issue of ” 
“I’m busy right now. I’ll send Maggie in to see you.” 
Moira flung her hand to her forehead and sighed dramatically. 
“Maggie? Never mind, I’ll wait until you’re free.” She turned and Sabrina’s Destiny 
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clicked away on her spiked heels. 
“Works every time,” Sabrina said. “Now, back to what you wanted to tell me.” 
“It’s about ” 
“Good evening, Jason. Sabrina.” Ms. Elle stopped at the front desk. 
Jason nodded and Sabrina said, “The kitchen is still open if you’d like a snack.” 
Ms. Elle shook her head. “I had a bite in town.” 
“Too many distractions.” Jason held a slight edge to his voice. Her ear tickled when he whispered, “We’ll talk after the party.” 
Ms. Elle adjusted her mauve tinted glasses and pointed inside the festivities. “Looks like the event is a success.” 
Goosebumps that had nothing to do with the inn’s temperature sprouted all over Sabrina’s arms as she took in Ms. Elle’s manicured pink nails. A wisp of a dusky-rose curl toppled over her glasses. 

No…it wasn’t possible. Was it? 

“Is something wrong, Sabrina?” Ms. Elle asked. 
Okay, she wasn’t going to get weirded out. Besides, many women wore pink nail polish, and today’s hair colors ranged from purple to pink. 
“If I told you, you’d think I lost my mind,” Sabrina answered. “I tend to see things differently from other people.” It was in moments like this she crowned herself: Queen of Understatements. 
Ms. Elle glanced from Jason to Sabrina and nodded. “We see what we want to see, Sabrina. We also listen to what we want to hear, until we’re ready to hear the truth, because it might bring pain, however temporary. You both have a good evening.” She headed for the staircase, stopped, and turned. “Jason, never put both feet in your mouth at the same time, because then you don’t have a leg to stand on. Some things are better left unsaid until you can gauge the moment to be exactly right.” 
With that she turned and climbed the staircase without a backward glance. 
Sabrina shook her head and exhaled loudly. With everything going on lately, she wasn’t even going to consider this incident as unusual. 
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Jason locked gazes with her and exchanged a subtle look of 
puzzlement for a few beats. He looked about to say something and glanced at the staircase until Ms. Elle disappeared from their sight. His expression darkened as he turned and pierced Sabrina with an intense stare for at least sixty seconds. The party gaiety faded into a low hum as they stood silent without blinking. 
She broke the stare first and cast her eyes over his shoulder and feigned an interest in the clatter and activity around the bar. “One of these days, I’m going to have to read one of Ms. Elle’s books.” 
He kept his eyes on her face with an enigmatic gaze for an extra second until he shook his head. “I know what you mean.” He touched her shoulder. “Why don’t we wait until the party is over to talk?” 
Her goose bumps sprouted goose bumps as his hand remained on her shoulder for a moment too long. “Good idea.” As good an idea as taking a walk alone with him last night. “I’ll look forward to it.” 
Yup, she still reigned as Queen of Understatements. 


*** 
A few stragglers lagged behind as the party wound down. Jason slid a wooden coaster across the bar and smiled with satisfaction when it landed perfectly between the nut and pretzel bowls. The pseudo shuffleboard game busied his hands and mind as Sabrina’s presence and her joyous expression at the success of the evening wreaked havoc with his senses for two reasons. For one, she was the most captivating beauty of the evening. Even with all the eligible women donning professional hairstyles and designer gowns, and who were none too subtle in slipping their phone numbers in his pocket, Sabrina had it all over them, hands down. 
Two, he didn’t look forward to having “the talk” with her about his real reason for arriving at the inn. But his late-night number crunching sessions indicated that unless the money fairy sprinkled some gold in her bank account, she stood to lose the inn and the property to her creditors in a few months. He had even managed to sweeten the deal in her favor with an idea he hoped she would buy into. 
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He terminated his victorious shuffleboard game, sliced a lemon, added a cherry to a glass of soda, and offered her the drink. 
“Everything went exceptionally well tonight, Sabrina. You should be proud of yourself.” He met her smile as she displayed her dimple. 
Edit. Her gorgeous dimple, as if two fingers lovingly squeezed her cheek. 

Lovingly squeezed her cheek? 
What’s next, scribbling her name all over a notebook? 
He needed a diversion. A dose of common sense, supersized.  And definitely a dip in the Arctic Ocean. 

Wrap up business and fly out of Maple. 
He chugged an ice-cold glass of water to moisten his parched throat before attempting to speak again. “By the way, is there a gym and sauna close by?” 
His comment amused her as her gentle laugh flowed through the room and made his pulse race faster than ants on coasters. 
He definitely needed a vigorous game of squash. 
“Did you notice the wooded area surrounding the inn?” Cheerfulness flickered in her eyes. “That’s the closest gym you’ll find around here. 
You’d like a sauna? Stick around the kitchen when Cookie is baking her gargantuan muffins.” 
He was sure he’d heard her mumble something about city slickers. 
Her smile faded as she nodded toward the couple approaching the bar. “Being around those two will make you change your belief that time flies. Did you get the pleasure of meeting Rodney?” 
“I heard all about Rodney Baldwin, the tennis champ.” 
“To him, love  means nothing.” Her voice dripped with heavy bitterness as she shred two cocktail napkins into confetti. 
Interesting. 
Jason glanced at the prospective groom who looked like he belonged in a ‘B’ movie draped over a surfboard, and wondered if the harshness in Sabrina’s tone was that of a woman scorned. 
Impossible. 
A woman like Sabrina would never get caught on the arm of 
someone like Rodney Baldwin. 
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“Sabrina.” Rodney spoke her name with an exaggerated drawl. 
“There were quite a few problems with our party and ” 
“Honey,” Moira interrupted. “Let me start first.” 
“What’s the problem, Rodney?” Sabrina asked. 
Moira licked her red lips and sharpened her claws as she stepped closer to Sabrina. “The roast beef was dry. The gravy wasn’t thick enough, and the vegetables were overcooked. Are you having problems in this charming little inn?” 
“We’re just fine. And after tonight, we’re hoping our “charming little inn” doesn’t morph into a big and obnoxious one.” Sabrina had obviously abandoned all pretense of friendliness. 
Jason couldn’t believe Sabrina’s attitude. Sure these people were annoying, not to mention insufferable, but they were still paying customers. 
“The party’s over.” Sabrina pinned her darkened expression on Rodney. “I’ll give you a customer satisfaction sheet. You can fill it out and put it in our suggestion box.” 
Moira jutted her bottom lip into a pout. “See how she talks to us, honey. And you insisted we give her all this business.” 
Rodney put an arm around his fiancé. “Sabrina knows how to run a business right into the ground.” 
Sabrina’s flushed face and tightened jaw struck Jason as someone whose temper when crossed could be almost uncontrollable. Glaring, she stepped within inches of the couple. “Why don’t you two go straight to ” 
“ The moon.” Jason cupped her elbow and eased her back. 
“Good idea,” Sabrina snapped. “I hear there’s a vacancy.” 
Moira smacked her lips and twirled a red strand of her hair around her finger. “Why do you argue, Sabby? You know you’re giving us a big discount.” She kissed Rodney’s cheek. “You of all people should know I usually always get what I want.” 
Sabrina rolled her eyes. “How does it feel to want?” 
Callie sidled up to Moira. “Great food and classy decor, Sabrina. 
Good night everyone.” She gave Jason an exaggerated wink and swayed her hips to the coat check. 
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Rodney and Moira walked to the front door with Callie. 
Sabrina turned and shot Jason a hostile glare. “Why did you interrupt me? I was sending them straight to where they both belong.” 
“Don’t give them the rope to hang yourself with other clients.” 
“You don’t understand, Jason.” 
Well she was bang on. He didn’t understand. Didn’t understand why he interfered. What was wrong with him? The opportunity had presented itself to show her exactly why she should sell the property and extricate herself from morons like Rodney. It was clear the town wasn’t supportive of Sabrina or her business. But lately it seemed his mouth and actions ran off without being able to control himself. 
“They’ll bad-mouth me no matter what I say or do.” She sighed. “I know. My actions just now were not exceptionally mature or 
professional. I’ll try to hold my tongue.” 
Somehow he doubted she could do that when it came to this 
particular couple. 
Rodney and Moira returned, arm in arm. “Sabrina,” Rodney said. 
“Do you want to discuss why we were dissatisfied with your 
organization of our engagement party?” 
“From your guests’ comments the party was a success.” Jason tightened his lips and erased the civility from his voice. “A thank you is in order for Ms. Monroe and her staff.” 
Rodney turned his back to Jason and continued speaking to Sabrina. 
“Given that the food, décor and the cake weren’t to our exact specifications, you’ll have to adjust our account.” 
Jason heard a slight threat in Rodney’s tone. 
“I’ll write the invoice tomorrow,” Sabrina responded. 
“The invoice will be substantially reduced to reflect all the errors.” 
Rodney sneered. 
Jason had the urge to wipe the smarmy expression off Rodney’s face and throw it out the window. 
He stepped between Sabrina and Rodney and stood face to face with the gangly blond. “There was nothing wrong with the service. You’ll pay the full amount.” Jason inched closer to Rodney and glared down at him. “As agreed, right?” 
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Sabrina nudged Jason. “I can handle this.” She glowered at Rodney. 
“I’ll deduct a few dollars after I review what the problems were.” 
“Did you get yourself a bodyguard?” Rodney smirked and glanced from Sabrina to Jason. “You should’ve saved your money and hired a bankruptcy specialist instead. But then again, we both know you can’t afford to hire qualified staff. Unless you’re paying him in…other ways.” 
Jason’s Bronx heritage beckoned him to respond with a couple of undignified comments of his own, punctuated with pounding Rodney’s pale face into the wall. He wasn’t above cracking a few bones for his disgusting remark. 
His professional demeanor had long ago squashed the tough 
neighborhood kid with an attitude. Instead he opted to press his chest an inch away from Baldwin and delivered a reproachful threatening glare. 
Jason lowered his voice for Rodney’s ears only. “Apologize or you’ll be eating your teeth.” 
Rodney shot Sabrina an antagonistic frown. 
“I’m waiting.” Jason injected enough contempt that forbade any further disparaging comments. 
“Rod. Let’s…let’s go, honey.” Fear colored Moira’s voice. 
“Here…here’s your coat.” 
“OK, OK.” Rodney held his hands up in surrender. “I apologize. 
But, I still think we deserve a discount, and if you don’t ” 
Jason quirked his eyebrow and threw him an ‘I dare you’ glower. 
Rodney snapped his mouth shut, put his coat on, grabbed Moira’s hand, and stomped out the front door. 
Anger lit up Sabrina’s eyes before she turned and flew out of the party room. 
Jason caught up with her on the staircase. “What’s wrong?” 
“You…you….ahhh, forget it.” She continued climbing. 
“I take it you’re mad?” 
“Very funny.” Her curt voice lashed out like a whip as she halted on the step. “I told you, I don’t need or want you to run interference for me. 
I’m not a weakling.” 
“Didn’t look that way from where I stood.” The minute the words escaped his mouth he regretted saying them. 
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Her eyes turned into heated missiles, aimed and ready to fire. “When I need your help in the kitchen for a gravy recipe, I’ll call you.” 
The words hit him like stones, but the slight dissolved when he saw the hurt flash across her face his remark had caused. “I wasn’t implying you’re a lightweight or a doormat.” 
“Then why did you pull that Superman routine?” 
He shrugged and managed to lift the corners of his mouth hoping to coax her into a smile. “Because I look good in tights?” 
She narrowed her eyes into two small slits, but her lips twitched as she leaned against the wall. 
“Sabrina, I’m sorry. But I couldn’t stand there and watch that moron insult and talk down to you like that.” 
“That moron happens to be my ex-fiancé.” 
Unexplainable relief washed over him that she wasn’t in the weasel’s arms anymore. 
“It must be tough seeing him with another woman.” 
“Don’t waste your sympathy. She can have him.” 
Again, another bout of relief that she wasn’t upset over the moron’s new relationship. “I don’t mean to pry, but what could have brought the two of you together?” 
“We both loved the same things.” 
“Such as?” 
“My property. My inn. He thought I’d sign over the deed in his name after we took our vows. I’m over that. That’s not what’s bothering me.” 
“What is it then?” 
“The proverbial bartender, listening to peoples woes?” Her features relaxed and the teasing had returned in her tone. 
“On behalf of all bartenders across the country, I don’t want to let their stereotype down.” He leaned against the banister. “Seriously, what’s wrong?” 
She pressed both hands over her eyes as if they burned from lack of sleep and sat on one of the steps. “The Baldwins own the bank and the grocery store in town. His father, Edward, is the type of banker who will give you a toaster when you open a bank account and then raise the price 96 
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of bread at his store.” She sighed, cupping her chin in her hands. “They also hold my mortgage.” 
Of course he knew all that, but decided now wasn’t the appropriate time to inform her of that minor detail. He sat on the step below her, took her hand in his, and rubbed her fingers. His gut told him to convince her tonight to look at his sales proposal. She’d be able to relieve herself of the financial burden she’d been saddled with. But his heart was saying the exact opposite, not yet. 
“It feels good to finally talk about this with someone. I don’t want to worry Cookie. She’s been with the inn for fifteen years. Maggie and I have been friends since nursery school. This is her home as much as it is mine, well, until she ventures out to New York.” The semblance of a smile lifted the corners of her mouth, but it reversed itself as she held her head with both hands. “We need so much.” She sighed. “Oh, never mind.” 
“Sabrina, you can tell me.” 
Her eyes filled with a haunted expression and looked as if on the brink of tears. “What’s wrong with me lately?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I seem to be running off at the mouth with strangers. Last week with Luc--a lady, now you.” 
“I’m hardly a stranger. When two people bond over unblocking a sock-filled toilet, they can talk about anything.” 
“I’ll ask you again. Do you ever take anything seriously?” 
He squeezed her hand. “Yes. Especially when it comes to business.” 
“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you. Because it’s not a pretty business story.” 
“I’ll take my chances.” 
She drew in a deep breath and twisted her hands in her lap. “Nan Gloria had always taken care of all the finances. She never allowed me to assist with the financial side of the business. My responsibilities were to manage the staff, advertise, and help with the chores. Nan had a lot of strengths. Unfortunately, accounting wasn’t one of them. 
“She had taken out several loans. I didn’t know about them until after she died. She also took out a second mortgage with the Baldwins Sabrina’s Destiny 
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because she planned to renovate the inn. I’d been working with an architect when she fell and had to have hip replacement surgery. Her health went down as fast as the medical and physiotherapy bills piled up.” 
He squeezed her hand tighter to encourage her to go on as she paused and stared at her toes. 
“So, of course I went to the professionals. But the Baldwins said we’d over extended our limit and the other banks said we were a high risk. After she died I needed more money to keep this place afloat, catch up on the mortgage payments, and settle the other loans and all her medical expenses. Rodney pointed me toward a finance company who lends money to people who are high risks.” 
“Let me guess. A Baldwin family member owns the finance 
company?” 
A blush like a shadow ran over her cheeks. “I didn’t know Rodney’s uncle was a silent partner until after our break-up.” 
Of course that piece of information was kept from her. These people were as cold and slick as polished ice. “Sabrina, don’t be hard on yourself. A lot of small businesses go to different financial institutions when there’s a need.” 
“But do they get themselves in such a tight squeeze and have two places threatening foreclosure?” She groaned, running hands through her hair. “Anyway, Callie Armstrong’s family owns a realty company. 
Callie’s never been a friend, but she’s been supportive and helpful in my business from time to time.” 
Jason’s skeptical radar flamed on high alert. “How has she been supportive?” 
“By throwing some business my way. And, she’s offered to sell the inn and three-quarters of the property without charging me any commission. The sale price would allow me to pay all my debtors. She said she could work out a deal where I could live here for a few years rent-free and still own a quarter of the land.” 
The transaction certainly showed signs of Machiavellian 
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purposely played into Callie’s flirting to gain more information out of her. 
He dug into his memory bank and assembled tonight’s information and his research. Colonial Resorts was approached over a year ago by Vermont Living Realtors to purchase a property that would soon be available. Only the amount the realtor had quoted as a sale price was fifteen times what Callie had offered Sabrina. 
“What’s the name of Callie’s firm?” 
“Vermont Living Realtors. Why?” 
Smooth operator. Buy the property for peanuts and flip it for fifteen times the profit. “Just curious. Go on.” 
“I told Callie what I’ve been telling all the sales people, it’s not for sale. Anyway, the problem is…” She swallowed and continued, “I’ve had more than my fair share of cancellations, due to bad reviews. I’ve had to close some rooms because of water damage from a leaking roof. 
The windows need replacing, and don’t get me started on the plumbing and electrical upgrades.” She dropped her head in her lap. “Now can you understand why even though the Baldwins leave a bad taste in my mouth, I still needed their business tonight?” 
He understood all too well. Unfortunately, he had met and even worked with unscrupulous business people like the Baldwins. That’s why slimy Rodney thought he held the upper hand and treated her with disrespect. He gave her business, mere crumbs really, and then tried to cheat her out of full payment. She was ripe for someone like the Baldwins to come in here and steal the place from under her and profit big time. The scenario nauseated him. 
“Jason, I hope you don’t mind letting me bend your ear. Something told me I could trust you with this information.” 
Intellectually he rationalized now would be a good time to convince her to sell. He’d explain his company was offering her ten times the amount Callie had offered. She’d be able to pay off all her creditors, and come out ahead with a sizeable profit. He was about to launch into his proposal when she looked at him with a grateful expression indicating she wanted to continue unburdening herself. Her vulnerability tugged at his protective instincts. 
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His intellectual side did battle with his emotional side. He clamped his mouth shut. 
“Both Rodney and his father had been pressuring me to sell the property either to them or to some company who wants to demolish my land. They want to poke holes in the ground for a golf course.” She rolled her eyes and cringed. “I think the Baldwins are in cahoots with some big company from New York.” 
A stream of guilt coursed through his body, gathered into a heavy ball, and deposited itself right in the pit of his stomach. 
“During all this finance fiasco of mine, Rodney pretended to care about me as a friend. Then he pretended to be romantically interested to freak his mother out. She’s into the whole social ladder conscious thing. 
You know, the right breeding, schools, coming out parties. Everything I’m not and detest. But then with the help of his father, he found a stronger reason to increase the interest and asked me to marry him.” 
“Access to your property?” 
She laughed without humor. “I seem to be a magnet for men who are only interested in me for this land. Anyway, I discovered the truth from Nana Gloria’s lawyer a few days after our engagement. When I threw the engagement ring at him, Moira was right there to catch it. Those two had been having an affair for a few months. Good old Rodney made sure to have an heir and a spare for his pleasure. I guess even with an expensive Harvard education some people are still left morally bankrupt.” 
Moron was too mild a word to describe the low life. Jason seethed with rage, and regretted his restraint earlier. Rodney Baldwin could have used a good old-fashioned Bronx-style whooping. “The guy’s a bigger idiot than I gave him credit for.” 
“Won’t get an argument from me.” 
“Sabrina.” He looked straight into her troubled eyes. “I don’t agree with, or condone what he did. But selling to a reputable company would give you what your property is worth, and it would help your financial picture. You could always buy a smaller property.” 
She looked at him like she’d seen another enemy. “No.” she said with conviction. “I thought you understood my vision. I just 100 
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poured…never mind. From here on in, I don’t want to discuss my business affairs with you.” 
“I’m sorry if I upset you. But if you’d just let me explain ” 
“I said no. I’m not going to give up. I owe it to my family. It was my fault that they--I won’t fail them.” 
The fear in her eyes when she looked at him pierced a hole in his chest. He needed to stop thinking this way and force his intellectual side to will his heart into business mode, if he intended to walk away successful. 
She rose from the step and smoothed down the skirt of her dress. 
“There’s something you wanted to talk about earlier. Now’s a good time. 
We won’t be interrupted.” 
For some reason Ms. Elle’s earlier comment flashed across his mind: Some things are better left unsaid until you can gauge the moment
to be
exactly right. A sudden thin chill hung on the edge of those words, and he shivered. 
Armstong, Baldwin, and even Colonial Resorts were they all one and the same? 
Damn, this acquisition left him feeling like a wolf-in-designer-clothing, even though he was assured his company had no ulterior motive to steal or short-change Sabrina. In actual fact, they were more than willing to pay her over and above market value. 
He stood and touched her soft arm and an electrical charge seared his fingers. “It’s been a long day, and an even longer night. It can wait until ” 
A loud noise that sounded like an elephant smashing through a plate glass door interrupted them. 
“Sabrina!” Brad yelled out. “I’m so sorry.” 
Jason and Sabrina rushed to the party room and looked down at the two cases of rented crystal champagne flutes shattered into a million pieces. 
“Brad, are you all right?” Sabrina asked. 
“I’m sorry,” Brad said breathlessly. “Take the cost out of my pay check.” 
“Oh Brad,” she said, half laughing, half crying. “Don’t…don’t Sabrina’s Destiny 
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worry about it. This is the cherry on top of an already iced cake for the evening.” 
Jason put his arm around her waist and guided her to the staircase. 
“Go ahead to bed. I’ll clean it up. Don’t worry about a thing.” 
Her expression showed her earlier tension lessened as she put her hand on the banister. “I’ll take you up on that offer. At least there’s no motorized….” She waved her hand. “Forget it. I can’t even fire off a good mechanical shot.” 
He squeezed her hand. “I’m sure you’ll think of something in the morning.” Hopefully, she’d still keep her sense of humor when he had the “talk” with her in the next few days. 


*** 
Sabrina padded into her bedroom and heard the melodic tune 
playing loudly from the desk. She kicked off her sandals, stripped off her dress, and picked up the snow globe as the pink aura glowed brighter than it ever had. 
“Oh, are you going to bring back Maple Inn?” She shut her eyes and counted to twenty. 
Lifting one eyelid, she was disappointed to see the miniature hadn’t returned. Her other eye shot open, and she gazed at the shamrock glittering brightly as if it smiled at her. 
She picked up her Winnie the Pooh T-shirt. “Sorry, Pooh, I’m not in a Winnie mood tonight.” She threw it on the bedroom chair and fished out her Eyore nightgown. “Yup, it’s you and me Eyore, purple and miserable.” 
And if she didn’t stamp out this talking aloud habit she’d started, she’d be wearing a blue hospital gown in a rubber room. 
She reminisced about the night’s activities. Mainly the end of the evening when her worries had run amok through her mind and tumbled out of her mouth as if she had had a crank installed in her back and someone had wound it up. 
Jason was easy to talk to with those dark eyes inviting one to spill all. But she must remember, they were temporary eyes around here, a 102 
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temporary presence. He seemed different than the men she’d come to distrust. Classier, and so out of his league and element wearing a tool belt, or even a bartender’s apron. She wouldn’t judge, maybe he had his reasons for turning to a career in maintenance. 
She picked up a stack of envelopes, this month’s bills. Nana Gloria’s words echoed in her memory: “a goal without a plan is only a dream.” 
As she glanced at the wall closest to the window, she scrutinized the last oil painting she’d finished. She had captured her favorite childhood memory with vibrant colors. The watercolor had practically painted itself, a colorful rainbow reflected on the lake with children playing in a nearby park after a rainfall. She had titled this piece “The Fallen Rainbow.” 
When she was five years old she went screaming into the house: 
“Daddy, a rainbow fell on our grass, and it died.” Her father swept her into his strong arms, and swung her around until she giggled. He had kissed her cheek and explained it wasn’t a rainbow. The contractors had spray-painted the grass orange, yellow and blue to mark the spots for the gas lines. 
If she closed her eyes and concentrated, she could actually smell the woody scent of her father’s cologne. 
She hurtled back to the present and thought about the rainbow. 
Rainbow, pot of gold, money to pay bills. That was it. Why didn’t she think of it before? Because she was too busy with the party, the renovations, paying bills…Jason. 

Squelch. 

The music stopped and six chimes rang from the ball. She glanced at the brass plaque on the globe. 
“Now what are you trying to tell me?” 
She read the inscription on the base and put her hand over her mouth. “No. Not Elliott Coulter.” She gasped and replayed Elliott’s words in her mind: you’ll be safe with me, Sabrina. I don’t have love or
anything sappy like that in my plans. 

“Elliott? Good grief.” She shook her head willing the letters to transform back to Sabrina’s Destiny. 
The music faded, she blinked twice and reread the words, “Love is Sabrina’s Destiny 
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with the man who doesn’t include it in his plans.” 
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CHAPTER SIX 
“If my foot could talk it would say, ‘ram me through this old bird’s door.’” Sabrina ground out to Maggie the next morning as they both battled with her stubborn Firebird. 
“I’ll turn the key while you wiggle the thingamagiggy again,” 
Maggie suggested. 
Sabrina was neck deep under the hood when she heard Maggie greet Jason. 
“I don’t think pounding the fender will fix what ails it,” he said. 
“Can I help?” 
At the sound of his deep voice she straightened and bumped her head on the hood. As she delivered a hard thump to the fender she huffed. “This old bird does this every time I need to drive into town.” 
“Your head okay?” he asked. 
She nodded and wiped her hands on the old cotton T-shirt she kept in the car for times like this. She surveyed Jason’s black, tailored trousers and black turtleneck, which she assumed were of the highest quality. Hmmm. That agency he worked for must pay great salaries. 
Maybe she should get a part-time job with them. 
The bumpy encounter with the hood had left her in a woozy state. 
Who was she kidding? The dizzying current running through her veins Sabrina’s Destiny 
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was a result of her blatant surveillance of his just-showered-droplets-on-hair GQ look. 

Hey, squelch it up. 
Life was so much easier when bubblegum was a dime and boys had cooties. 
“Do you want me to take a look at your car?” he repeated. “I have some mechanical knowledge.” 
She resisted the urge to roll her eyes into the far recesses of her head and utter an incredulous comeback, but instead said, “I think I’ll let her sit here and sulk.” A man like him probably didn’t assign emotions to his vehicle, as witnessed by the significant lifting of his eyebrows. 
“I have personal business in town.” He waved toward his car. 
“Come on. I’ll drive you.” 
Maggie jumped out of the Firebird. “Sweet. Bree’s fantasy comes true.” 
“Excuse me?” Jason asked. 
“Your cool car. When we were young Bree used to talk about being whisked away in one of these babies.” 
Sabrina glanced around for the nearest hole to crawl into. 
“You talked about Mustangs when you were young?” 
“It just so happens that a black Mustang is Bree’s dream car. What are the odds that you own one?” 
“Indeed.” 
“She had this whole Mustang fantasy scene all mapped out.” 
“Sounds interesting.” He rested his chin on his hand, a bemused grin tipped the corners of his mouth. 

Someone please cart me away.  “Maggie, don’t you have a whole pile of filing to finish? And there’s all that computer work.” 
“Huh? What filing?” 
“You know. The confidential  paperwork. And the zipped files needed zipping.” As much as she loved Maggie, there were times when she wanted to shake her. Now was one of those times. 
Maggie’s expression was one of complete unconcern as she 
continued. “Anyway, she’d fantasize that one day a hunk would drive down the road in his hunkmobile and whisk her away to Oakville, only 106 
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Bree called it Hunkville. She even drew a picture of the whole scenario.” 
A flicker of humor crossed his face. “Go on.” 
“Do you still have the picture, Bree? He was tall, dark hair, wore a plaid shirt, and ” 
Sabrina banged her head three times on the Firebird’s roof. “Why me?” 
“Faded jeans,” Maggie continued oblivious to her friend’s cranial damage. “And the little dialogue bubbles said things like; Bree, you’re cooler than Wonder Woman and the Spice Girls combined and ” 
“We were thirteen years old, for crying out loud.” 
He flashed an irresistible devastating grin at her. “What was that, Sabrina?” Her reaction seemed to amuse him. 
“I heard loud  thunder. Looks like rain.” Sabrina glanced up at the bright blue, cloudless sky and scurried toward Maggie. “And the only time the old bird’s windshield wipers work is to hold a parking ticket. 
So, I’ll take your offer for a ride into town.” 
She clutched Maggie’s wrist. “Be right back.” She scuttled toward the porch dragging Maggie along with her. “Just as soon as I make Maggie disappear.” She murmured out of Jason’s earshot. 
Maggie grinned. “Disappear? I think we’re too old to play 
Bewitched.” 
“Oh, I don’t know. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve. Like my magic words that will help you keep things to yourself in front of Jason.” 
Maggie threw her head back and laughed. “I’m trying to help things along, Bree. Give Elliott Coulter some competition. Although Jason wins hands down.” 
“There is no competition. I told you. I’m in romance-detox and I intend to stay that way for a long time. The inn is my only interest. And stop laughing.” 
“I’m sorry but the look on your face is too funny. Oh, and the ‘it’s going to rain’ line. Good catch. But next time, check the forecast.” She giggled. “Okay, no more sharing with Jason. I’ll be quiet from now on.” 
“Promise, or I’ll say my magic words.” 
“What magic words?” 
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“Walter, Maggie would love to go to the Autumn Harvest dance with you….” 
Maggie sobered. “Gotcha, girlfriend. And I’m sorry. To be honest, I don’t know what got into me. It’s like some higher power took over and made me say those things. Honest.” 
Was it possible? Had Maggie been anointed with the same mystical encounter that had touched her own life? “Meet any pink haired ladies lately? Talking crystal balls? Colored lights glowing in your bedroom? 
How about music that starts and stops on its own?” 
“You always did have an awesome imagination. Okay, I won’t tease anymore. Go and have a nice ride in the hunkmobile.” 
“That’s right, it’s my imagination. See you later.” She retrieved her portfolio and purse from the Firebird and hiked it to Jason’s car. 
Sabrina sank into the soft leather seat, inhaled the clean scent of his aftershave, and waited as he pushed a button on the CD player. Jazz music filled the car. He lowered the volume to a comfortable level, enough to enjoy the tune and allow for conversation. 
“That CD happens to contain my favorite jazz pieces.” She’d painted by the music when she was fortunate enough to catch the musician on the radio. 
He lowered the volume and turned toward her, quirking his brows quizzically. 
“Jason, what’s wrong?” 
“I…I could have sworn I left this CD at home.” He straightened and adjusted the rearview mirror. “Ready to go?” 
“You’re the driver.” She clicked her seatbelt into place and forged ahead to clear the air before they drove off. “Jason, about Maggie’s conversation. She likes to pull my leg and ” 
He held his hand up. “I can relate. My friend Trevor likes to yank my chain at times.” 
Her earlier tension vanished and she was even able to smile to herself about Maggie’s comments. She couldn’t blame Maggie totally, since they didn’t get many men of Jason’s caliber visiting the inn, in all of Maple really. 
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employee relationship, which she wasn’t, but for arguments sake if she were, they had nothing in common. 
Even with the mysterious reasons he had for pursuing a career in which he held minimal skills, he didn’t fit into her world. And from the look of his sophisticated wardrobe she wouldn’t want to fit into his. 
Except for the car. For whatever reason, since she was a little girl she’d always dreamed of a black car like Jason’s. But that was the extent of her luxury yearnings. 
He flipped the glove compartment open, retrieved two pairs of expensive looking sunglasses and handed her a pair. “Here, you can use these.” 
“No thanks. I have my own.” She rifled through her purse and slid on her purple-rimmed drug store discounted pair. 
She couldn’t help but wonder to whom the second feminine looking pair belonged to. Probably a blonde, with a twenty-six inch waist, long legs, and a gravity-defying bust. The image irritated her for some reason, so she deleted it from her mind. And, it wasn’t any of her business. 
She was only speculating because she had nothing better to do at the moment. 
But she did ponder why that picture popped into her mind. It had a lot to do with how she handled stress. From the time her parents had died she had let her imagination console her, as she wasn’t comfortable confiding in people. Except for last night, when she exposed some of her past and financial problems to Jason. It felt right at that moment, and she now considered him to be somewhat of a friend. With that in mind, she didn’t want to appear selfish and she recognized sharing one’s problems is a two-way street. It was only fair she inform him he was more than welcome to share his past with her. 
“Yes, it’s only fair,” she said. 
“Excuse me. You say something?” 
She must stop this speaking aloud thing she’d picked up. “Uh…I just wanted to thank you for listening to me last night. And to let you know I would be willing to return the favor.” 
“I’ll keep it in mind.” 
Translation, he wanted her to take the lead and ask specific Sabrina’s Destiny 
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questions. “Did you have a Rodney in your life? I mean an ex-fiancé?” 
“Yes.” 
“What happened?” 
“She needed to find herself.” He paused a few beats before 
continuing. “I handed her the phone book and wished her well.” 
His answers concerning personal issues were about as straight as a corkscrew. 
“In other words, you don’t want to talk about it?” 
“Yup.” His smile combined with the sunshine dancing on his dark silky hair electrified the interior of the car. “Maybe another time.” 
Entranced, she decided not to push it and accepted the warm and comforting aura he exuded every time she was in his company. The same way she had accepted Lucy and the snow globe. Yes, warmth and comfort. She could live with that. She should be proud of herself. Even being in this close proximity with him, her squelching strategy had finally kicked in. 
She turned her attention to the way he loosely gripped the steering wheel as he drove with confidence. His hands were big, strong and devoid of any telltale signs of manual labor. Okay, she wouldn’t analyze his comforting aura, but maybe a few more questions of a professional nature wouldn’t hurt. After all, they were still a few minutes away from their destination. Technically, she was his employer and there hadn’t been time to conduct a proper interview. 
“Jason, can I be blunt?” 
His lips twitched as he gave her a quick glance. “You? Express what’s on your mind?” 
His grin was infectious and she came close to ditching the 
inquisition. Close was only good in horseshoes though. “What other business are you in? Director of your agency and handyman contracts can’t be your only source of income.” 
He shrugged his shoulders as if the question was of no relevance to him, yet the clenching of a muscle along his jaw told a different story. 
“Why do you ask?” 
“This car. Not to mention I’ve never seen anyone cut grass in leather loafers. And your knowledge of basic repair jobs.” She laughed at the 110 
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way he shook his head and tsked tsked her. 
“I also dabble in business ventures. We’ll talk about it soon. Which brings me to your giant-sized property. The maintenance must be overwhelming. The weeding alone ” 
“I don’t mind the weeds. I let them live among the rest of nature’s beauty.” 
“Most people have them pulled. They don’t consider them 
beautiful.” He glanced over at her. “Don’t look at me like that. I do know what a weed looks like.” 
“In my opinion, weeds are still flowers, they just wear different clothes.” 
“I may regret this. Please explain your theory behind the weed and fashion.” 
“It’s simple. A flower wears designer clothes, like the silver tea rose.” She paused and added under her breath. “And like some people I know.” 
“I heard that.” 
“And then you have the dandelion. Still a flower, but it wears generic, off-the-rack clothes.” She touched her faded denim skirt. 
“Okay, I’ll say it. It’ll save you from trying to come up with a comeback. Just like me.” 
“There’s absolutely nothing generic about you, Sabrina.” He chuckled. “And nothing off the rack either. Although, off the wall might be more descriptive. Now back to business ” 
“No more business talk. The weather is too nice to talk about a boring subject.” 
Boring and uncomfortable, not to mention it sometimes undermined her independence when she dwelled on the state of her business affairs with someone, namely men who always thought they knew better. 
Besides, business discussions wouldn’t provide her with insight into Jason’s personal life. Not that it mattered, she was just curious. She shoved business and Jason’s personal matters aside and concentrated on her upcoming enterprise in town. 

Her enthusiasm grew with every mile they ventured. She stared out the window and reveled in the sun shimmering on autumn’s coloring Sabrina’s Destiny 
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book. A lush green countryside dappled in ruby red, burnt orange, and gold, with a sky as blue as a robin’s egg. 
Fall was her favorite time of the year, and today was an 
exceptionally vibrant day, since she was on her way to solving some of her financial difficulties and fulfilling a small part of her real dream. 
She was tempted to open the window and windsurf with her hand. 
But the last time she had done that, time literally flew by, as her watch unclasped and landed on Route 47. Actually, that was the day she ran into Lucy with her conked-out Firebird. It was on this very road. 
She peered out the windshield at the sky above the area where she’d stumbled upon Lucy. It was streaked with pink and purple lights, dancing like corks on high waves. She opened her mouth to ask if Jason noticed, but clamped it shut as she slid her sunglasses off and wiped them with her T-shirt. Sometimes they distorted the outdoor colors, especially during autumn. 

Yeah, right. 

Route 47 seemed to have mystical elements to it, but for now it’d be better left unspoken. The discussion might veer in the direction of her sanity, and since she wasn’t armed with answers just yet, she’d play it safe and keep quiet. 
“Sabrina, you okay?” 

Don’t tell me I was talking aloud again. 

“Just enjoying the scenery. Why?” 
“No more interview questions? 
“Later.” She leaned her head on the headrest and hummed the snow globe’s tune that was now engrained to memory. If only she could add the lyrics to it. 
Fifteen minutes later they reached their destination and Jason parked in the Town Square lot. She unbuckled her seat belt and turned her head to find his intense and thoughtful expression boring into her. 
“Sabrina.” His voice had dropped to a whisper. “Do you know the words to that song?” 
“Actually, I don’t even know which song it is. It plays from the snow--I mean a friend of mine hums it.” 
A far away look slipped into his expression for a fleeting moment 112 
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before he shook his head and unbuckled his own seatbelt. 
“Why? Do you know the song?” She couldn’t help but wonder what had put that look in his eyes. 
“You have a pleasant humming voice.” 
“Thanks.” She decided not to question him further and respect what appeared to be a private moment. “I need all the confidence I can get today.” 
“Why is that?” 
“I have an appointment with Erica Grogan to discuss the possibility of selling my oil paintings on consignment at her art gallery.” 
Breathless, she oscillated between enthusiasm and nervousness. She retrieved her portfolio from the backseat. 
“You’re the SAM in all the beautiful paintings at the inn.” 
“That’s right, Sabrina Anne Monroe. Anne was my mother’s name. 
” 
“Sabrina Anne Monroe, you don’t need my good luck, because 
they’ll all sell.” 
“Thanks. Do you want my autograph?” She giggled and opened the car door. “If I could sell them all it would be wonderful. But if just a few sold, I think I can afford enough shingles to patch up the roof and solve our overbooked problem.” 
“Overbooked? How do you figure that?” 
“Well, we have more phone inquiries for reservations than we have rooms to put people in.” 
Poor Jason. He didn’t understand the concept of business at an inn as she tried to decipher his expression. Surprised? Perplexed? Guilty? 
None of the above. 
Probably confused, so she went on to explain. “We can open up the third floor if we renovate and fix the water damage. Then we won’t be overbooked. Hence, money coming in. I’ll get the bank and the finance company off my back for the next two months, and I’ll be on my way to success.” 
A light tinge of red settled on his taut cheekbones. How endearing. 
A man who blushes in this day and age. 
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*** 
Ten minutes later, Jason leaned back in the vinyl chair across from Edward Baldwin’s black lacquered desk and met the banker’s curious stare. Edward and Rodney both possessed the same egotistical look and silvery blond hair. 
“I’m looking after Ms. Monroe’s business interests.” Jason had justified in his mind that in a way he was looking after her financial situation. He hadn’t veered far from the truth. “I want to ensure Maple Inn is paid in full for last night’s event.” 
“Weren’t you serving drinks at my son’s party?” 
“I helped out.” 
“I see.” Edward Baldwin narrowed his eyes into two tiny slits, tapping a gold Cross pen on the desk. “Hmmm. I find it odd that Sabrina hired someone to help her with her finances. She’s as stubborn as a stuck door when it comes to taking business advice.” 
“I’ll save you the cost of a stamp. Write a check for the full amount and I’ll deliver it.” 
Edward folded his hands behind his head and curved his lips into a smug smile. “I don’t think you understand the relationship this bank has with Sabrina Monroe.” 
“I understand it all too well. You’re trying to intimidate and drive her out of business. You think you can get her property at below market value for your own personal gain.” Pleased when he saw the older man flinch, Jason continued. “I’m here to tell you it’s not going to happen.” 
“Are you going to threaten bodily harm the way you did my son last night?” 
“He was crude. He’s lucky I didn’t follow through.” 
Edward Baldwin rocked back and forth in his chair. “Well, those two youngsters have a love history together.” 
“I’m interested in business, not gossip.” 
Edward took a moment to size him up, threw his pen on the desk, and steepled his fingers. “Okay, since you are looking after her finances, you may be able to talk some sense into her. There’s a group of local investors, myself included, that are interested in investing with a New 114 
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York based corporation. They’d like to build a golf resort on her property and ” 
“That decision is between the company and Ms. Monroe.” 
“Since my bank may have to foreclose on her property, you should convince her to sell instead of bounty hunting for the small amount we owe for the party.” 
“You won’t foreclose.” 
“She’s been late with her payments before.” Edward arranged his face with the same smarmy confidence as his son. “We’re sure this will happen again. She’ll leave us no choice.” 
Jason clenched his jaw and pushed his business card across the desk. 
“We don’t engage in unfair business practices. We’ll be negotiating with Ms. Monroe, not with your bank.” 
A wave of satisfaction swept through Jason when the older man squirmed under his award winning business killer glare. “Do I make myself clear, Mr. Baldwin?” 
Edward’s jaw dropped as he read the business card. He cleared his throat and sat straight. “I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot, Mr. O’Neill. I didn’t mean to imply we would do anything unfair.” 
A slight nervous twinge edged Edward’s voice. “You must have noticed she doesn’t possess a business mind. She’s going to run that place into the ground.” 
Jason rose, splayed his hands on the desk, leaned forward, and locked Edward with a hard stare. “Ms. Monroe will receive full payment by Monday, right?” 
Edward blinked and turned his head to the side. “My son and I are leaving on a business trip today. We’ll be back in ten days.” 
Jason straightened, folded his arms, and tilted his brow in contempt. 
“Okay, I’ll arrange payment to be delivered on Monday.” 
Jason strode to the door, stopped, and glared at the banker. “I strongly recommend that in the future, you and your family withhold all personal attacks against Sabrina Monroe.” He practically yanked the door off its hinges before he barreled out of the bank. 
No doubt about it, Sabrina’s financial picture was beyond bleak. 
Jason could stave off the banker for only so long. There was still the Sabrina’s Destiny 
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finance company to contend with. But in the end, Baldwin might do well on his threat. Even though her talk of a few extra reservations had lifted her optimism, she still needed thousands to renovate and get the creditors off her back. 
He’d have to convince her to sell. Soon. 
He also had to figure out a way to do all this before Baldwin informed Sabrina that her financial adviser-bartender-handyman was the Senior Director for Colonial Resorts. 
Never in his entire career had he complicated a project as much as this one. 
As he approached the Town Square he noticed Sabrina already standing by his car. The whimsy of her personality matched her outfit. 
Since his climb up the corporate ladder, models and business type bombshells had surrounded him, and he’d dated more than his fair share of them. But he’d never met a woman who epitomized elegance even in denim and a cotton shirt and was totally unaware of her own attractiveness. He especially admired her courage after what she’d been through as a young girl. 
He felt an unexplainable pull toward her, one like he hadn’t experienced before, not even with his ex-fiancé, Chloe Bettleton. This mindset regarding Sabrina was a result of all the fresh country air colliding with the stress of performing handyman duties. He had learned the hard way as beautiful as some women were, the anguish of soured love and broken promises wasn’t a road he wanted to venture on again. 
The thought produced an image of blonde, centerfold-worthy Chloe, and he shivered, but not from desire. 
Sabrina spotted him and cast an exuberant smile and an enthusiastic wave. Her energy obliterated Chloe’s image and the conversation with Baldwin. 
“I take it your meeting went well at the gallery?” 
Her hair caught in the breeze as she exploded with excitement. “Yes. 
They’re willing to display my work and sell it on consignment.” Her sapphire eyes sparkled with eagerness. 
“Congratulations, hop in.” She brushed against him as he opened the door for her. The contact made all his blood drain south. He managed to 116 
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suck in a deep breath and gain control before sliding into the driver’s seat. “We’ll celebrate with lunch. My treat.” 

Concentrate above the waist, O’Neill. Business. 

“You know what this means don’t you?” Her voice held an 
abundance of enthusiasm. 
“I get the autograph of a world famous artist?” 
“That too.” 
He focused on inserting the key into the ignition. Normally a routine task, but her nearness and intoxicating beauty elicited involuntary reactions from his male libido. 
“Erica said she’s pretty sure she could sell one or two within the next few weeks. And the money she quoted will buy the shingles.” She turned and faced him. “Maybe you’re some kind of ‘maintenance muse.’ 
You know, not great with the tools but a lucky charm….” 
“Thanks, boss.” 
“It’s not an insult. You have that shamrock thing going.” 
Her laughter had a therapeutic effect on his senses and at the same time the sensation of doom like a heavy brick in the pit of his stomach. 
The cell phone buzzed. 
“Excuse me.” He picked up the phone from its cradle. “O’Neill.” 
“Hi Jay, got a minute?” 
“Trevor, what’s up?” 
“Our fearless leader wants to know if there’s ink on the deal?” 
“Why?” Jason expressed concern with the urgency in Trevor’s voice. “What’s going on?” 
“The suits want to send the architect down to look at the layout and start developing a model.” 
“I need a few more days.” 
“Hey, are you slowing down? Normally, you’d be phoning in talking about your commission by now.” 
Jason froze as he saw the twinkle in Sabrina’s eyes. She looked exceptionally proud of her coup with the art gallery. The look choked him as if a hand had closed around his throat. 
“Jay, you still there?” 
He averted his gaze toward three women loaded down with 
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shopping bags as they walked along the town’s promenade. “I’ll get on it soon.” 
“What’s the problem? Something changed?” 
“Yes, I mean no, of course not.” 
“Jay, what’s going on? You don’t sound like yourself.” 
“Nothing. Everything’s fine. Nothing’s changed.” No, nothing had changed. 
Or had it? 
Jason stared out the driver’s window, squeezed his eyes tight, and sent a silent prayer upward. 
A prayer to give him the strength to carry out the job he was sent here to do. 


*** 
Lucinda unwound the silk turban from her head, forked her fingers through her hair, and smiled as she remembered her friend Miranda’s expression, when Miranda had arrived from a six-decade assignment and saw her new ‘look,’pink-curly-hair. She herself hadn’t been too thrilled sporting this look for over two decades, but she understood all too well that young wards created their guardians in their own image. 
Her ward had summoned her and pulled off this ‘pink-look’ when she was barely out of diapers, and since the ‘look’ had comforted her young charge, she’d made the best of it. Could be worse, a Sumo wrestler was up for grabs at the time, and Lucinda had managed to snag this assignment instead. 
Stretching her arms as if reaching for a slice of the sun, she absorbed the scent permeating the autumn air, warm and spicy like sipping hot apple cider. Today was a good day for expulsions as the clouds had vanished in the wee hours, and the sun’s rays beamed down. 
It was also a perfect day for two people to drive along the countryside together. She hoped her interference with the old ‘bird’ 
wouldn’t backfire. Being a tad on the perfectionist side, she hated leaving fate up to mortal souls, especially those two. After all, she could only do so much and then the rest as they say…. 
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She closed her eyes and drew in a long cleansing breath and prepared to embrace the universe and solve her first major problem, to rid the soil of the negative, life-draining energy surrounding the property and its people. 
As she clasped her hands together she stretched her foot, pushed her toe into the ground and projected an imagery of a needle driven to the bottom of the sea. She maintained her position without moving or expanding her breath, until the powerful voltage coursed through her body, shook the ground, and jolted her out of the meditative state. 
“Good one. I even felt that.” J.P., her superior’s baritone voice sent a trickle of raw emotion up her spine that had nothing to do with her negative-expulsion-exercises. 
Enough of that. 
She already had sufficient roadblocks to hinder the success of her assignment without cultivating an age-old, two hundred years to be exact, intellectual attraction. Especially since she wanted to achieve the ultimate goal, nurturing her own dynamite angel team. 
She rubbed her temples and hummed for thirty seconds to stabilize her energy before she attempted to respond. “I hope it worked this time. 
The pessimistic droppings from the Baldwin clan are rooted all over this place. Even on my spot.” 
“Darling, I’ve never seen you like this.” The underlying sensuality of the endearment never failed to captivate her. “Your corona is slipping.” 
And her young ward thought she had problems ignoring the New York hunk’s eyes. Try carrying on a professional conversation with a superior whose blue eyes shone like cobalt and whose body made Adonis look like a slouch. “I hope Rodney Baldwin likes dogs. Because he’s going to spend the rest of his life as one.” 
A grin overtook his ageless and powerful profile. “Did you turn him into a dog?” 
“Will that guarantee me a promotion?” 
“No.” 
“Then it’s just a thought.” 
“Keep it in your thoughts, darling.” 
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“Spoil sport.” 
“Hmmm. How does delivering quarters under pillows sound?” 
She threw her arms up. “Everyone’s a comedian all of a sudden.” 
“I try.” 
She didn’t lose her temper often, if ever. Her superiors frowned upon it, and it wasn’t in her nature. But the Baldwins were enough to test her professional ethics, and use her human morphed status as an excuse to rant, and perhaps get them where it would hurt the most, tinkering with their monetary possessions. But she had been given strict orders, no divine intervention, while the Baldwins had cast their selfish aura and caused her young ward’s heartache. 
If Lucinda didn’t encounter a Baldwin for another century it would be too soon. 
“Darling, is the downbeat Baldwin influence slowing the union down?” 
Her eyes widened in surprise as she pondered why he’d ask. He knew the answer to everything, next year’s weather forecast, the winning lottery numbers, not that it mattered, material wealth was of no significance. 
“She wouldn’t give them that much power over her emotions.” Glad she was able to carry a conversation without disguising her voice. “I’ve been shadowing her for over twenty years and I thought I had her all figured out. You know her background even better than I do. What do you make of it?” 
He shook his head as if genuinely mystified. “She is the team’s favorite. Always has been. And as much as you think I know everything, this situation has even a seasoned pro like myself stumped.” 
Her eyebrows rose in amazement. “Are you serious? Or is this one of your jokes you’ve picked up from your debonair New York ward?” 
He drew his lips in thoughtfully. “Deadly serious, no pun intended.” 
“None ever taken.” 
His expression stilled and grew sober. “I told you when you signed up. There are no guarantees.” 
“I know. I guess I’m thinking of our new recruits. They deserve eternal peace.” 
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“This is a perfect spot, darling.” He cast her his reputable courteous nod that indicated a change of subject was in order. “I enjoy holding our training sessions here. As I’m sure our new recruits will.” 
“I’m glad I discovered it years ago.” She never tired of the land with the massive oaks and maples on the patch of uninhabited green pasture. 
The trees defied imagination with their bulky roots creating their own landscape. “When are the newbies arriving?” 
“Rookies. You know how they’re always late.” For an instant a rare pensiveness stole into his expression. “You have somewhere you’d rather be?” 
She was flattered by his interest as his eyes roved with a slow and lazy appraising gaze. “Yes. Sitting in front of something so decadent and irresistible it would make any woman’s, on earth or otherwise, heart flutter.” In all honesty she enjoyed the banter and the underlying attraction they both knew would never amount to anything. 
“Darling, you forget, I can read your mind.” He twirled one of her pink curls around his finger. “You’re thinking of chocolate cake.” 
“You didn’t read my mind. You’re an expert at information 
retrieval.” 
“Am I wrong? You don’t want to miss out on that dear woman’s baking tonight. Right?” 
“You overheard our curly blonde pip squeal about it.” 
He held his palms out and conceded defeat. “You’re right. Speaking of the pip. She is a delight that one.” 
“I heard she’s quite the challenging ward.” She stretched her arms behind her back and bent at the waist. “Time to exercise. And since you insisted my transformation is in full human form, it includes a human metabolism as well. I now find I have to worry about things like burning chocolate calories.” 
“Darling, we don’t like any references to burning.” 
“Slip of the earthly tongue.” She kicked her leg to the right, grabbed her ankle, stretched it back, and repeated the same motion with her other leg. 
“You’re into new-age exercise,” he said, looking amused. 
“Releases my frustration.” She bent forward and exhaled her breath Sabrina’s Destiny 
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as she slowly rose. “At my age I have to exercise more than just caution. 
Keeps me alert and limber.” 
“Speaking of age….” 
“Watch it.” 
“Oh, I am, darling.” 
She leaned against the four hundred year old tree trunk and gazed up at him. His white tailored jacket emphasized his dark skin, and his full black hair, just graying at the temples. She carefully edited her thoughts out of her mind in case he could read them, and willed herself back to business. “I’ve brought her this far, but I don’t know if I’m going to succeed with this mission. It’s not my area of expertise.” Everlasting love, and soulmate connection ventures had never been her strength. 
“Maybe you should put someone else on the job.” 
“No one promised it was going to be easy. If it was easy I’d have sent a first year recruit.” He pulled a gold hankie monogrammed with his initials, J.P., out of his white trousers and wiped the droplets of moisture across her forehead, paused and looked somber. “You want to give up?” 
“Of course not. I’m just venting.” Human emotions sometimes surpassed her spiritual intellect. “After Elizabeth briefed me on your handsome New York ward’s past, I calculated I had an eighty percent failure  rate.” 
“His heart’s been frozen. It’s going to take a special someone to defrost it.” 
“She’s been delivered an ice-pick through her young heart also.” She paused and played her ward’s movie reel of pain through her mind. “Oh, feathered-wings. Make that a ninety-five percent failure rate.” 
“Darling, there’s another way of looking at it.” 
“There always is…for you.” 
“You have a five percent chance of succeeding.” 
Lucinda was in awe of his wisdom, and grateful of his patient teachings, while he assisted in cultivating her talents, and allowing her some latitude with her wards. But he couldn’t be serious about the five percent success ratio being a positive thing. “Who would tackle an important life altering assignment with those odds?” 
He tilted his head skyward and quirked his dark brow. “You need to 122 
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ask?” 
She bowed her head. 
After a few moments of silent reflection, she rummaged through her pink tote, pulled out her mini-plasma screen and punched in her code. 
“Let’s check in on those two.” 
“Are you not using your crystal sphere anymore?” 
“I’m into the electronic age.” She narrowed her eyes. Why did he always do that? He knew what she had done with her globe. “I lent it.” 
Technically it was cheating. But hey, she was on a timeline and given two of the most stubborn wards available. A soul had to do what a soul had to do to meet her objective. “Don’t worry, it will find its way back.” 
“I see.” 
“I knew you did. Why do you put me through this every time?” 
“Relieves boredom.” 
A thunderous roar split the afternoon sky. 
She folded her arms across her chest and rolled her eyes 
heavenward. “Bored again?” 
“Wasn’t me, darling.” 
“Right. Because you’ve never been known to play a prank once in a while.” She leaned closer to him and held up the screen for viewing and adjusted the channel. Her ward’s sapphire eyes sparkled, and her smile was as wide as Peter’s gates. J.P.’s charge looked like he was soaking in her beauty even though there wasn’t a word uttered between them. “See how impossible these two are? They’re not talking.” 
“They’re eating.” 
She sighed. “I should get myself down there and encourage her to tell him her dreams ” 
“Stick to the original plan.” 
“We all want this so badly for her.” 
He trailed his tanned strong fingers across the screen. “They  have to want it bad enough. Maybe they will. Maybe they won’t. But we don’t interfere with free will.” 
“I know. And I’m the first to admit the time hasn’t been right yet for either of them to bare all. But he could still chat her up, for home-sakes.” 
“Companionable silence, darling,” he whispered. “It’s even more Sabrina’s Destiny 
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important than talking.” 
Her mind relived the warmth of the only meal she had shared with her enigmatic superior on a joint assignment four decades ago. And he was right. The silence was indeed golden and left a glow in her memory. 
“Remember, darling, when two people are on a journey, there will be long stretches of silence. But that doesn’t mean they’re not traveling together. And in their case, a lot of silence right now is what’s needed.” 
“They’re going to make it, aren’t they?” 
“It’s up to them.” 
“I could speed things up. They deserve it.” 
“We’ve talked about this before, darling. We don’t cast love spells or sprinkle magic dust. They are the only ones who can spin their own destiny.” 
“I know. I do repeat our team’s mantra. ‘Do not mess with their free will.’” 
He brushed his hand along her cheek. “Of course a little help from your globe and your ingenious wisdom is always allowed.” 
She definitely intended to continue meddling, well not meddling exactly, just providing a few coincidental opportunities like locked doors, subliminal messages, visual hints, and of course the age old run-out-of-gas or car trouble on a deserted highway…. 
“You may want to forgo toying with his car. Keep in mind who’s involved. Let him concentrate on what he’s good at.” 
“You do read minds, don’t you?” 
“At times.” 
“Selective telepathy?” 
“Darling, you don’t need me to tell you how to run this assignment. 
Remember, you’re dealing with the love of money, careers and heritage, mixed in with heavy doses of misplaced guilt. And fears of newfound emotions they don’t even know they possess. Use your creative skills, but I must emphasize, never interfere with their free will. You have Elizabeth and Anne’s insurmountable faith in our wards…and in you.” 
He gave Socrates a run for his money. 
A white vapor swirled around the forest and the essence of sweet maple and cinnamon boiled the air. 
124 
Selena Robins 
“Ahh, our trainees have arrived,” he said as he clasped her hand and squeezed it. 
“They’re going to want to know how it’s going. And telling them we have a five percent success rate is not exactly motivating. What do we say?” 
“We tell them the whole truth.” 
“You mean there’s more besides a low success rate?” 
“The seeds of sorrow have been planted a long time ago for our two wards. Now it’s up to them whether they will harvest the fruits of love, or the embittered ivy of separation.” 
“You  don’t even know the turn out?” 
“Not this time, darling. Not this time.” 
She plastered a tentative smile and greeted Elizabeth and Anne, two women who each held a perpetual emotional stake in the outcome of her assignment. 
As Lucinda captured and held J.P.’s solemn gaze, a black dread seeped into her heart when he whispered, “Let’s pray this undertaking doesn’t destroy one young life, and irreparably hurt the other.” 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
“Jason O’Neill! Where are you?” 
On Monday morning Sabrina marched into the foyer, armed and ready to plow into Jason. She intended to shake him by his Ralph Lauren collar. 
They’d spent a lot of time together in the past few days and gotten along famously, until now. 
How dare he go behind her back at the bank and speak with Edward Baldwin? She had made it perfectly clear he was not to interfere in her business affairs. 
She screeched to a halt in the middle of the foyer and momentarily swallowed her irritation as she roamed her eyes on the scene unfolding in front of her. If she wasn’t so mad at him, she’d be thinking how utterly cute he looked, sitting crossed legged on the floor while he read one of his many ‘how-to’ books. 
His black T-shirt looked like it was tattooed on him. It showed off his muscular forearms, shoulders, and of course the rippled cords on his fabulous chest, which never failed to send tingles up her spine. He’d finally donned a pair of blue jeans, new ones, but jeans nonetheless. Paul Bunyon move over, this hunk-and-a-half could pose for a lumberjack poster and have it sell out nationwide within minutes. He wore the most 126 
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adorable concentration she’d ever seen on a man as he sat amongst tools and small pieces of wood scattered around him. 

Squelch. 
She was mad and she needed to stay mad in order to exude her authority and drive her point home. 
With that in mind she planted her hands on her hips, and tapped her foot. “Jason O’Neill, I’m going to throttle you.” 
When he looked up at her, she almost succumbed to the teasing twinkle in his eyes. The sawdust in his hair and smudges of dirt on his handsome cheeks didn’t help matters. 
“Before you start in on me, I want you to see my magnificent job. I cleaned the fireplace and repaired the cracked floor boards.” 

Grrr.  The man could entice nuns into whipping off their habits and performing a table-dance for him. 

“Don’t try to charm me. I’m on to you.” 
“On to me?” 
“I’m talking about you going to the bank and threatening the Baldwins.” She flapped an envelope in front of his face. “Edward’s assistant just dropped off the payment and told me Mr. O’Neill strongly
recommended  this check get into my hands, today.” 
He stood and smiled down at her. “Full payment, right?” 
“Yes in full, with a little extra. What did you threaten them with? 
The Baldwins are too stingy to tip anyone, let alone my staff.” 
“No threats. As she said, I strongly recommended they pay on time.” 
“You can’t do that kind of stuff around here.” 
“Why not? You got paid, your staff gets a little extra ” 
“I’ve been left with this responsibility. If you keep interfering, you undermine my position with the bank. Half the town gossips about my failures, and the bank thinks I’m a business flake. Thanks for all your help.” She turned, took the stairs two at a time, and hurried to her suite. 
She sat on her window seat in her living room, holding the snow globe in her hand, trying to figure out why she was furious with Jason. 
Why was she scared a few moments ago? Was it because he interfered? 
The man was too sure of himself, that’s what it was. And who wouldn’t live in fear with foreclosure hanging over them like icicles on Sabrina’s Destiny 
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an eaves-trough? 
Her fingers glided over the glass ball. “Okay, Lucy. Change into one of those magic 8-balls and answer some questions for me.” 
Heat singed through the palm of her hand and three bells chimed. 
“You talk back?” Not really, but if she could convince herself it understood her, then talking to herself wouldn’t seem so odd. 
She peered inside the globe and noticed three smaller shamrocks had sprouted beside the larger one in the middle. Shamrocks were supposedly lucky, but so far she hadn’t witnessed anything spectacular. 
The words emblazoned were not helpful at all: Love is with the man who
doesn’t include it in his plans.  Her stomach swirled with nausea. The thought of Elliott Coulter and love in the same sentence would make any conscious woman gag. 
“Here’s my first question. You don’t mean Elliott Coulter is in my future do you?” 
She waited. 
No glow. No pings. No music. 
Hmmm, maybe the ‘Glass Muse’ as it was referred to on the Internet took offence to her calling it an 8-ball. She placed it on the windowsill, the snow had settled to the bottom. 
The shamrocks disappeared and a gold ring appeared. A picture of a brick house flashed in the background and then vanished. It happened so fast she almost missed it. 
At closer inspection she noticed the ring was adorned with two hands holding a heart and a crown perched on top. “Where have I seen this ring before?” 
The music kicked in. This time the sound had a Celtic flavor to it. 
As she picked up the globe again she noticed the words on the plaque had been erased. 

No more Elliott Coulter subliminal messages, please. 


 Black, block letters printed themselves across the plaque. 
She held her breath, closed her eyes, and crossed her fingers. 
“Please, please let it print something like ‘all your financial problems will disappear, poof, magic, gone. Sabrina Monroe, you are now debt-free and can follow your dreams.’” 
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She opened one eye and read the word, “trust.” Her other eye flew open and she read the phrase aloud, “Trust will start with a lump in your throat.” 
Lump in her throat? What has that got to do with a gold ring? 
She read it again, slower this time, and sighed. 
Trust? 
Fat chance she wanted to go down that road again. The last time she’d trusted someone, a man, she almost lost her home. Before she could dwell any further on it, there was a knock on her door. 
Instinctively she knew it was Jason. 
“Sabrina.” 
“She’s not here.” 
He rapped on the door. “I apologize for upsetting you.” 
“And….” 
“For going over your head.” 
“Accepted. Goodbye.” 
“Please, open the door. Let’s talk about it.” 
She decided to ignore him, and sat gazing out the window intent on blocking out his persistent knocking. He took the hint, as there was no more noise outside her door. She continued to ponder her dream, the one thing she had never shared with anyone, not even Maggie. 
Her reverie was again interrupted a half-hour later with a tap on the door. 
“Sabrina, do you want to talk now?” 
“Nope.” 
“I have chocolates.” Even through a locked door, she could picture the teasing glint in his eyes. 
She opened the door an inch and peered through the crack. “Leave the chocolates. Then go away.” 
“I want to show you my sliver and new blister.” 
She grudgingly smiled at the boyishly affectionate pride in his voice. 
“What happened? You arm wrestled Cookie for her wooden spoons?” 
Jason walked into her suite and scanned the room from the dark oak floors, to the pale blue walls and white moldings. He stopped and Sabrina’s Destiny 
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admired one painting, which hung on the wall by the door. The portrait was of a small yacht inside a bottle. The white sailboat had four sails, a mountain scene in the back, four small houses, and a lighthouse. She really was a talented artist. A blue and yellow striped loveseat and matching armchair were placed in front of a brick fireplace at the far end of the room. 
The suite had a homey feel to it, for people who liked living in the country that is. 
She had taken his peace offering, returned to the window seat, and doing good time through the box of chocolates. He resisted the urge to tease her when he noticed she looked upset? Angry? Confused? He couldn’t decode which. 
“Thank you for the chocolates. Was there something else?” 
He lounged casually against the door and pushed his hands deep into his pockets. “I didn’t go to the bank to undermine your position, or to interfere.” 
“Why did you go?” 
“I wanted to make sure the Baldwins wouldn’t cheat you.” 
“They would’ve made me wait longer for payment, that’s all.” She slowly curved her lips into a tentative smile. “Thanks for speeding things up. Next time, check with me first.” 
He nodded. “I know you’re having financial difficulties. And don’t get me wrong, but ” 
“Why, do I get everything wrong?” 
“I was just cushioning my next remark. I don’t want you to think it’s an insult, when I give you my two cents worth.” 
“Go ahead. Your cushion is in place.” She folded her arms tight across her chest and narrowed her eyes. “What’s your remark?” 
Oh, yeah, her body language indicated she was open to suggestions. 
“It’s business and financial related. I’d like to run a few ideas by you.” 
“No thank you. I handle my own accounting.” 
“In my opinion, I think you need sound business advice and I can show you something ” 
“Does this have anything to do with putting the inn up for sale?” 
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“Sabrina, you could negotiate a deal where you would retain a portion of the property.” 
“And what would be built on the sold portion of my  property?” 
Should he tell her the truth or embellish? No, dive in, no treading water on this one. Enough half-truths already hung in the air between them. “Well, for example, a hotel and a…golf resort.” 
She lifted her brows and snapped her fingers. “Now why didn’t I think of that? And what would my smaller portion of land consist of, the golf cart hut?” 
“Of course not. With your profit you’d be able to build yourself a house, or even a bed and breakfast. The property is big enough, and you’d get the overflow of the resort’s business.” 
“I see. Are those all of your suggestions?” 
Okay, her calm demeanor didn’t fool him. She was too accepting, although she did clutch the chocolate box tight. But it was half empty so the bop on the head he was sure to receive wouldn’t leave a mark. “I have a few more ideas.” 
“Hmmm.” She puckered her lips and tapped two fingers against her mouth. “Thanks for your two cents.” 
Here it comes, either the box of chocolates or a tongue lashing. But he was a big boy, he could take anything she had to dish out. “You’re welcome. Now for my other suggestions ” 
“Would you like a penny for your change?” 
“You’re not getting your money’s worth. I’m not finished.” 
“I’ll post your duties on the bulletin board if you’re confused as to why I hired you.” 
“I told you before, I also work in business ventures.” 
“Congratulations. I listened. Gave you change, and now read my lips. NOT FOR SALE.” 
He drew a deep breath. “I’ve been looking around the property. It’s going to take thousands of dollars to get the inn and the grounds into shape for you to realize a reasonable profit. And even at that ” 
“Do you have any more criticisms for today?” 
“I know, sometimes constructive criticism is hard to take from friends ” 
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“Particularly from a know-it-all stranger.” She grabbed a chocolate and popped it into her mouth. “Let me reiterate. You are the handyman, not a very good one, but one nonetheless.” 
“I’m not here to trade insults.” 
“Listen, Jason, you may know the management side of your 
company, but the hospitality industry is another matter.” 
“I’m equipped to advise you on business matters.” 
“What part of, ‘I don’t need or want your advice’ do you not understand?” 
“The whole sentence actually.” 
“Comedian.” She shoved another chocolate into her mouth. 
“It’s not a joke. I want to have a serious business talk with you.” 
“My mind is my own, and nobody’s going to change it. I’m not selling the inn.” She nodded toward the door. “I’d like to be alone.” 
He decided to give her some time and space for her to think about the few bars of business he’d managed to squeeze into their conversation. 
Before he turned to leave, he drank in the captivating picture she made, eating chocolates while the sunlight beamed through the window. 
Her pink lips spreading as she delicately moistened them with a quick dart of her tongue. She radiated a vitality, drawing him to her like a magnet to a needle. 
With his heart thumping erratically, now was not the time to continue with the business discussion. A quick escape was the answer. 
He grabbed the porcelain doorknob, turned, jiggled, and shook it. 
The doorknob unlatched and fell into his hand. 

Oh great. 
He stretched his arm out and held the ill-fated doorknob up for her to see. 
She hopped off her window seat, scurried over, stood in front of him, and shook her head. “Great.” 
“My sentiments exactly.” 
“Now I’m stuck in here with you.” 
“Hey, I do have an ego,” he said, feigning insult. 
“I’m not in the mood to talk, especially about business. I don’t like 132 
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too many people today. Present company included.” 
“That’s too bad. Because I like you.” 
She picked up the telephone and punched in a number. “No one’s at the front desk,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll leave a message. Hi Maggie, can either you or Cookie take your spare key to my suite and open my door. And hurry.” 
Most men would have been insulted by the urgency in her voice, lucky for him he was raised with two sisters and learned from an early age not to take things personally when it came to their moods. He also learned voicing or acknowledging their different moods wasn’t wise. 
“Sabrina, do you have a knife?” 
“Why?” 
“To fix the doorknob.” This ought to impress her. “Since you probably don’t have a screwdriver, I’ll use a knife.” 
“I’ve seen you with a screwdriver. Remember the cupboard door? 
Do you think you’re safer with a knife?” 
“My motto. If at first you don’t succeed, redefine success.” 
“Oh, brother.” There was that eye roll again. “I order Bob Villa and end up with Dr. Phil.” 
She obviously hadn’t checked out the floorboard he repaired, but from the look on her face, now wasn’t the time to remind her. 
He crouched and attempted to click the doorknob into place. He could hear his father’s voice when he had taken a crack at teaching Jason carpentry: “Jason, praying and cursing are both helpful in home repair.” 
A smile touched his lips when he remembered his mother’s stern response, “but only if you’re working alone.” 
He stood and met another one of her exaggerated eye rolls. With all those eye movements, she could probably see her future roots growing. 
“We’ll wait for someone to come up with a key,” he suggested. 
She hopped onto the window seat and shot him a stare as cold as Baldwin’s heart. Was it the doorknob? Could it be his conversation with the banker? Or was it something entirely different that had induced her icy mood toward him? 
A draft swam through his body and he shivered. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Are you cold?” 
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Surprised that she’d noticed the chill, he blinked. 
“Do you want a blanket?” Her voice softened a notch. 
He had other things to keep him warm. Like the thought of her tucked into his arms in front of the fireplace. 
“Must be your frosty looks. I thought the chocolates might help.” He saw a semblance of a tiny quirk on her lips as she walked toward him and offered him a chocolate. 
He smoothed his knuckles along her cheek and gazed down into her troubled eyes. “Now let’s talk about why you’re really angry with me.” 
How could she tell him she was afraid of getting too close and start depending on him? She didn’t want to lean on him for any advice, business or otherwise. Ever since she’d risked her closed heart and opened up to him, she’d experienced sleepless nights. 
Since she couldn’t tell him all that, she emphasized her displeasure by shooting him her best PMS look, guaranteed to have the male species tread carefully and retreat away from her. Except it didn’t seem to work with him. 
Why did most of the men she met insist on discussing, no, more like 
‘offering’ her their ‘business advice?’ Did she look naïve? Incompetent? 
Or was it a consequence of unused testosterone levels in their systems? 
The last thing she needed was to make another foolish mistake and trust a man. She’d learned the hard way the only appeal she held for a man was the deed to her property. Jason stirred emotions she’d worked hard to lay dormant to protect herself. She couldn’t afford to need or want more. Especially from someone who’d only be here temporarily. 
He leaned toward her and gently held her chin as he gazed into her eyes. His nearness and the warmth of his touch sent a prickly heat up her spine. She held her breath, and willed her lungs to manage without her assistance for a few minutes. His tender smile was as intimate as a kiss. 
And she knew first hand how delicious his kiss had tasted. 
Definitely time for a mental head slap. 
“I want to help you,” he said with quiet emphasis. 
She pushed another chocolate into her mouth concentrating on chewing it and swallowing hard before picking up another one. She may 134 
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have found the cure to his intoxicating gaze and voice. And did she ever need a cure. It wasn’t her fault, she figured her hormones had quadrupled on her last birthday. Too many hormones mingled with the stress. 
“The roof needs mending. Do you think you can find an instruction book on nailing shingles?” Flippancy was the order of the day and hopefully douse the embers burning in her body. 
He graced her with a dazzling grin, which held the hint of a promise that if he kissed her it would be a knock-your-socks-off-toe-curling experience. 

Cookie. Maggie. Somebody, hurry up and open the door. 
“I’m sure I can manage, the shingles that is.” 
“And…it’s hot.” She cleared her throat and added, “The furnace needs to be looked at. It gets too hot.” 

Squelch. 
He bent his head closer and smoothed his thumb over the edge of her mouth. “Chocolate.” 
She was entranced by the chocolate shade of his eyes,  a creamy fondue shade to be exact. The tingles had now ventured toward her bikini area. “Yes.” It was almost a whisper. “Shingles for the roof. Can you?” 
The expression in his gaze seemed to plead for ? 
“Trust me,” he whispered. 
She gasped and widened her eyes as a huge lump formed in her throat before she tried to swallow. 


*** 
A half hour later, Jason stood in the kitchen thinking how timely Cookie had arrived and unlocked him from the too-close-for-comfort quarters with Sabrina. His libido still hummed from their first kiss the other night. Another one might just send him over the edge. He’d kissed a few women in his past, a lot more passionate kisses, but none had made his blood buzz like a hornet’s nest, days after the kiss. 
This afternoon he’d come dangerously close to wrapping his arms Sabrina’s Destiny 
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around Sabrina, kissing her senseless and… oh, don’t go there. 
The heat from the kitchen made him thirsty. He’d have to remember to call his dad and ask about furnace maintenance. He wrenched open the fridge door and grabbed a can of cold soda, pressed it to his forehead and snapped the top off while he strode out to the hallway. 
He stood in the foyer, putting away the tools and admiring his handy work when his thoughts veered to his father. He couldn’t wait to call and tell him how he’d fixed the wooden floorboard. This mistaken identity stint, although it caused mayhem with his business sense and probably the contract negotiations, had at least allowed him the opportunity to gain one step closer to a better relationship with his father. 
Three bells chimed, and he glanced at the front door. 
Nobody there. 
He shrugged and continued to assemble the tools in the toolbox when he heard the melody of the song his mother used to sing to him as a child. His breath lodged in his lungs as grief filled with guilt dwelt in the caves of his lonely soul. 
He glanced around and spotted the glass ball Sabrina showed him the other night. He picked it up and stared inside. Contrary to what Sabrina had seen, he only saw snow, but the music played from its base. 
How did this ball get on the desk? He was sure it wasn’t there a few moments ago. The Irish lullaby it played, is that where Sabrina heard it? 
He’d caught her humming the song a few times. As the music played louder, the tune took him back in time. Back to a time when his parents’ 
kitchen was filled with happiness and family banter. When his father, although frustrated by Jason’s lack of expertise in what he considered 
‘good old fashioned men’s work,’ still had a spark of pride in his eyes for his son’s academic achievements. A time when he’d sit and talk for hours about literature with his mother, the stock market, and the latest independent artsy flick they’d plan to see together. 
Until a disease destroyed her glow. 
The proud glint in his father’s eyes was now replaced with 
disappointment and sadness when he looked at his only son. Jason could never forgive himself for being partly responsible for the despondency in his father. 
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The sound of the door opening and closing hauled him back to the present. 
“Good afternoon, Jason.” 
He swung around and met Ms. Elle. “Hi, the first dinner seating is at six?” 
He purposely averted his eyes from her turban. His mother had worn a turban similar to Ms. Elle’s whenever she had had enough strength to venture outside. Although people were genuinely concerned about her health, curiosity would get the better of them when they’d insist on looking underneath her scarf. For a woman who prided herself on not giving in to the horrible disease and wanting to be treated as she’d always been, it had been disturbing to explain the hair loss and the other side-effects of her cancer treatments. 
“I ate in town.” Ms. Elle adjusted her red-rimmed square sunglasses. 
The woman had more different shaped sunglasses than anyone he’d ever met. “I see you’ve been working hard.” 
This was the first time they’d had a conversation he considered as normal. Maybe he should excuse himself and escape before she philosophized again. 
“I fixed a few things. Hopefully it will make a difference in the foyer’s appearance.” 
“You always wanted to make a difference, didn’t you?” She paused. 
“And you will.” 
“That’s my job.” So far so good, except for the making a difference remark, but then again it was a general comment. 
“But you don’t have to master the skills of a Jason-of-all-Trades, or score the biggest deal to make a difference in this world.” 
Scratch the “normal” conversation. Time to escape. “Excuse me, I need to go ” 
“Or even cash in on a big commission check.” Her voice had 
lowered as she inched closer to him and a nostalgic spicy scent wafted in the air. Again he was taken back to his mother’s kitchen, midnight and comforting conversation over a cup of hot chocolate and cinnamon sticks. 
“Jason, some people could use you right now, where you are, and Sabrina’s Destiny 
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who you really  are. If you open yourself up and let them in.” 
Was she someone from New York who recognized him? A client’s wife? 
What was the deal with this woman? 
He managed to clear his throat and find his voice. “I know I’ve already asked you, but, are you sure we haven’t met before?” 
She shifted toward the registration desk, picked up the snow globe, and held it close to his eyes. Her cheeks took on a pink glow as she spoke. “Beautiful creation, isn’t it?” 
“It’s different.” 
“Beautiful creations are made with love, not money or power. Trust, love, and unity are the things that are enjoyed for eternity. But people don’t even realize it until it’s too late.” 
“Can I see that?” 
She handed him the glass ball. As he turned it around to read the brass plaque, the lullaby stopped. He read the inscription aloud, “Trust will start with a lump in your throat.” He was positive there wasn’t anything written on it the other night. 
Ms. Elle curved her lips upward and retrieved the snow globe. 
“Thirsty, Jason?” 
His throat constricted as if he’d swallowed chalk dust. “This belongs to Sabrina. I’ll return it ” 
“I’m heading that way.” She flashed a sardonic grin. “Unless of course you have some unfinished business upstairs?” 
His jaw unhinged, and by now his chin lingered somewhere near his ankles. 
The ringing cell phone provided much needed respite from this woman. He flipped it open and punched in the ‘Talk’ button. “Yes? I mean, O’Neill.” 
“It’s Trevor. Calling for an update.” 
“Just a sec?” Jason grabbed the can of soda on the desk and chugged it all down. He let out a sigh of relief when he saw Ms. Elle at the top of the staircase as she turned and headed toward Sabrina’s room and out of sight. He lifted the phone to his ear when he noticed Sabrina standing next to him. 
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What in blazes was in the water in this place? People and objects appeared and disappeared faster than a thought. 
“Trevor, I’ll be a minute.” 
“Jason.” Sabrina averted her eyes from him. “I’m going into town with Maggie. We’re going to pick up a pot and other supplies Cookie ordered. Would you mind looking after the phones for an hour or so?” 
“No problem.” He fished his car keys out of his pocket. “Sabrina.” 
He dangled the keys in front of her. “Use my car. The trunk is bigger.” 
She gave him a sidelong glance of disbelief. “Your Mustang?” 
“The one and only.” 
She looked too startled by his suggestion to offer any objection. 
Hmmm, his Mustang. Who would have guessed his car would stump her for a retort. 
Her eyes sparkled and her face took on an attractive radiance as she pinned her stare on the keys. Her keen expression reminded him of the first time his parents threw him the car keys when he was a teenager for a Saturday night date. 
“Here.” He tossed her the keys. “Tank is full of gas.” 
“I…I can’t take your car.” 
“Don’t argue. It’s more reliable.” And the thought of her stranded on the highway gave him an unexplainable ache in his chest. 
Her smile stretched from ear to ear. “Thanks. Don’t worry I’ll bring it back in perfect shape.” 
“I’m not worried. 
She scurried out, and Jason heard her shriek of excitement through the closed door as she called out for Maggie outside. 
He returned to his phone call. “Trevor, what’s up?” 
“Never mind me,” Trevor answered with astonishment etched in his voice. “Spill it.” 
“What?” 
“You’d never hand over the ‘Stang’s keys to anybody, much less a woman you barely know. You even went out and bought your sister a new car so she wouldn’t bug you to borrow yours. What gives?” 
“Nothing. What’s going on at the office?” 
“You lent your car? Your baby.” 
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“You’re stating the obvious, Trevor. What’s up?” 
“The car you won’t even drive through a car wash. The car you park a hundred miles away from other cars in a lot. The car you poured hundreds in upgrades. You lent it to a woman?” 
“Don’t exaggerate. She’s had car trouble, mine’s reliable. That’s all.” 
“Uh huh….” 
“Trevor, I’ll call you back, the inn’s phone is ringing.” 
“Good catch, pal. But I’m serious. We need to talk.” 
“Right. I’ll call you in five.” Jason shut the cell phone and answered the ringing phone on the front desk. “Maple Inn.” 
“I’d like to speak to Sabrina Monroe,” the male caller demanded. 
“She’s not available. Can I help?” 
“It’s Man Force Agency,” the caller explained. “Please apologize to Ms. Monroe, but we just found out our maintenance contractor jumped ship. I know this may sound like a lame excuse, but it’s true.” 
“Go ahead.” 
“The handyman we were providing for her was on his way to Maple, when he was summoned to California. Anyway, he took a plane out there, ran into an old flame, and informed us he won’t be moving back. 
He’s getting married and setting up house in L.A. We lost another one.” 
“What do you mean another one?” 
“Well, it’s the strangest thing. We’ve even joked that we should call our office Monroe’s Love Connection. Every handyman slated to work at Maple Inn has hooked up with an old lover, even an ex-wife for crying out loud, and moved on. Leaving us to hire another man, and unfortunately, Ms. Monroe is still short of help.” 
Jason rubbed the stubble on his chin. “I understand the last guy you sent didn’t work out.” 
The caller cleared his throat. “Well, Ralph brought his friend Johnny Walker with him…if you know what I mean.” 
No wonder Sabrina was fit to be tied by the time he showed up, she’s had cancellations, a drunk and then him who didn’t know the right end of a level or jigsaw. “What can we do for you now?” 
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someone else available. He can be there by tomorrow afternoon.” 
“I’ll be back. I have another call.” Jason pressed the hold button, took a deep breath, and analyzed the situation. 
If he gave the go ahead to send the real handyman, he could then wrap up his own business and leave. 
Of course, he’d first have to overcome Sabrina’s wrath when she found out who he was. Once he recuperated from her lashings he’d pull out every business skill he possessed to convince her to sell. Confident she’d eventually come around and listen to his business proposition, he made his decision. 

Yes. I’ll tell this company to send the handyman. 
Is that what he wanted? 

Absolutely. 
He picked up the receiver and released the hold button. “There’s no need to send anyone. We have everything under control.” 
He made the best decision he could make. Right? 

Oh yeah. 
Was he being logical? Rational? 

Of course not. 
“I’m happy to hear that,” the man sounded more than relieved. 
“We’ll still keep her credit note on file, in case she needs another man in the future.” 
“Thank you for calling.” Jason hung up and stared at the telephone receiver for a minute. 
What was he thinking? 
He wasn’t. 
It was the sleepless nights, nights he lay in a bed located mere yards away from Sabrina. A vacation right now was an understatement. He was dog-tired. Between his manual chores, number crunching and devouring fix-it books he was ready for a sleep marathon. When he did manage to sleep, Sabrina headlined his dreams. 
God, he’d never been captivated by a woman this fast in his life. 
Forget it. He wasn’t going to let another woman inflict her feminine magic and stunt or ruin his career again. 
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aggressive, and ruthless when need be. He had a job to do and he was going to do it. He wasn’t titled the Acquisition King by going soft. He had to focus on business. Regroup. Take all emotion out of the transaction. 
With a fierce determination he punched in Trevor’s number on the cell phone. “Let’s talk business.” 
“You’re not going to like this,” Trevor said, in a low voice. 
“Then don’t tell me.” 
He heard Trevor sighing. “Peterson wants you to wrap up this deal, pronto.” 
Jason raked his fingers through his hair. His self-motivational speech of a moment ago vanished quicker than a minute. “Well, then I think this project is going to be next to impossible to accomplish.” 
“I’ll talk him into waiting a few more days. Will that be long enough?” 
Jason leaned against the desk and focused on the floorboards, as if the answers would be written there in black and white. “I honestly don’t know. Maybe we should scout another property.” 
Where did that come from? But he truly believed it. Success wasn’t imminent this time around. Maybe he’d been at this job for too long. 
“I’ve never heard you back down from a challenge. You have the authorization to up the ante. Offer her more money ” 
“Trevor, let me change that. I’m positive even I can’t negotiate this one. I don’t think anyone can.” Jason sighed as he thought about his earlier conversation with Sabrina. He had kidded himself if he thought he had the power to influence her. Not only was she fiercely independent, but, when it came to selling the property she was as unyielding as steel. She’d probably starve before she’d cave in. 
Wonderful, in less than a week the woman had turned his aggressive business tactics into Jason the guy who gets excited over fishing out socks from a toilet bowl. He needed to head back to New York and back to his organized and predictable life. Fast. 
“Jay, what’s going on with you? You’ve had tougher deals to negotiate. You know how to put the pressure on. She’s in debt up to her ears. The place is a liability waiting to be repossessed. Give her all the 142 
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cold hard facts.” 
“Sure, and at the same time, I’ll just reach into her chest and pull her heart out. That should do the trick.” 
“Pull her heart out? Okay, pal, what’s going on there?” 
“Trevor, she loves this place. It’s her home.” 
“The Farthingworth’s loved their home too as I recall. And so did the Davidson’s, the Morrow’s, the Connelly’s and so did ” 
“All right, all right. I see your point. But this is different. Money isn’t an incentive this time. I have another proposition I’ve been working on.” 
“Shoot.” 
“Why don’t we bail her out of debt by buying a share in the place and realize a five or ten percent return on our investment.” 
“Jay, we’d be owning more than a share, since we’re forking over the expenditures for the golf course and new clubhouse.” 
“Well, we wouldn’t be building a golf course. We’d leave things just as they are.” 
Jason held his breath, as the only sound he heard was the crackling of the phone lines until Trevor broke the long pause. 
“I see.” Trevor’s voice had lowered considerably. “You want Colonial to pay her debts, but we can’t build our resort. Sabrina Monroe gets to keep her inn and property free and clear, and someday we may even realize a small profit.” 
Jason exhaled a sigh of relief. “Exactly.” 
“Have you lost your mind?” 
Trevor’s bark sent bells ringing in Jason’s ear as he pulled the cell phone away and waited for Trevor’s blood pressure to lower as he was sure it was somewhere in the vicinity of the red zone by now. 
“Are you crazy?” 
“I guess you don’t agree with my idea, huh?” 
“Agree?” Trevor obviously slammed a heavy object on his desk. 
“What the hell is going on with you?” 
“I don’t know. I can’t seem to get this deal going ” 
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interests in mind.” 
The thought of Sabrina left alone and penniless because of 
something his company or her creditors would do without him around to help, left him nauseated and dizzy with worry. 
There was only one other time in his life he’d felt that way, except in his mother’s situation he wasn’t equipped to help her. But he was experienced and equipped to help Sabrina. It would be better if he accomplished the negotiations and ensured she received the best possible deal. She’d hate him for it, and would probably despise him for a long time. But that was better than having her lose everything. He knew how unscrupulous some people were, especially the Baldwins. 
“Jason, talk to me.” 
“You’re right. I’ll talk to her first thing tomorrow.” Jason swallowed past a huge lump in his throat. 


*** 
“Oh molted wings.” Lucinda shrieked that evening, holding up her mini-plasma screen. “Look at what we have here. This was not part of the plan at all. She’s not ready for this. The information will scare her.” 
“Darling,” J.P.’s timbered and velvet-edged voice whispered into her ear. “What is it?” 
For one heavenly moment she closed her eyes and almost forgot her angst as her human emotions vanquished all her divinity, and she exalted at his masculine strength, the cleanliness and beauty of him. 
She sternly disciplined her thoughts and heaved herself back to the task and challenge at hand. “Yee angels and little fishes. Did you know he  was on his way here?” 
Amusement flickered in the depths of the cerulean eyes that met hers. 
“Look who I’m asking. You know everything,” she exclaimed. 
“No. Not everything.” The humor evaporated from his gaze to be replaced by a serious intensity. “There’s only one who can make that claim.” 
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remained silent for a few minutes. 
“What are you worried about, darling?” 
Even after all the time she’d earned her place amongst the greatest of guardians. Her love and concern for her charge was stronger than her own judgment at the moment, and she valued her superior’s infinite wisdom and guidance. Above all, she trusted him wholly with her qualms. Doubt was something their spirits were not accustomed to experiencing, or allowed the luxury to dwell on. 
“Her vulnerable heart isn’t ready.” she confided. “The pressure cooker he’s put himself in is going to explode and the results could be devastating. I’m giving them time, allowing them to use their free will, but the challenges lighting up their paths are stronger than they can withstand. My question to you, J.P., do you think his  appearance tomorrow night with the added tests they will have to endure will destroy their chances for a union?” 
Though he didn’t answer, his face spoke for him. For the first time in centuries she truly didn’t know if her guardianship would be powerful enough to help overcome the overwhelming challenges ahead. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
“Jason! You’re back.” Sabrina yelled breathlessly the next morning, running outside and practically flew off the porch steps to meet Jason, stepping out of his car. “You were right! You were right. You said they’d sell.” She leaped up, threw her arms around his neck, and wrapped her legs around his waist. 
“To what do I owe this pleasure to?” His deep voice rose in surprise as he pulled her tighter to his hard chest. 
“Erica called, all my paintings sold, all ten of them. Can you believe it?” 
As her eyes bonded with his, she was filled with a happiness that tickled her stomach, and at the same time sent a frightening shock to her brain. She became acutely conscious of his tall, muscular physique and strong arms clasped around her. She’d just realized she’d thrown herself into his arms. 
She unwrapped her legs and eased herself out of his embrace. 
“Oh. I’m sorry.” Her breath quickened and her cheeks warmed. “I got carried away.” Her legs turned to rubber as the side of his mouth shifted into a lazy grin. 
“There’s nothing I like better than having a beautiful woman throw herself into my arms screaming that I’m right.” He flicked the tip of her 146 
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nose and winked. His relaxed humor eased her awkwardness as they both walked toward the oak tree. “Now, tell me all about it.” 
She leaned back against the tree and sighed contently. “Erica wants me to keep painting. She’s confident she can sell more of my work. 
Jason, it’s a dream come true. People actually like my art enough to pay good money for it.” 
He stood in front of her, leaned forward, and rested his hand on the trunk above her head. “Of course they do. You are one talented artist.” 
As his leg brushed up against her, she thought her jeans would shoot up in flames. 

Squelch. 


I know…I know. I just want to share my good news. 
“I…I told her I’d try to get more…more of them painted. Of 
course…well…after things slow down around here.” She swallowed hard and concentrated on her rambling. “Art supplies…yes, I’ll get a catalogue and order more….” 
“Shhh….” He placed two fingers against her mouth. Her lips sizzled under his fingertips. “I’m proud of you.” 
Hypnotized by the pride in his gaze, she held her breath. 
“Sabrina.” He placed one hand on her shoulder causing her flesh to tingle while he cupped her chin and turned it upward. 
Her thoughts fragmented as his eyes locked with hers. 
“Yeah…yes?” 

Squelch…No. 
The scent of his sandalwood soap assailed her as he lowered his mouth to hers. Her lips quivered in unspoken passion as she met his soft, feathery kiss. It was light, and much too quick in her opinion. 
If a girl was going to ditch her squelching strategy it should be for a longer…much longer, eyes-rolling-to-the-back-of-her-head smacker. At her own thoughts she shuddered in embarrassment, and buried her burning face against his shoulder. 
A moan escaped her throat as he ran his fingers through her hair and nudged her head back a tad. She held her breath as he gently brushed his face against her cheek. 
Her ear tickled when he kissed her earlobe and whispered, 
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“Congratulations.” 
Electricity seemed to arc through her, and if she could capture this moment on canvas she’d have to supply an extinguisher with the painting. Every single bone in her body heated up and melted until she thought she’d pour into one big puddle at his feet. 
His hot minted breath fanning against her face made it impossible for her to stay upright, so she pressed her back harder against the tree trunk, and bit down the screech of pain threatening to emerge as a piece of bark dug into her spine. 
When he moved away, a cool breeze wafted through the place where his warmth had occupied, and hauled her out of the haze he’d created with his nearness. 
“Don’t forget you owe me an autograph.” Although his body 
language and words teased, there was a slight tremor in his voice as he tugged a loose tendril behind her ear. “But only after you put it in writing that you said I was right. Then you can sign it Sabrina Anne Monroe, Artist of the Century.” He rewarded her with another dazzling smile. 
She blinked away her lightheadedness, and returned to their banter as she pinched his arm in a mock gesture. “I’m not going to sign any such statement.” She enjoyed the gentle sparring as much as he did. 
“You know what this sale means don’t you?” 
He winked. “As a celebration you’re going to cook lunch, because Cookie drove into town for the day?” 
“Hmmm.” She pressed her fingers on the very lips that had sizzled under his touch a few moments ago. “I’ll make lunch if you’ll fix the brakes on the riding lawnmower?” 
“What would you like me to cook, Ms. Monroe?” 
“Gotcha.” She laughed. “It means with this money, I can buy the shingles for the roof and you can fix it. And have enough leftover to get the bank off my back for another month.” 
“Why?” His tone hardened. “Did they threaten you with anything?” 
“You can put your tights and cape back in the phone booth, 
Superman, they didn’t threaten me. Rodney made some veiled remarks, that’s all.” 
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“Like what, exactly?” A bitter edge of cynicism she hadn’t thought someone as laid back as Jason could possess replaced the teasing glint in his eyes. 
“A couple of weeks ago Rodney mentioned some hot-shot was in town to talk to me about selling my property.” 
His dark eyes flashed with anger. “What else did Baldwin tell you?” 
“Jason, did I say something to upset you?” 
“It’s not you.” He rubbed the space between his dark brows with his thumb. “I’m sorry, I was up and out early this morning. I missed my cup of java.” 
Odd, she’d never witnessed him drink coffee. Anytime Cookie had offered him a cup, he refused and drank orange juice or water instead. 
“Rodney hinted I should talk to this guy so I can pay my mortgage, in case I defaulted. It’s the same old, same old, he’s been hanging that threat over my head since we broke up.” 
She paused for a few beats and rolled her eyes. She didn’t want Rodney or any Baldwin to ruin the magical moment they’d shared. 
“Stop scowling, I’m not worried anymore.” 
“Why? You were last week.” 
“That was before my artistic success. Besides, I have to worry, it’s a woman’s right of passage. Things are going to get better. I know I can turn this place around and show a profit.” 
He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. “I know if you put your mind to it, you could accomplish anything.” His face clouded with uneasiness and his voice lowered. “Sabrina, I need to talk to you about something important, right away.” 
“Is something wrong, Jason?” Weariness replaced the anger in his eyes. “You should get more rest, even Superman needs a full eight hours.” 
Cookie’s suite was across from his and she often woke up in the middle of the night for warm milk. She had told Sabrina she saw his light on underneath his door, or she’d meet him in the kitchen pouring over books and papers. 
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had purposely schooled herself to be cautious and not become too involved in his life. He’d probably be leaving in the next few weeks, and she had already leaned on his shoulders too much. 
“Sabrina, I need to talk to you today.” 
“Sure, let’s go inside.” 
“Jason! Sabrina!” Maggie’s voice shrilled loud enough to rattle the fillings out of someone’s teeth as she dashed toward them. “The police just called.” 
“What is it?” Sabrina asked alarmed. 
“It’s Cookie,” Maggie panted. “An accident. She’s…she’s been in an accident.” Her voice broke and she slapped her forehead. “Oh, no. 
I’m sorry. I forgot to ask if they took her to Maple General or Oakville Civic.” 
A herd of buffalo stomped through Sabrina’s chest as she soaked in Maggie’s words. “Acci…accident?” Nausea bubbled inside her stomach. 
“Accident? No…please.” 

Mommy and Daddy won’t be coming home, Sweetie. There was an
accident. They’re in heaven now. But Nana is here to take care of you. 
A flash of wild grief ripped through her. 

Poor Sabrina 

 So young to be orphaned. 

If only they hadn’t traveled in such bad weather. They should have
left yesterday. But they wanted to take her to the fair. 
“It was all my fault.” 
“Bree, what are you saying? It’s an accident. You weren’t even in the car.” 

Sweetie, it’s not your fault. Your mommy and daddy wanted to grant
you your wish today. Don’t blame yourself. 
“My God, she’s as pale as a ghost.” Jason’s strong hands clutched Sabrina’s shoulders and his voice was like an echo from an empty tomb. 
“Maggie, get her some water. A cold cloth.” 
“Accident….” she repeated. “No, not again. No, no, no…please.” 

I’m here my little Sabrina. You’ll be all right. I’ll always be here
when you need me. 
Sabrina widened her eyes and caught a glimpse of…Lucy? 
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“Honey, snap out of it…” Jason’s voice faded to a hushed stillness. 

Yes, it’s me Sabrina. 

“Lucy?” Sabrina reached and touched Lucy’s pink curls. “I 
remember now. You were there, at my parent’s funeral. You said you were an angel.” 
“That’s right. I told you many years ago that when you suffer loss, I’ll always be here for you. Now, take a deep breath.” 
The wind stopped blowing, and the only sound was her heart 
thumping madly against her ribs. “Where’s Maggie? Jason?” She swerved around and took in the eerie tranquility of her surroundings. 
“Where is everybody? They’re gone.” 
“They’re right beside you. True friends are always there when you need them, even if you can’t see them.” 
Sabrina blew out her breath, trying to dislodge the air trapped in her lungs. “Cookie…I…I don’t want to lose Cookie.” 
“You have such an intense fear of loss. It’s going to interfere in your happiness if you don’t let it go and trust in yourself and in others.” 
“But I’ve already lost so much. My parents, Nana. I’m probably going to lose this property, the inn…and now Cookie.” 
“When one door closes another one opens, Sabrina.” 
“I can’t…can’t think of that. I’m so…so alone. Please, tell me I’m not going to lose another person I love.” 
“Once you realize God, love, and your friends are there for you, you’ll never be alone.” 
Sabrina paced, rubbing the back of her neck. “I don’t know what you mean. I can hardly hear what you’re saying. I want everything the way it was. Please, tell me Cookie will be okay.” 
“Listen to your heart,” Lucy said in a hushed voice. “But listen carefully, because it whispers.” 
Sabrina stopped in her tracks. “That’s what the globe said. But what does it mean?” 
“Open your eyes and take a good look.” Lucy walked toward the grove of maple trees. “Sabrina, open your eyes….” 
“Sabrina, open your eyes. Look at me. Talk to me,” Jason said, wiping her forehead with a cold cloth. 
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Tears blinded her eyes and choked her voice. “Did you see her?” 
“Honey, I think you zoned out for a moment. Not surprising, you’ve had a shock. Drink some water.” 
She managed a few mouthfuls of the cold liquid and found her voice. “But she was right here.” 
The concern in Jason and Maggie’s eyes told her they had no clue as to what she was talking about. Jason was right, she’d blacked out, and had probably imagined the encounter. 
Jason pulled her close to his chest, rubbed her back, and spoke soothingly. “Will you be okay? I’m going to call the police and get the information.” 
She stepped back, wiped the tears from her eyes, and nodded. “Yes, I’ll be fine. Please, phone and find out where they took Cookie.” 
“I’m sure she’s fine, Bree,” Maggie’s frightened smothered voice said behind her. 
She bit back the torrential tears threatening to spill, held her arms out, and hugged Maggie. “I’m sure too. She’s going to be fine.” 
“….tow it to the service station.” At the sound of Jason’s voice, Sabrina lifted her head and listened. “Maple General. I’ve got it all down. Thank you, Officer.” 
Jason shut his phone and put his arms around Sabrina and Maggie. 
“You two okay?” 
They both nodded and spoke in unison. “What happened?” 
“She’s in emergency. It doesn’t look serious. A car rolled through a stop sign and clipped her on the passenger side.” 
“I have to go to her,” Sabrina whispered. 
“Come on. I’ll drive you.” Jason cupped Maggie’s elbow and put his arm on Sabrina’s shoulder as he guided them both to his car. 


*** 
Jason paced up and down the hall at the nurse’s station and swallowed hard as the familiar scent of cleaning products mixed with hospital food bombarded his senses. It had taken every ounce of courage 152 
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and control to suck it in and walk into the emergency ward with a pretentious relaxed stance. 
He barely registered Sabrina and Maggie’s conversation with the doctor. He managed to catch the important words. Cookie was in no immediate danger, she had suffered a broken arm. Because of her elevated blood pressure, they wanted to keep her overnight to monitor her vitals, but they were all assured she’d be fine. 
The stench, the nurse’s uniforms, doctors rushing in and out of rooms, the combination dragged Jason to jagged and painful thoughts, a past he fought hard to forget, a past he hadn’t yet forgiven himself for. 
The misery of that night ten years ago still haunted him. 

Dad, where’s Mom? Katy, Patty, why is Mom’s hospital room
empty? Did they move her? 
“She’s gone, Jason,” Katy had said between sobs. “Dad called you a week ago.” 
“You said you’d take the red-eye home.” Patty had cast disheartened bloodshot eyes at him. “Why didn’t you? Were your college exams more important?” 
“I told her you’d be here, Son,” his father had said, wracked with unbearable grief. 
Jason’s sorrow was still a huge, painful knot inside. 
“Excuse me, Mr. O’Neill?” A woman in a blue suit interrupted his tortured memory. “I’m told you wanted to speak to the hospital administrator?” 
He nodded. “Yes. In private.” 
“I can help you. I’m his assistant, Vanessa Chilton. We can talk in the family conference room.” 
“Jason,” Sabrina said, her eyes wide and liquid with worry. “What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing.” He managed to arrange a calm expression. “I thought I’d take care of the administrative paperwork. Cookie’s name, address, etcetera. You and Maggie go in and see her. I’m sure she’ll appreciate familiar faces while they plaster her arm.” 
Sabrina wrapped her fingers around his wrist, causing an electrical current to run up his arm. “Thanks for taking care of the formalities. 
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Meet us in the plaster room when you’re done.” 
He nodded and followed Vanessa Chilton down the corridor. He focused his stare straight-ahead, not able to look at the injured and the sick lying on the stretchers. 
The sounds and smells all too familiar. All too agonizing. 

Jason, Mom and Dad really needed you. 
His first inclination was to drop Sabrina and Maggie off, and excuse himself, promising to return to pick them up. But he had become fond of Cookie, and the terror he witnessed in Sabrina’s eyes shot right through to his heart. For her sake he accompanied them inside the hospital. 
“What can I do for you, Mr. O’Neill?” Vanessa’s voice yanked him to the present. 
“It’s regarding Cookie, Mrs. Clara Freemont’s medical expenses.” 
Vanessa gestured toward a chair. “Unfortunately, Mrs. Freemont isn’t eligible for Medicare,” she explained. “Of course we’ll pick up a portion of her care, but we’ll bill her for the rest.” 
“Here’s my credit card.” He pulled out his wallet and slid the plastic out. “Include all the expenses not covered, and a private room for her stay.” 
Vanessa lifted her brow. “It’s very expensive.” 
“My card is unlimited. And please, I’d prefer to remain anonymous if you don’t mind.” Seems to be his calling in life. Not to reveal who he was. 
“I can’t promise you anonymity, Mr. O’Neill.” 
He slid out a business card and placed it on the conference table. 
“You can take out the funds from here. I’ll sign the necessary forms, and replace the money with my credit card. Will that work for anonymity?” 
Vanessa picked up the card and glanced at him. “The Elizabeth O’Neill Hand-Up Fund. This is a nationally recognized charitable trust. 
Are you a board member?” 
He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Founder actually.” 
“Are you the mysterious J.P. O’Neill for this worthwhile charity?” 
“No mystery. I prefer to be out of the spotlight. And we’re not a charity. Like the name, we refer to it as a hand-up not hand-out.” 
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from the Maine branch. We’ve dealt with Mrs. Kathleen O’Hara. Do you know her?” 
“My sister.” 
“I’ll fill out the paperwork, and call you for a signature.” 
“Like I said, I’ll replace any funds from the organization with my own money. There’s no need to tell Mrs. Freemont or Ms. Monroe about our conversation. If you don’t mind.” 
“As you wish, Mr. O’Neill. Are you a member of Mrs. Freemont’s family? A friend?” 

No, I don’t know who I am lately. 
He was supposed to be a savvy businessman, an entrepreneur, the envy of men twice his age for his accomplishments and tough negotiations he had snared. Thirty years old and already he was on his way to the top of his profession with a foot in the golden plated vice-presidential office. 
Except all of that escaped him as he sat in the hospital, forking over money for people he’d met less than a month ago. Heaviness centered in his chest for Cookie’s pain, and he was sick with worry over Sabrina’s ashen face and her reaction to news of the accident. 
To top it all off, contract conciliations were the furthest thing on his mind, replaced with concern over leaving the inn unattended, even though he had shouted orders to Gladys and Brad before he left. He was troubled over the dinner hour for the guests. What about the breakfast menu? What if the bank and the finance company made good on their bankruptcy threats? What if it rained and the roof leaked? 
Did he care that Trevor had to tell Peterson, the CEO, he hadn’t even made a dent in the contract negotiations? 
No. He couldn’t give a flying fig. 
“Mr. O’Neill, are you okay?” 
Of course not. His life had taken a detour into ‘Confusion-ville.’ 
“Yes, I’m fine.” He rose in one fluid motion and retrieved his credit card. “And yes, I’m a friend of Mrs. Freemont’s. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to check on her?” 
He walked out to the corridor, the spicy tang of cinnamon replaced the hospital odor and the atmosphere was quiet, too quiet, deserted with Sabrina’s Destiny 
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no telltale signs of life anywhere. 
The same sensation he’d experienced at Ernie’s Hardware Store engulfed him. He plunked himself on a chair, bent forward with his elbows on his knees and grabbed his head in both hands as the painful recollections battered his mind. 

I thought I’d have more time with Mom. The doctors said it would be
at least two more years. What happened? Why? I know I disappointed
you all. But I promise, I’ll try to make it up to you. Why didn’t I just take
the red-eye? Did she die broken hearted? Did she know how much I
truly loved her? Did she know how grateful I am for all her sacrifices
and her gift of time? 


 He absently clutched his chest where the crushing loss still lingered. 
His soul, and his heart hadn’t managed to piece itself together. 
“Jason, let it out. Don’t hold your pain in any longer. Share it.” 
He sprung up from the chair and came face to face with Ms. Elle and a tall man dressed in a white suit. The man towered over Ms. Elle and Jason’s own six-foot-four build. He also looked familiar. Was he a doctor from New York? 
“Ms. Elle, what are you doing here?” 
“Checking up on a couple of friends. She’s going to be fine. We’re not sure how he’s going to fair though.” 
Did the lights dim in the hospital? He glanced down the corridor, still no bustling or noise. 
“You did get here in time, Jason,” the man said as he put his hand on Jason’s shoulder and familiar warmth singed his shirt. The same sensation he’d felt as a confused teenager when his mother had embraced and comforted him. “It was exactly what she wanted. Her timing, her way.” 
Jason swallowed hard and slid his eyes from the man to Ms. Elle. 
“Yes, I’m glad we got here in time, so Sabrina could be with Cookie while they plastered her arm.” 
The man nodded and smiled at him. “She felt your presence and traveled contented and proud.” 
Jason knew the white-suited man wasn’t talking about Cookie at all. 
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had appeared in a dream after his mother died. 
He was also the man he had dreamed about as a child, but never in fear. As a child this man usually wore a hockey jersey or a baseball cap, and handed Jason highest honors in his fantasy sports award dinners. 
“Stop beating yourself up, Jason. Answers are on the way,” Ms. Elle said. 
“So is a reunion that is long overdue, my friend,” the man added. 
In neck-snapping speed Ms. Elle and the man disappeared. 
They didn’t walk down the hall slowly. They didn’t pop into the conference room. They out and out disappeared. 
“Jason, Jason, wake up,” Sabrina’s voice echoed next to his ear as she shook his shoulders. “You okay?” 
He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand and looked up into two anxious faces. Sabrina and Maggie stood over him. “I must have dozed off for a few minutes.” 
“We stayed with Cookie while they put her cast on. We can go and spend some time with her in her room now. I know she’ll want to see you too,” Sabrina said. 
“Yeah, let’s get to her before those happy pills they gave her kick in,” Maggie suggested. 
He rubbed his chin, blinked a few times, and rose. “You two go ahead, I need to make a phone call.” 
“Bree, look at that one down the hall over there,” Maggie said, pointing to a young man in a white coat and a stethoscope around his neck. “He looks like my first husband.” 
Jason bent and whispered into Sabrina’s ear, “How many husbands has she had?” 
“None.” Sabrina giggled. 
He watched as Sabrina and Maggie whispered and giggled like teenagers, now that they knew Cookie was out of danger they replaced their anxiety with banter and laughter. His mind ventured to the object of his gaze and her animated gestures erased his earlier pain. 
Awareness leaped through his bloodstream faster than a streak when she had leapt into his arms and wrapped her luscious body around him. 
Everything personifying Sabrina had awakened all his senses, her Sabrina’s Destiny 
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flowery scent, and her silky hair brushing against his cheek. For one glorious minute he had experienced heaven as he held an angel in his arms. Not only was it breathtaking but also, her body curled up against him fit like a glove, as if she’d belonged there. 
He couldn’t fathom how a woman so different than any woman he’d ever been attracted to, felt so right, even odder, so familiar. 
It had taken every ounce of self-control not to lower her to the ground, crush her in his embrace, and kiss her until they both lost the capacity to breathe. 
He smiled and shook his head, glad Maggie’s bubbly personality provided much needed respite and distraction. Sabrina and Maggie headed back to Cookie’s room and he rushed outside to inhale some fresh air. 
His mind drifted to the nap he’d obviously taken while he sat, and the disturbing dream. Although it lifted a small weight off his shoulders, what weight exactly, he didn’t know, but he now had the urge to call his father. 
He dug out his cell phone from his jacket pocket and dialed his father’s number, no answer. Which was odd, he had tried him several times the night before and early morning with no answer. Jason had risen at six in the morning, and drove around the countryside to clear his head because he knew he’d have to face Sabrina later on in the day, hit her with his proposal and introduce the real  Jason O’Neill. 
He had parked his car along a peaceful piece of land on Route 47. 
Now that he thought about it, it was more than peaceful. The sky above it was a mixture of pink and purple streaks. His CD player hadn’t worked, and the only radio station he was able to tune in happened to be an FM inspirational music station. Even though he wasn’t a fan of new age music, it had actually helped him as he sat in his car and contemplated his situation. 
The time was well spent as he’d developed a new strategy, hopefully to appease his employer and Sabrina, mutually. He had roused Trevor out of bed, outlined his latest proposal, and left it up to his friend to present it to the execs. Of course, it was guaranteed that not only would he be heading back to NY to face a smaller commission check, and pass 158 
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up the opportunity to sit behind the vice-president’s desk, but he would also be minus one friend, Sabrina. 
That more than the loss of money and promotion saddened him the most. 
He turned to head back inside the hospital when his cell phone buzzed. 
“O’Neill.” 
“It’s Trevor. Did I catch you at a bad time?” 
“Only if you’re calling to tell me Peterson hasn’t approved my latest proposal.” 
“Then it’s a bad time,” Trevor said, sighing. 
Jason pounded the sidewalk, concentrating on keeping a lid on his temper. “Did they read the figures? Did they bother looking at the whole proposal? Did they give it more than a passing glance? It’s not like the company needs the extra profit from the golf resort, for crying out loud.” 
“Jay, calm down. Thompson and Neville thought it was interesting and workable, but Peterson and Sommers are adamant about the original plan.” Trevor lowered his voice. “Like it or not, they are the big guns with the power.” 
Frustrated curses lingered at the back of Jason’s throat itching to spew forth, but instead he growled aloud. “How can they turn down a year round resort? A sugar bush, horseback riding trails, fall colors, and cross country skiing. I crunched those numbers, and even with Sabrina retaining fifty-one percent of the shares they’d still come out with a tidy profit.” 
“I hear you, man. But, like I said, they want managing control, a hotel not an inn, and a golf resort…only.” 
“Then it’s over.” Jason threw his arm in the air. “She’s not going to go for a golf course. For Pete’s sake, why are they being stubborn on this one?” 
“Jay, relax, you sound tighter than my step-mother’s face lift.” 
“I’ll relax when I return and I can finally think straight. I don’t like this stint. You were right. The masquerade was a ludicrous idea. It’s not me. I can’t wait to get back to New York, my apartment…the noise…the restaurants, my friends, the ” He stopped as he noticed Sabrina Sabrina’s Destiny 
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hovering at the doorway, waving tentatively. “Trevor, hang on.” 
She peered her head further out of the door. “I’m…I’m sorry, Jason. 
I didn’t mean to interrupt. But, we’re almost ready to…to leave. Her painkillers are taking effect. I think she wants to sleep.” 
God, how much did she hear? Her voice had an indescribable 
emotion, one he hadn’t heard before. 
“I’ll come and get you,” he managed to say with a forced smile. “I won’t be long.” 
She nodded as a glazed look of despair spread over her face before she closed the door and headed back inside. 
“I hope I’m not responsible for that look.” 
“Jay? What’s the matter?” 
Jason forked his fingers through his hair rapidly rubbing his scalp back and forth. 
He slumped against the brick wall, and mentally willed himself a thousand miles away from the hospital, from Maple, from Sabrina. 

Snap out of it. Breathe. Focus. 
“Nothing,” Jason answered with the weight of defeat in his voice. “I was trying to come up with another plan.” 
“Why don’t I go back in with a slight revision of the original proposal? One that will be attractive to both Sabrina and Colonial.” 
“Explain.” 
“We still build the golf resort and offer Sabrina a lucrative position and apartment at the hotel. We’ll convince Colonial to throw in some shares and take her on as a shareholder, say, ten or fifteen percent.” 
“Sounds like a great plan, Trevor. Right after I succeed in selling matches to the Boy Scouts.” 
Trevor let out a low chuckle. “Give me a few days and let me handle the execs on this end, you work with Sabrina on your end.” 
Sabrina, a shareholder in a golf resort, the bane of her existence. 
How in hell was he ever going to convince her of that deal? He’d have to convince her, there was no other choice, or else she stood the chance of losing everything. 
“I promise you, Jay, I’ll pull out all the stops. I’ll charm them, wine and dine them if I have to. I’ll work on a few extra perks for her. Then of 160 
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course, I’ll collect from you.” 
Jason knew he could count on Trevor’s support, not only was he a colleague but a true best friend. They’d both been through thick and thin together, a broken marriage and unhappy childhood memories for Trevor, and Jason’s own shattered engagement. Somehow they’d always been able to help each other glue the pieces together. So now shouldn’t be different. 
Trevor’s support and trust eased Jason’s jitteriness as he exhaled a deep breath and continued to listen to his friend. 
“By the way, Jay, I saw your dad the other day, he was grinning from ear to ear. He said he hasn’t spoken to you this much in your whole adult life.” 
“Yeah.” A lump rose in his throat. “Even though I screwed up this acquisition, one thing’s for sure, I’ve enjoyed the conversations with my dad. Hey, before I forget, there’ll be a large crate delivered to your attention this week. Can you see that it gets locked in my office until I get back?” 
“No problem. What did you buy?” 
“Oil paintings.” 


*** 
“Girls,” Cookie said as she sat up in bed and sipped the orange juice Maggie held for her. “Stop all this fussing.” 
“Hey, Bree, now we get to eat more junk food, while Cookie’s holed up in here.” 
Sabrina smiled, but her heart wasn’t in it. She couldn’t expunge Jason’s conversation on the telephone out of her mind. 

I’ve taken Jason’s friendship for granted and now he wants to
escape. 
“Cookie,” Sabrina said. “You have this nice private room, a stack of magazines, your own TV. Take advantage for a few days.” 
Cookie stroked Sabrina’s cheek with her unharmed arm. “Honey, I know you’re trying to be brave. Don’t worry, I’m fine.” 
A tear escaped Sabrina’s eye and trickled down her cheek. “I know. 
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I just….” 
Maggie put her arms around Sabrina as her own tears wet Sabrina’s shoulder. “We were all scared. But you especially, Bree.” 
Cookie shed a few tears, and Sabrina and Maggie both lay their heads on Cookie’s lap as they all shared a cry. 
“OK, you two, enough of that,” Cookie admonished with feigned strictness. “What if a handsome intern comes in here, and your eyes are all puffy and your noses are runny. How am I going to marry either of you off to a doctor if you look like that?” 
Sabrina and Maggie straightened and stood by the head of the bed. 
“True,” Maggie stated as she dabbed her eyes with a tissue. 
“Although, I’ve already spotted my Mr. Right. Maybe, once he shimmies out of his scrubs for me I can convince him to move to New York.” 
“Shimmies?” Cookie said, laughing. “Maggie, don’t ever change. 
And you my little Sabrina, I’ve changed my mind, you don’t need a doc. 
You work on our handyman. He’s good people. You girls told me how calm and in control he was. Calling the police, delegating Gladys and the boys to take care of business at the inn. He’s honest, hardworking, and ” 
“ yummy,” Maggie finished. 
Sabrina looked away and stared out the window. “I don’t know about Jason. Something’s not right about him.” If she remembered all the doubts she’d accumulated about him and made a checklist of all his negative points it would help when it was time to say goodbye. And by the sounds of his tone and conversation it looked like soon. 
“Bree, are you still suspicious about him?” 
“Well, yes, sort of. Because it’s odd, don’t you think?” 
Cookie and Maggie exchanged a questioning look. 
Sabrina folded her arms as a shiver ran through her. “Would you go to a chiro who wore a neck brace?” 
“What?” Maggie and Cookie asked in unison. 
“How about an auto mechanic with clean fingernails?” 
“Honey,” Cookie said. “What are you saying?” 
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motorized ones, like the lawnmower. I mean, what kind of handyman drives a Mustang, dresses like a model and ” 
“Bree, you’re getting carried away. And so what? Did you see how he meticulously cleaned the fireplace? The wooden floors never looked so good. And he even showed me how to use the new registration software.” 
“Honey, he’s also a whiz in the kitchen,” Cookie added. “And you know I don’t give kudos to anyone in my territory. But he whipped up an omelet the other morning for the guests that had them asking for seconds.” 
“I know,” Sabrina said. “Still, something doesn’t seem to fit.” 
“Bree,” Maggie said with a wicked grin. “You like him. Every time you say his name, you get this certain glow. Right, Cookie?” 
“Oh, I’ve noticed.” Cookie winked. “To be honest, Honey, I haven’t seen you smile, laugh and kid around as much as you have since Jason arrived. He’s brought out the youthful Sabrina.” 
Sabrina cut her eyes from Maggie to Cookie who both waited for an admission. “Okay, I do like him. Okay, I like him a lot. He’s…nice.” 
“Don’t forget yummy,” Maggie piped in. 
Sabrina tugged one of Maggie’s curls. “That too. But let’s face it, it doesn’t matter anyway.” 
“Sure it does, Bree. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I’d say he likes you a lot too.” 
Cookie patted the spot next to her bed. “Come here, Hon. Why do you say it doesn’t matter?” 
Sabrina sat on the edge of the bed and cast her gaze downward, afraid they’d see the disappointment in her eyes. “He’s geographically undesirable.” 
“You never know, Bree. He might love it so much in Maple he’ll settle down here.” 
“I overhead him talk to someone on his cell phone outside. He said he couldn’t wait to get back to New York, to his own friends.” His words combined with his mannerism and the angst in his tone, as if he’d rather be a million miles away from Maple, left a void in the pit of her stomach. 
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Enough with the pity party. Time for a mental head slap. 
Sabrina shrugged. “Of course he’d want to get back to familiar territory. I know I would if I were away from the two of you and the inn.” 
And she would definitely miss Jason when he left. In a short amount of time she’d come to cherish their comradeship, his positive aura and something she thought she’d never experience with a man, trust. 
Yes, she finally admitted to herself Jason was one dependable man. 
But the agreement from the beginning was one month of handyman services. Besides, she couldn’t blame him for wanting to leave. She must seem awfully boring and unsophisticated compared to his friends in the city. And she had burdened him with her financial problems, denting his optimistic demeanor. Recently, she’d caught a glimmer of his frustrated and irritable expression anytime they’d talk about the inn and its problems. 
She forced a light tone into her voice. “Guess we’ll have to save up after this month and get ourselves another maintenance guy.” 
“Well I hope the next one is as ” 
A light tap on the door interrupted Maggie’s comment, which Sabrina was absolutely sure included the words ‘yummy,’ or 
‘hunkalicious.’ 
“Uh oh. You think he caught us talking about him again?” Maggie muttered. 
“Hey, Cookie, can I sign your cast?” Jason asked, smiling with his lips but they didn’t reach the usual twinkle in his eyes. 
Cookie held up her cast-encased arm. “Be my guest, handsome.” 
Sabrina bent and kissed Cookie’s forehead. “I’ll say goodbye now. 
Have a good rest.” 
Maggie stepped out of the room and leaned on the wall next to Sabrina. “You go ahead with Jason. I met up with Todd Dorchester when I went down for coffee. His grandmother is on the third floor. He looks like he needs company for dinner. He’ll drive me home.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Bree, stop worrying, please. Take a hot bath and get some rest. 
Cookie will be fine.” 
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“Say hi to Todd for me.” Sabrina waved as Maggie sauntered down the corridor. 
Sabrina pressed her head against the wall and listened to the teasing laughter from Cookie’s room. Yup, Jason’s charm had no age limit. A few of the nurses tripped over themselves when they had entered the emergency to get close to him. Men like him were a whole wad of trouble. 
She had to admit though, in a short amount of time she’d fallen into a comfortable relationship with Jason, actually if truth be told it was more than comfort. She enjoyed working side-by-side picking apples, or raking leaves. She’d purposely tease him to watch the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled, the way his mouth lifted lazily when he was amused, the way he rubbed his strong chin when he contemplated a question or deep in thought. Even though he never shared his inner thoughts, she’d imagined they were private and he was probably someone who wouldn’t confide in another person unless he was extremely close to them. 
The way she used to be. Until he showed up. 
There was definitely a connection with Jason, almost as if they’d known each other forever. She shrugged all those notions aside and veered her thoughts back to her doubts. Her instincts nagged her at times. There was something he was hiding. Try as she might to shove those qualms aside, she’d felt them from the beginning. The fact he would never answer a personal question. He was teasing and witty but he would never divulge much of himself, but at the same time he had the canny ability to open up her floodgates of fears, doubts, and this afternoon he became privy to a small part of her artistic dream. 
She jolted a tad when she noticed Jason stood in front of her. She focused on a lock of black hair that fell over his brow. He sported a five-o’clock shadow, which only enhanced his magnificent looks. 
“Who are you really, Jason O’Neill? Why are you in Maple?” 
She clamped her mouth shut, but it was too late. From the eye-widening stunned look on his face, she realized she had blurted the questions aloud. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
“Yikes.” Sabrina winced, snagging her comb in a knot in her freshly washed hair. “How in blue blazes could I have forgotten to use conditioner?” 
She flung the comb on the dresser and mussed her fingers through her hair. “Ahhh…who cares.” She clicked her tongue and glanced at the red glowing numbers on the clock. “Eight o’clock. It’s almost bedtime anyway.” 
She slumped back in her chair, frowned, and picked up the snow globe from the dresser. “Why is it every time I try to get answers from Jason, we’re interrupted?” Tapping her foot against the wooden floor she waited for a response, a sign. 
Nothing. 
Noiseless as the fall of snow. 
No glow. No inn, no shamrocks, and no gold ring, empty. 
She turned the defunct ball in her hand and sighed. The only indication the globe exuded its former magical self were the words 
‘Sabrina’s Destiny’ which had returned on the brass plaque. 
“Wonderful.” Her destiny was a glass ball filled with water. 
Unless the globe was trying to tell her that her next stop in life was metamorphosing into a fish, in which case she should be overjoyed, her very own musical mini aquarium. 
“Come on, Lucy.” She shook the globe. “Talk to me. Do that 
figurine popping in and out thing. Change the words, tell me what the Sabrina’s Destiny 
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heck all this is supposed to mean?” 
Nothing. 
“Where’s the aureole? The music? The messages? Some kind of sign the inn is still my destiny.” 
She leaned closer toward the dresser mirror and examined her pupils, searching for any telltale signs of early dementia. “How about a signal that insanity is not my fate?” 
As she replaced the ball on the dresser, she slowly exhaled her breath. “First thing I should do is to stop talking to myself.” 
Her mind returned to Jason and this afternoon. Sabrina had hoped after she’d blurted out: Who are you really? Why are you in Maple,
Jason O’Neill?  they’d have a serious discussion. But the administrator’s assistant, Vanessa Chilton, had interrupted them and dragged Jason into her office to finish up with Cookie’s paperwork. 

Paperwork my foot, maybe paperwork consisting of Vanessa’s home phone number and address. Vanessa’s over made-up eyes had lit up like a butcher’s dog when Jason had smiled at her. Not that Sabrina was jealous, she had no right to that emotion, she just found the woman to be rude. Especially when Vanessa practically slammed the door in her face when Sabrina had followed Jason into the office. 
“Get yourself a coffee and a magazine,” Vanessa had purred. “We’ll be a minute, dear.” 
“Dear?” Chilton wasn’t much older than Sabrina herself. Where did Vanessa get off calling her, dear? 
Okay, admittedly, for some reason a tad of jealousy had surfaced. 
Something Sabrina had never experienced before, not even when Moira had snared Rodney from her. 
“Oh, I’m not jealous,” she announced, staring at the snow globe. 
“Just annoyed at being left out in the hallway when I’m the one who should have handled Cookie’s information.” 
It’s not like she had any right to be jealous. Nor would she ever want to compete for a man, any man, not even Jason.” 
The minute Jason had turned the ignition and the car rolled out of the hospital parking lot, the day’s events had overtaken all her senses. 
She had conked out and slept like a night watchman all the way home, 168 
Selena Robins 
thwarting the Jason inquisition. 

Ping. Ping. 
The snow globe shone a bright pink. 
She picked it up and noticed her name had been replaced with another phrase: “Destiny is like the wind, you can feel it, but you can’t see it.” 
Sighing, she replaced the globe on the dresser. “After this angst-filled day, all I get are two measly pings and a cryptic message.” 
She put her hands on her hips and stared at the globe. “But what is my destiny? Do you think you can be a little more specific?” 
As if on cue the ball chimed again. She leaned over and pressed her face against the glass. The gold ring returned, this time it circled a picture of a house surrounded by a forest of evergreen and oak trees. 
She sighed. 
Even though it was a house, it wasn’t her house. 
Her stomach rumblings told her it was feeding time. The last thing she remembered eating were two vending machine oatmeal cookies and a glass of juice. Nutritional depletion and dehydration can make a person crazy and have her talk to herself on a continual basis. With that in mind she slipped on a Winnie the Pooh T-shirt, a pair of jeans and headed for the kitchen. 
As she crossed the kitchen’s threshold she heard Jason’s low whistle, sounding suspiciously close to the tune her snow globe sang, close, but not an exact match. 
The full moon sent a shaft of silver light through the kitchen window, capturing his fresh appearance. His wet hair slicked back emphasized his clean-shaven face, and a wide, welcoming grin. 
Manly wisps of dark hair curled against the V of his open black golf shirt, and his matching jogging pants emphasized his slim waist, and the muscular force of his thighs. 
In Maggie’s words, Sabrina said to herself, “Yummy, scrumptious, totally delectable….” 
“Thanks,” he said. 

Oh my God, I said that aloud. 
She stiffened, momentarily abashed until he said, “I was hoping the Sabrina’s Destiny 
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scents would entice you to the kitchen for a snack.” 

Whew. 

She wanted to thank him for the mortification relief, but then she’d have to fess up and let him know she’d been drooling over him and not the food. “Yes…yes…of course the scent. The smells from the kitchen. 
Mmmm. What is that?” 
“Gladys left an apple pie in the fridge, it’s warming up in the oven. I also made sandwiches.” 
“Thanks. Like I said, smells yummy.” At least this time her cover was a feasible one, food. Lucky for her he had no idea the libidinous induced adjectives were meant for him. 
He smiled. “Would you like a cup of hot chocolate?” 
“Intravenously.” 
After the first bite of the delicious ham and cheese sandwich, wedged between thick homemade bread and garnished with crisp lettuce, pickles, and olives, Sabrina was sold on his culinary skills. The hot chocolate was the perfect accompaniment, and they both ate in companionable silence while she savored every mouthful. 
She glanced up from her plate from time to time and pondered as to what type of women were in Jason’s life. Were they like Callie, over-producted bleached hair, and a model’s body? Or maybe the stoic, attractive, and definitely career-climbing Vanessa Chilton? They were all probably beautiful magazine-cover-type women who wore sexy perfume, even though it made them sneeze. 
Unlike her. She had explained to Rodney the strong perfumes he’d buy her were inappropriate gifts, especially since she told him many times they made her eyes water and her throat itchy. Luckily, she ignored his insistence that she needed cosmetic improvement, and highlights in her hair. The idiot even hinted at breast enhancement. She absently looked down at her chest, she was well enough endowed, to heck with what Rodney thought. 
And why would someone like her put on make-up and goopy 
products in her hair? Especially when she spent her days neck-deep in mud and grime working outside. However, lately, she’d taken a liking to the strawberry lip-gloss samples Maggie gave her, and she wasn’t 170 
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allergic to the rose-scented shower gel and shampoo. 
“Jason, these sandwiches are delich. There’s a different taste, a tang. 
And who would have thought to put a cinnamon stick in hot chocolate?” 
“My mother was notorious for using cinnamon on almost every sweet confection, including cocoa, and even coffee,” he answered between mouthfuls. “And I mixed Dijon mustard with the mayo for an extra kick.” 
“How very Martha Stewart of you.” 
He grinned as he dabbed his mouth with the serviette and pushed his empty plate away. “Ms. Monroe, I’m not going to react to that one.” 
“I bet women like the domestic side of you.” 
“Of course.” He winked and stood. “The pie should be ready.” 
“Jason, why are you still single?” Where the heck did that come from? 

From my insane curiosity to know every single thing about him. 
He removed the pie from the oven and set it on the tiled counter. 
“Why are you?” 
Nope, she wasn’t in the mood for his expert game of ‘let’s-turn-the-tables.’ “How did you become a handyman especially with such chef-worthy cooking skills?” 
He walked back to the table with the pie, and cut two generous portions. “Chef worthy? You must be a real bad cook if you think sandwiches are a culinary skill.” 
The cinnamon and hot apple scent boiled the air, and she 
enthusiastically plunged into her slice. “My cooking skills are about as good as your ability to change the oil on the tractor.” 
“Touché.” 
“So, let’s get back to our earlier conversation. Why are you still single?” 
He stabbed a piece of apple from the filling, chewed it slowly, and gazed at her without answering. 
“Come on, Jason, humor me. I want to talk about something 
frivolous after the day we’ve had.” 
He lowered his head. “Yeah, it’s been a long day.” 
The tone in his voice tugged at her heart strings. She had sensed Sabrina’s Destiny 
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earlier it had taken a toll on him. Her suspicions were validated as sadness replaced the teasing glint in his eyes for a fleeting moment. “The trip to the hospital was hard for you, wasn’t it?” 
His jibing expression returned. “You’re full of questions tonight.” 
“I prefer to think of it as conversation.” She continued eating, and speculated on why he looked morose regarding the trip to the hospital. 
Was his ex-fiancé a doctor? A nurse? A sexy administrator? Did she take off to ‘find herself’ with a doctor? Maybe she was a mental patient. 
She’d have to be to let Jason slip through her fingers. Even worse, did she dump him while he was in the hospital? 
She shuddered at the thought of Jason holed up in a hospital, injured and alone. She stopped eating and put her fork down. Why would that thought cause her to lose her appetite? Because Jason was a friend, and the thought of a friend  in need and hurt would definitely cause her some grief. 
As she drained the last of her hot chocolate, she caught his amused stare over the rim of her mug. 
“Fire away, Sabrina.” 
“Excuse me?” 
He scraped the last of the pie crumbs off his plate. “I can read you like a book. You’re dying to ask me a question. Correction, questions.” 
She gave him her best deadpan expression. “One, I’m hard to read. 
So unless you’re psychic, I doubt you know what I’m thinking. Two, I wouldn’t exactly say I was dying to ask you a question.” 
“Yeah, you are.” He leaned back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head, and cast her a devilish grin, sending tingles in places she’d rather not think about in mixed company. 
“You twitch your nose and lift your eyebrows when you’re curious.” 
He tilted his head toward her. “Like you’re doing right now. You twist your hair when you’re bored. When you’re mad, you narrow your eyes and pucker your lips. 
“You roll your eyes to the back of your head when you talk to someone in the too stupid to breathe without instructions category, someone like Moira. Or when I say something…different. When you see chocolate, well, any dessert for that matter, you lick your lips and make 172 
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a whimpering sound. 
“When you’re happy your eyes light up and your dimple stands out. 
When you’re impatient, you tap your foot and click your tongue…” he paused and pointed. “That’s it, just like you did right now. And when you’re annoyed….” 
She put her hand up. “All right, you made your point. So I’d never win a game of poker.” 
Geesh, did he work for one of those hidden camera shows and tracked her every move? “Okay, I admit, I was curious about something.” 
“Fire away.” 
“Well, you said you were engaged. Did the hospital bring back memories regarding her?” 
He shook his head. “I told you, she needed to find herself. I hardly ever think about her. And she wasn’t my only fiancée. In the second grade I fell hard for Ramona Winslow.” 
She retrieved her fork and continued eating the pie. “The second grade?” 
“Yup. I found a ring in a Cracker Jacks box and proposed to her. 
Besides the fact she ate pencil erasers, she was quite a catch. Mainly because she had a Wayne Gretzky rookie card.” 
Sabrina laughed, but at the same time recognized how quick he had slid a joke surrounding a serious and obviously painful subject. “Tell me more about your family. Your parents? Your dad a snazzy dresser too?” 
“My father has one good suit. I think he owned it since his first date with my mother. About thirty-five years ago.” 
“Nothing wrong with that. Santa Claus only has one suit, and look at all the use he gets out of it.” 
He let out a low chuckle. 
“You didn’t inherit your father’s fashion sense.” She cut another piece of pie and realized she might have insulted him. “I’m sorry, Jason, I don’t mean it as a put down.” 
“I’m not offended.” He leaned forward and steepled his fingers on the table. “I have different goals than my parents.” 
“Like what?” 
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“More hot chocolate?” 
“Yes, please.” She recognized it as her cue to change the subject. 
“Your mom is a creative cook. I’d never think of adding a cinnamon stick to this.” 
He poured more cocoa into her mug. “You don’t cook, remember?” 
“True. So tell me about your family. Where are they all now?” 
“The O’Neill’s secret for a happy, close knit family is to live in different cities.” He dipped another cinnamon stick into her mug. “My dad is retired, he still lives in New York but moved into an apartment after my mother died. My sister Patty lives in Arizona. She’s a golf instructor. Katy is married, lives in Maine, and is the mother of the smartest little man.” 
“Doting uncle?” 
“Absolutely. Joey thinks I’m the coolest.” 
“Were you one of those rebellious teenage types?” 
“With a mother, two sisters and one bathroom, I seldom found myself in hot water.” 
“And does your ex-fiancé still live in New York?” 
He picked up the knife and pointed to the pie. “More?” 
She shook her head. “Two is my limit.” 
“Sabrina Monroe, refusing more dessert.” 
“Jason, why is it you always crack jokes or switch topics whenever we talk about your personal life, or anything serious?” 
Her boldness came from a bone weary day combined with an 
adrenalin rush that had started this morning when she flung herself into his arms. 
“And you, Sabrina,” he responded, tugging a loose tendril, “always stuff chocolate in your mouth, or conjure up a new list of have-to-do chores when we try to talk business.” 

Touché. “I think I’ll have some ice cream.” She rose and went to the freezer. 
His only response was an arched brow. 
“Jason O’Neill, if you know anything at all about women, you should never mention how much chocolate they eat, or make faces when a woman is scooping up ice cream. Besides, I burn it, I don’t store it.” 
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“Hey.” He shrugged. “I didn’t say a word.” 
She plunked down in her chair and indulged in the chocolate ice cream while she listened as he entertained her with stories about growing up with two sisters. The joint mischief missions, and also the misery they caused their only brother. 
Even though he pretended to sound annoyed at his siblings when they had dressed up his dog, Buddy, in pink frilly outfits, and put Barbie clothes on his GI Joe, she saw the fondness and deep caring he had for his family in the proud glint in his eyes as he spoke. 
She warmed as she listened to him reminiscence about one poignant Christmas in his childhood when his father had hurt his back, and there was a shortage of money because he couldn’t work until he healed. 
Being a proud man, he wouldn’t accept any charity. Jason’s face grew serious, and his voice was etched with a high degree of pride. 
“Anyway,” he continued, “my parents used the money they were saving for a car, and made sure we had a small tree, and a turkey dinner with all the trimmings, complete with chocolates and candies. But they explained there would be no gifts. My sisters and I decided our tree would have gifts under it. So we went around the house and wrapped up things we already had and gave it to each other. Of course we didn’t forget Mom and Dad.” 
“What did you give your sisters?” 
“I gave Patty one of my prized baseball cards, and Katy, an old hockey jersey she’d had her eye on. It was too big for her, but she liked to wear it with jeans.” 
“Did you wash it first?” 
“Of course not.” 

Mmmm.  She thought about wearing his hockey jersey with his male scent lingering on it. Her thighs twitched bringing a hot flush to her cheeks. 

Squelch and cool off. 
“What did you give your parents?” 
He turned up his smile. Her cheeks turned up the heat. “The look on their faces was the best gifts we received, when they discovered the missing sugar bowls, gloves, and other household items we wrapped for Sabrina’s Destiny 
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them.” 
She laughed, scraping the last of the ice cream from the bowl. “Your parents must have been so proud.” 
“Why would you say that?” 
“Well, obviously they taught you the real meaning of Christmas, that wealth and material possessions don’t necessarily make you happy. I can now understand why you’d want to follow in your father’s footsteps and become a hard working maintenance contractor like he was, instead of some corporate blue-suit-Wall Street clone.” Although, somehow he had managed to hit it big in the monetary department judging from his clothes, car and a certain polish about him. 
He cast his eyes toward her empty bowl. “More ice cream?” 
“I couldn’t eat another bite.” 
Did she push a button? He looked uncomfortable as a slight red tinge ran from his neck to his cheeks. 
She let out a wistful sigh. “I think I would have enjoyed having siblings. Especially ones as creative as yours. Being able to lean on each other in good and bad times.” 
A look of regret weighed him down as tired sorrow passed over his features, but in the next heartbeat he lifted the corners of his mouth and smiled. But it was the kind of smile that doesn’t reach the core of a person who usually shines when he laughs. 
He gathered their dishes, the silverware and walked to the sink. 
“What was it like growing up here at the inn, Sabrina? Have you ever considered living anywhere else?” 

Everyday since Nana’s death. 
But she couldn’t afford to entertain her idea aloud. It was an impossible dream. 
“I don’t know what to compare it to, since I’ve always lived here.” 
She took the mugs to the sink and watched as he rinsed everything before stacking them in the dishwasher. 
She never would have guessed him to be so…domestic. But then again, he did know his way around an oven. He was a riddle. One minute he reminded her of the big Alaskan men displayed on Maggie’s calendar, looking totally male out in the wilderness, well, once she 176 
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overlooked the razor sharp crease in his pants, but Jason with an axe in his hand… wow.  Rugged, was even too tame a descriptive word. 
On the other hand, when he’d venture into town all dressed up, he looked like the men in the other calendar Maggie kept, the year’s top GQ hunks. 
It wasn’t only his good looks that pulled her to Jason, there was something wholly intriguing about him. She not only felt comfortable in his company, and enjoyed the friendship they’d developed, but she felt safe and sensed that nothing bad would happen when he was around. 
“I have this idea,” she said. “I don’t know if it would work. It’s complicated, sinfully expensive and about as impossible as counting waves. It’s just a dream.” 
His melt-in-your-mouth chocolate eyes weren’t only mesmerizing, they had a way of making her blurt out things she fully intended keeping private. 
He poured soap into the dishwasher, shut the door, pressed the button, and leaned back with his arms folded across his chest. “I’m listening.” 
“It’s an idea that came to me while I was caring for my 
grandmother,” she stammered. 
Could she confide in him? What if he laughed at her the way Rodney had, and called her foolish, and she hadn’t confided the full vision to Rodney. 
“I’m interested, go on.” 
The sincerity in his words prompted her to continue. “Now before I tell you, you have to remember it’s a dream, my interpretation of what I’d do if I won the state lottery. I know it would take thousands…no millions, and I’m in no position, as you know, to borrow any money. 
“But, I thought if it were possible to raise enough funds through benefactors and heavy-duty donations, I’d renovate the inn, and build two hotels. The original inn would house terminally ill children, the other building elderly people. The third building would house the families.” 
She made a semblance of wiping the counter as she heaved a deep breath and continued. “I took care of Nana Gloria, and although I’m not Sabrina’s Destiny 
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complaining, it is exhausting work. If a caregiver could get even a few weeks of respite in a beautiful, natural setting, with staff cooking for them, then they could spend more quality time with their loved one’s last days. 
“I picture a large garden full of flowers, plenty of colorful fountains, and artistic rock formations around ponds. Both the children and the elderly would be able to enjoy their last days pain-free, and filled with nature’s beauty. Of course, there would be professional medical staff running the facilities. 
“The only stipulation I would want is that I retain a portion of the land.” She swallowed hard and averted her gaze, afraid of seeing the ridicule. 
She exhaled the breath she hadn’t realized she held, and bravely lifted her head and searched his face. He hadn’t uttered a word, a comment, or a suggestion. He didn’t laugh, chuckle, grin, or even smile. 
He looked interested? Proud? 
“So…you think I’m crazy, huh?” she asked with as steady a voice as she could manage. 
Rodney mocking her was one thing. She got over that real quick by remembering what a super-flawed human being he was. But somehow she knew if Jason thought she was foolish, it would have a harder impact on her. 
“How many acres would you want to keep for yourself?” 
“About sixty percent of the land.” She stumbled over the words, surprised he hadn’t uttered his reservations. 
“Would you continue living here? What about your career as an innkeeper?” 
“It’s an impossible dream. I’d rather not talk about this anymore.” 
He tugged a strand of her hair. “Your face lit up when you were just thinking about it. I’m curious. Tell me.” 
“I thought I could perhaps carve out a career as an artist. I’ve taken some college correspondence courses and I could also support myself with graphic art and website design. I’d like to live in Oakville.” 
“That’s the town that borders on Lake Champlain, isn’t it?” 
“Yes. Most of the properties are surrounded by my favorite trees, 178 
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large oaks. A few of the houses I viewed are right on the lake, and, well…I even pictured I’d own a sail boat.” 
“Do you sail?” 
“Never been in one in my life. I told you it’s a dream.” She closed her eyes for a moment and lost herself in her fantasy. “On a summer’s day, I’d take the boat out and moor it in the middle of the lake and paint the scenery around me. Mmmm.” She shot her eyes open and stared at her hands. “But I couldn’t possibly raise the money for any of these ideas.” 
“Sabrina, you are a talented, intelligent woman. I think it’s an excellent idea, and feasible.” He spoke in a tone filled with awe and respect. “As I told you before, I dabble in business ventures and I do have some contacts. I would be more than willing to help you draw up a proposal.” 
“Thanks. As I said, it’s just a dream. I mentioned the hospice idea to my grandmother and she was adamant I maintain the inn as is. I couldn’t follow another career path and run this place.” But it did feel heavenly to be able to voice her fantasy. 
“Why was she insistent about keeping it as is?” 
“Her father built the original inn and although, like you, she thought my ideas had some merit, she had to keep her promise to her father.” 
She shrugged. “And genetically, I’m just like my ancestors, afraid of change and loyal to the family business.” 
She pressed her palms to her cheeks to cool them off, stood on tiptoe and peered out the window. “Mmmm, full moon. I need some fresh air. 
I’m going outside.” 
“If you want to talk about your idea again, let me know, ” he said, tracking her every move. “I’ll meet you outside. I just remembered something I have to get.” 
Sabrina stood on the back porch, closed her eyes and inhaled the quiet tranquility of the evening. The autumn nights in the country were breathtaking. Except for the hoot of an owl, a relaxed silence permeated the crisp, night air. 
She turned when she heard footsteps approach her, the shiver of excitement coursing through her veins told her it was Jason. 
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He wrapped a sweater around her. “Here you go.” 
“Oh, your beautiful sweater. Thanks. The wool is so comforting.” 
“I agree.” 
“Must be some special woman who took the time to knit this for you?” 
The wounded expression that flashed across his face, although fleetingly, told her to back off. Obviously, parts of his private life were a source of deep hurt. “I’m sorry, Jason. I sound like one of those tabloid reporters. I’ll be quiet now.” 
“My mother made each one of us a sweater.” He leaned against the railing, crossing his legs at the ankles, and shoved his hands into his pockets. “She finished mine a few months before she died. I never got to say goodbye. But that sweater keeps her close to me.” 
“Like I said, must have been a special woman.” She cast her eyelids downward. “To be honest, I thought maybe your ex-fiancé made it, and I was digging. I’m sorry.” 
“Sabrina, I’m not dodging your questions on purpose…well, maybe a little, but I really don’t think about, Chloe, my ex-fiancée.” 
She held her hand up. “And you don’t need to think or talk about her now. Again, I apologize for snooping.” 
“You, snoop? Never.” He teased, fell silent for a few beats, and turned, facing the darkness beyond the porch. 
“I met Chloe through mutual friends. She was everything I thought a twenty-five year old guy needed in a wife. I had started a new job and it required a lot of long hours, and traveling one week a month. She didn’t like it, and felt I put my own goals and employer before her needs. I explained I wanted to make a good living for our future. Anyway, because….” His voice trailed off as a pained expression crossed his face. 
“….because I had once put my own ambition ahead of my family, I didn’t want to make the same mistake twice.” 
She put her hand on his arm and felt his muscles tighten. “Jason, look, you don’t need to tell me anything else.” 
“Anyhow,” he continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “I refused overtime and out of town assignments, and watched my colleagues climb the ladder while I sat on the bottom rung. My hard work paid off 180 
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because I was offered a lucrative position in L.A. Chloe refused to come with me, saying she couldn’t leave her friends and family in New York, so I passed up the promotion.” 
He smiled wryly. “The irony of it is, after refusing the opportunity she complained about my lack of ambition. In Chloe lingo that meant I didn’t make enough money for her. I received a ‘Dear Jason’ letter when she eloped with one William Norton the Third. Who by the way was transferred to a posting with his company in England.” 
He shrugged as if the matter was of no interest to him. “The Royal scandals are nothing compared to what the Brits inherited when she set up house over there” He let out a low chuckle. “Last I heard, she appeared on one of their tabloids in a compromising situation with one of her husband’s cronies.” 
“What a stupid woman, a total windbag…a moron.” She flung her hand over her mouth. “Sorry.” In fact she wasn’t sorry, had she been a curse-toting kind of woman she would have gladly spewed a few unfeminine choice words, and without editing them first either. 
Sabrina studied his face looking for any telltale signs of a broken heart, or a pining heart. Nothing. He looked…relieved, actually. 
“I almost forgot,” he said. “You, Little Ms. Curiosity, don’t you want to know what’s in here?” He held up a brown paper bag he had placed on the porch. 
“Well, actually I had noticed. But I didn’t want to appear nosy or anything.” 
He threw his head back and let out a hearty laugh. “I picked this up for you the other day at Ernie’s. I hope you like it.” 
“Jason, you shouldn’t spend your hard earned money on me. And with you, it’s very hard earned.” 
His mood seemed suddenly buoyant as he tweaked her nose lightly. 
“Hey, it’s not usually a good idea to insult people bearing gifts. Go ahead, open it.” 
The semi-darkness hid the flush in her cheeks as she fumbled with the bag, lifted out a brown box, and read the inscription with excitement. 
“The 5010 Pro Carrier. Oh, Jason, thank you, thank you. How did you know? I’ve been saving for this.” She placed the box on the floor and Sabrina’s Destiny 
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took out a gift that would make any woman glow with joy. Well, this woman anyway. 
“It’s leather.” His grin widened with pride as he pointed out the features. “Spot for a chisel, hammer, and pencils. Everything you need right at your fingertips. I noticed yours is worn out with a broken buckle.” 
Her heart danced with excitement as he helped her clip the tool belt around her waist. “But how did you know this is the exact one I wanted?” 
“I’m tool-psychic.” He chuckled as she twirled around to show it off. “Actually you left the catalogue opened on the kitchen counter with this item highlighted.” 
After admiring her gift, she came down from her high and placed the belt back in the box, and stood with Jason enjoying the star-filled sky, and silvery moon. 
She reflected on the day’s events, a sandwich of a day, really. 
Cookie’s accident, a terrifying moment crammed between two exciting episodes, the sale of her art and this awesome gift from Jason, which had sent her spirits soaring. 
She turned, placed her hands on his shoulders, and squeezed. 
“Thanks again. That’s the best gift I’ve ever received.” 
His devastating smile, and the feel of his sinewy muscles, combined with the closeness of his body heat clobbered her common sense and replaced it with a brazen boldness. 
She rested the palm of her hand on his cheek and traced the thin, white scar she’d noticed many times before running below his kissable bottom lip and down his chin. 
“Something heroic?” She mustered up her version of a sultry voice, and hoped she didn’t sound like Elmer Fudd with asthma. 
“Skiing accident,” he breathed the words into her hand. 
The image of a daring Jason attacking steep mountains played in her mind, man against nature. Tingles, goose bumps, and twitches assaulted every part of her body. “Those double diamond mountains are challenging.” 
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she laughed softly. 
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” 
He put his arm around her shoulders and drew her closer to him. 
“Standing out here, I can picture the porch lined up with boys vying to whisk you off to the prom.” 
“Never been to one.” 
He sprinkled another kiss in her palm before replying. “No corsage, no driving people crazy for a have-to-have dress and matching shoes?” 
She shook her head. “I was never asked.” The picture of Jason dressed in a tux standing by the porch waiting for her, melted her bones like a scoop of ice cream on hot concrete. “I didn’t date much. 
Boys…men tend to look right through me.” 
He captured her chin with his fingers, and tilted her head upward. 
His expression intensified and a twinkle of moonlight caught his eyes as his gaze swept over her face with approval. 
The deep brown of his irises darkened under the dim porch light enticed her body to lean closer to him. 
The scent of sandalwood soap riveted her to the spot as she took her time and studied his face, feature by feature. A swath of hair fell casually on his forehead, and the cleft in his chin held a degree of sensuality. The total package earned him the monopoly on virility. 
It was a definite turn on that left her feeling like a breathless teenager. 
His roughened hand, incredibly arousing and tender, caressed her cheek, and entranced her as he rested a palm on the base of her neck and massaged it for a few beats. 
“Sabrina.” His voice broke with huskiness. “You’re beautiful.” 
Coy and elated at the same time, she mouthed ‘thank you’ as she ran the pad of her finger over the featherlike laugh lines crinkled around his eyes. 
The sexual tension between them electrified as their gazes locked, and they shared a long, evocative look. 
Her heart pounded an erratic rhythm as he slipped an arm around her waist and gently pulled her to him. 
She gulped a lungful of air for sustenance and waited in heated Sabrina’s Destiny 
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anticipation. 
His lips pressed against hers and lightly covered her mouth. 
The meeting was as soft and warm as the wool of his sweater against her skin. 
He tightened his hold and nestled her against him. She sighed with regret as he withdrew his mouth from hers, leaving her lips burning with passion. But not for long, his fingers slid a sensuous path through her hair as his lips seared a trail along her jaw, down her neck and planted kisses on each side of her mouth. 
She moaned as the heady sensation of his lips against her flesh sent shivers of desire racing through every inch of her. 
His lips recaptured hers, more demanding this time. 
She coiled her arms around his strong neck and ran the tips of her fingers across the velvety texture on his nape. 
She was both shocked and exhilarated at her own eager response to the touch of his lips. 
When he deepened the contact, she gave herself freely to the passion of his kiss. He tasted as sweet as the sugar, and as spicy as the cinnamon sprinkled on the apple pie. She’d never refuse another slice after this experience. 
With their bodies pressed close, she heard the harshness of his quickened breath and felt the rapid beating of his heart as he settled in for a thorough exploration of her mouth. 
The kiss healed her soul as his strong hands explored the hollows of her back. 
His low, drawn out groan reverberated the night air. His raspy voice whispered, “I’ll never be able to eat another slice of pie without thinking of you.” 
She smiled against his cheek. “My sentiments exactly.” Overjoyed with happiness at the thought they’d created a special memory. 
He wedged her hand between his chest and hers. “Do you feel that?” 
“Your heartbeat?” 
He buried his face in her hair. “Our heartbeat.” 
She felt him shudder in her arms as she nibbled along his neck and the open V of his shirt. 
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His breath, hot, sweet, and rapid, fanned her face. 
A wave of heat shot through her from her toes to the top of her scalp as his evident desire for her pressed hard against her stomach. 
“Jason.” His name involuntary escaped her lips in a thick whisper. 
“Oh, Jason.” 
He groaned into her hair, kissing her neck and nipping her earlobe. 
Their bodies generated enough heat and sparks to set off their own fireworks display. He was so compelling, his magnetism so potent. 
“You’re a dangerous…woman….” He smothered the last word on 
her lips. 
The quivering of her limbs weakened her knees, and she clung to the porch rail before her body totally collapsed. “You mean…with my tool belt?” It was her turn to change junctures and try for a teasing remark before she shed all inhibitions, dragged him inside and lured him into her--uh oh, now that was naughty, very, very naughty. 

It’s not my fault. 
He looked great, smelled incredible, and tasted even better. 
“Sweetheart, whatever you wear, you’re stunning,” he rasped. 
His words swam into her ears and settled under her breasts next to her heart, warming her like a roaring fire on a winter’s eve. 
Her breath halted as he pressed her lips to his, caressing her mouth, with slow, sinuous movements at first and then devouring her hungrily. 
He exuded such raw male sensuality. It was enough to want to make an angel clip her wings. 
Her breasts tingled against the soft fabric of her T-shirt as she moaned with brazen abandoned candor. 
Jason tightened in response to everything about her as he blocked out his nagging, uptight conscience telling him to stop. 
The more he continued kissing this beautiful woman, the more the voice disappeared as he remembered the flaming, dark passion in her eyes a moment ago, felt it in her kisses. 
Her lips felt as soft as the fragrance of the rose petals she wore. He grew harder by the minute with the vision of taking their intimacy to the next level. 
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He throbbed painfully, the kiss seemed to last forever, or was it his wish it could last forever? Only he didn’t think he’d have the willpower to leave it as just a kiss. He pulled his face away a few inches to regain some balance and inhale much needed air. 
He massaged her back and trailed his hands around her curvaceous hips, holding her tight, and not wanting to let her go, as she rested her head on his chest. 
Her sensual sighs and exquisite beauty made him feel bigger and manlier, and he wanted to swallow her up in his arms to protect her, and carry her burden. She brought out the testosterone part of his manhood that for centuries had made men stalk the wilderness to provide for their families and protect the women they cared about. 
And he did care about her. Actually the emotion ran deeper. How deep he wasn’t sure just yet, but he knew with certainty that at that moment if he had the choice between the vice-presidency in one hand and the possibility signing it would hurt Sabrina he’d shred the promotion without a doubt. 
Tomorrow he’d think about what it all meant. 
Right now he only wanted to revel in the moment. 
Her trusting, breathtaking face, and the taste of her sweet lips were like the summer sun beating on his face after a cold, blistering winter. 
The pang in his chest wasn’t unpleasant, but, warm, and at the same time frightening. 
He tried to compare the flickers assaulting his stomach to other sensations when he’d kissed a woman in the past, nothing came close. 
The designer dressed and manicured to the hilt women of his past now all seemed rather boring. They held superficial qualities, things he’d always considered to be important in a woman. 
But did they know how to build a birdhouse? Split a log of wood? 
And look adorable in a mud-stained shirt worn with ripped jeans? And would their eyes sparkle with excitement at receiving a tool belt instead of expensive jewelry? 
He glanced down at Sabrina’s upturned waiting beautiful face, her lips begged for more attention and he was more than willing to give them what they wanted, what his own lips craved. 
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Her warm hands held his face, easing him back to the soft 
responsive spot of her luscious mouth. 
“Jason,” she whispered against his lips. “Is something…wrong?” 
He wrapped his fingers around her wrist and kissed each of her fingertips. “Nothing, sweetheart. Everything’s perfect. You’re perfect.” 
Her soft moans just about sent him over the edge as he trailed nibbling caresses over her cheek. He stopped at her dimple, and took his time to shower it with kisses, taking pleasure in her soft skin and inhaling the flowery scent of her hair. 
He groaned, exploring her neck, and returned to nibble on her bottom lip. 
Her breath was as ragged as his. 
He tilted his head back and drank in the beauty of her eyes, running his thumb across her lips. 
Her need matched his own fiery desire as she pushed his head down to hers, he pulled back again, grinning when she clicked her tongue to punctuate her impatience. 
He offered her a swift peck on the lips, and pulled back. 
Smiling, teasing and taunting her with near kisses and finally giving in to her unspoken demands with a passionate kiss, while he caressed her collarbone with one hand and held her tight around her waist. 
Their attraction was undeniable now, and the heat generated between them flared to a fever pitch, as he grew harder than he’d ever imagined possible with just kissing. 
Her sensual responses and the way she molded against him as if she’d always belonged in his arms, whittled away at his self-control. He knew in a few minutes he’d have no difficulty sweeping her into his arms and carry her to his bedroom if he allowed it. 
He wanted her badly, more than he’d ever wanted any woman. His desire was so intense he ached. Of course he’d had his fair share of physical relationships, but with Sabrina in his arms he experienced twinges in his stomach, sensations he’d heard his sister tell him about when she had first met her husband. Jason had told her he didn’t understand because guys don’t experience butterfly flutters. 
Now he understood. 
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The squeeze in his chest, and the gooseflesh at the back of his neck told him every fiber of his being was fully aroused to the point of no return. 
But as much as he wanted to make slow, passionate love to her, press her hot nakedness next to his skin, inhale her intoxicating female scent until they’d both be left breathless and limp, he wouldn’t and couldn’t do that to her. Especially since all the facts of his visit still hung in suspension. 
With Sabrina it could never just be a mutually consented physical tryst. It couldn’t be for him, and he’d bet every stock he owned that as much as she urged him on at the moment, meeting his tongue in this intimate dance, it wasn’t something she would want also. 
The man who made love to Sabrina would have to understand he was in it for the long haul. He’d have to be a man who would cherish her everyday, grant her the promise he’d be there in the morning, next week, until he took his last breath on earth. 

Sabrina in another man’s arms. 
At his own thoughts, his heart commanded his stomach to move over as it sunk heavily from his chest. 
He lifted his mouth from hers, kissed her forehead, and sagged against the railing. He raked his trembling hands through his hair, and clenched his jaw at the visual stamped in his mind, another man slathering her with kisses, and sharing every day with Sabrina. The stronger the visual, the stronger the shivers ran up his spine. 
“Jason?” she asked, her lips wet and swollen from his ardor. “Are you cold?” 
He was hotter than he’d ever been in his life. Hot with passion, and hot with jealousy boiling in his veins. “Yes. It’s getting cold.” He smoothed his knuckles down her cheek. “I’m sorry. I overstepped the boundaries of our relationship again.” 
She closed her eyes and moved her head up and down against his hand, while she ran her hands across his chest. 
Man, she was making it hard, literally, for him to behave honorably and not sweep her into his arms, and into his bed. 
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shared a lot with each other tonight. And…we’re…well, I think we’ve become close friends. Right?” 
Not close enough to satisfy the ache in his body. “Yes, of course we are.” He gathered her in his arms, stroked her silky hair, and listened to their hearts beating as one for a few minutes. 
She bent her head back, and dazzled him with a smile as bright as the stars. 
If she ever found out how her smile could control him, and have him flip cartwheels at her beck and call he’d be in serious trouble. 
“Jason O’Neill, the guy who’s always joking around. Now you’re as serious as my overdue taxes. It was just a kiss.” Although she tried to inject a light tone to her words, the trembling in her voice and the burning heat of her face against his hand gave her away. 
He closed his eyes and begged a higher power to give him the strength to back away from the obvious invitation in her eyes. 

I don’t ever want to hurt this wonderful woman. 
She cupped his face in her hands and kissed his cheek. “Jason, don’t look so worried.” Her voice was still laced with a slight tremor. “I have been kissed before, you know, and not all my experiences led to a commitment written in blood. Your bachelor status is safe with me.” 
Hugging her tight against his chest he kissed the top of her head. 
Those words would normally have him jumping with joy from any other woman. But coming from Sabrina, it brought him a heightened sadness. 
He hurtled back to earth as reality struck. 
It was time to tell her everything. 
The pressure of keeping his true identity from her had outranked his desire to succeed in the acquisition. “Sweetheart,” he whispered. “We need to talk.” 
She snuggled her face against his chest. “I’m all talked out.” 
“Sabrina, I’m serious. I have something important to tell you….” 
The clunk of heavy footsteps against the wooden floorboards caught his attention. 
“Well, I see things haven’t changed much in the past twenty some years,” said a deep, distinctive voice from behind Jason. “Still holding that pretty little girl in your arms.” 
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Jason’s spine straightened as he released his hold on Sabrina, turned, and stared into the grinning face of the man who could blow his cover before he had a chance to explain everything. 
“Dad!” 
“Evening, Son.” 
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CHAPTER TEN 
“Incredible. You knew my parents?” Sabrina stared at Patrick O’Neill as they all sat at the kitchen table. “Before I bombard you with more questions, would you like something to drink?” 
“Anything cold, please.” Patrick spoke in a deep, yet gentle tone. “If it’s no trouble.” 
“No trouble at all.” She nodded toward Jason. “Orange juice. And I’ll have some too.” She ignored Jason’s patented “on-the-double-boss” 
expression and turned to Patrick. “You worked for my father as a contractor. And now Jason is my handyman.” 
Patrick’s eyebrows knit together as his dark, deep-set eyes tracked Jason who busied himself in the kitchen. “I thought my son was just lending a hand?” 
Sabrina was too excited to dwell on the confusion in Patrick’s voice, and she put Jason’s silence and flushed features down to the intimate connection they’d made on the porch. 
“What a coincidence.” She beamed. “Don’t you agree, Jason?” 
“Jay, remember what your mother told you kids about 
coincidences?” 
Jason nodded and walked back to the table with a pitcher and three glasses. 
He’d been quiet since his father’s appearance. The shock that had registered on his face upon Patrick’s arrival would have ordinarily cracked her up, rivaling a hyena on laughing gas. However, she had bit back her sassy retorts as she herself had been clinched in his arms, and Sabrina’s Destiny 
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sported ‘just-kissed-senseless-hair.’ 
Jason finished pouring the juice into the goblets, and took a long swig out of his glass before responding. “A coincidence is when angels perform miracles….” 
“Like the wind, you can feel them, but can’t see them,” Patrick finished. 
It was a good thing she had swallowed her mouthful of juice or she would’ve embarrassed herself by spraying the men with liquid nectar. 
Almost word for word, they’d recited the message her globe had displayed. Except instead of coincidence the globe had printed destiny. 
That’s it. The O’Neill family was destined to repair the inn, and help her turn a profit. 
Patrick explained how, twenty-five-years ago, he’d responded to a want ad for a skilled carpenter willing to work in Vermont for one month at Monroe’s Sugar Lodge. Patrick had accepted the job and built the very porch where she had tasted a slice of heaven in Jason’s arms. 
The opportunity had allowed Patrick’s wife, Elizabeth, his seven-year-old daughter, Katy, and four-year-old Jason to accompany him, affording the family an inexpensive vacation. 
Elizabeth O’Neill had bonded with Sabrina’s mother, Anne, both sharing a passion for cooking and crafts. Elizabeth was expecting their third child, and Katy and Jason practiced for their new sibling’s arrival by playing with the six-month-old baby at the inn, Sabrina. 
“We all got a kick watching Jay hold you in his arms. He even kissed your forehead,” Patrick continued. 

Mmmm.  She must have cooed her little heart out. 
Her heart swelled when she locked gazes with Jason and exchanged a subtle look of affection. For the first time since Patrick’s arrival, a relaxed smile overtook Jason’s features. 
Sabrina broke the spell first. “Jason, do you remember any of it?” 
“No. But a few times I did have a déjà vu sensation around the property.” 
Patrick’s eyes twinkled over the rim of his glass. “He was protective and possessive. Wouldn’t share you with Katy.” 
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brother duties.” 
Patrick tilted his head toward Sabrina. “Jay’s sweater looks good on you, little girl.” 

Jason looks pretty darn good on me too. 
An unwelcome blush crept into her cheeks. “He lent it to me. We were star gazing and it was getting cool.” 
“My Lizzie knitted you a sweater while we were here.” 
“Was it white with green shamrocks?” 
Patrick shrugged. “Could be. Don’t tend to remember those details.” 
“If it’s the sweater I’m thinking about, Winnie the Pooh is wearing it now.” She couldn’t wait to be alone and process all the information, the four shamrocks the globe had sprouted and all the other messages. 
Hopefully it all pointed to the return of the inn’s figurine, which in turn meant the O’Neill’s had saved the day. 
“Did you keep in touch with my parents?” 
“We exchanged postcards a few times, but you know how it is. 
People get busy. Your grandmother did write after the funeral.” He wrapped a warm, calloused hand around Sabrina’s. “We were saddened to hear what happened.” The lines around his eyes resembled the same warmth as his son’s. “I offered to return to help. But Gloria had hired someone.” 
“Victor Wainwright. He left three years ago.” Right after Sabrina kicked his sorry butt out when she’d caught his greedy paws in the till. 
Unfortunately, when she’d taken steps to take legal action against him, she was told she didn’t have enough evidence, since her grandmother had given Victor signing authority at the bank. 
Her grandmother had entrusted Victor with handyman duties and help with the books only to find out he’d bilked them out of thousands. 
Nana Gloria was creative and savvy when it came to running the inn. 
But with financial matters, well, Sabrina was now left to recover the pieces of her grandmother’s monetary naiveté. 
Soon things were bound to turn around. Especially with two good luck charms sitting in her kitchen. 
Even though a tad inept at times, Jason had helped her more than she’d imagined, and he’d earned her trust. 
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“Dad, why didn’t you tell me you’d worked here?” 
“Didn’t know this was the place because of the name change.” 
Patrick steepled his fingers on the table. “Soon as I drove a few miles from here, I recognized the area. I came around to the back porch to see how my craftsmanship faired all these years.” 
“My grandmother changed the name of the inn to honor my parents. 
My mother had started a maple candy business. My father had a successful sugar bush.” She swallowed her grief. “Every time I catch a whiff of maple I can feel my parents presence, especially my mother.” 
Sabrina had caught plenty of whiffs of the sweet sap, and at times a hint of cinnamon mixed in. She had never stopped to question it, since both fragrances sheathed her with a sense of comfort and familiarity, like right now. “It’s a memorable scent that will stay with me forever.” 
“I know what you mean, little girl.” Patrick’s eyes darkened with sadness, the same solemn expression she’d noticed in Jason at times. 
“Every time I see or smell cinnamon, it’s like my Lizzie is right beside me.” As quick as a wink, Patrick changed his mood venue and chuckled, a deep throaty sound. “You Vermont people have syrup running in your veins.” 
“And we love it.” Maggie bounced into the kitchen, and stopped in her tracks as she swung her head from Jason to his father. “Wait a minute, you two have to be related.” 
Jason nodded. “My father, Patrick. Dad, this is Maggie Davis.” 
“Youza. Now I see where Jason gets his looks.” She turned to Sabrina and held her thumb up. “We not only have the ‘hot’ carbon copy, but the awesome original too. Wait until Cookie gets a look at this, goodbye, Mr. Farthem. Jason, you have any brothers?” 
Maggie’s infectious enthusiasm spilled over in warm waves as everyone laughed. 
“I’m sure there was a compliment in all those words.” Patrick rose and held his arms out. “Fall into my arms, doll face. Give me a hug.” 
“Dad. Women don’t like being referred to as doll face, or little girls.” 
“Says who?” Maggie and Sabrina responded in unison. 
“My son doesn’t have the charm his old man has.” 
194 
Selena Robins 
Sabrina threw Patrick an impish wink. “You can call me anything you like.” An immediate fatherly affection engulfed her when he’d given her a hug outside earlier. 
“I second that,” Maggie added as she stepped into Patrick’s embrace. 
Jason folded his arms and shook his head. “You’d hit me upside the head with a heavy object if I dared call either of you doll face or little girl.” 
“You got that right.” Sabrina clutched Maggie’s wrist and urged her toward the doorway. “Come on up, Mags, I’ll fill you in. Jason, your father can have Room 2E. The keys are at the front desk. Goodnight.” 
As she glanced back she couldn’t help but notice Jason’s eyes held a faraway look in them and his father’s burned with, frustration? 
The two men now dropped all their relaxed banter as they sat staring at each other in silence. 
When she had come up for air after their passionate kiss, Jason had welcomed his father and shook his hand. Sabrina had expected more warmth toward each other. The way Jason had described his family, she had assumed they were a bear-hug kind of clan. Although she saw both respect and pride in their eyes, she’d also sensed a distance and contained disturbance. Even though they both tried hard not to show it, she witnessed a silent battle waged between father and son. 
As for her, the only thing that ever came close to how she felt after her newfound closeness with Jason was the same feeling she’d experienced when she had completed a one thousand piece ‘Star Wars’ 
puzzle. After clicking in the final cardboard section of the black sky, she felt complete. 
If the phrase “you complete me” wasn’t so cliché she would have described it as such to Jason. On second thought, if she’d expressed it to him he’d be rocketing out of Maple faster than a missile. 
She padded upstairs with Maggie, tucking the memory of her 
magical moonlight passion with Jason into a corner of her heart for safekeeping. For the dreaded days when Jason returned to New York she’d pull it out and let it lull her into a sense of optimism, the same sensation Jason exuded. 
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*** 
“When does Katy expect you?” Jason had only half listened as he struggled with his conscience. His father had explained he was on his way to Maine to visit his sister. 
“No specific date. I told her I’d spend a few days here with you first.” His father’s expression darkened with an unreadable emotion. 
“You gonna spill it, or do we play twenty questions?” 
The tension-induced pain between Jason’s shoulder blades 
intensified as his father frowned. 
Jason rose and leaned against the counter. “What do you want to know?” 
“When you first called you said you were helping  a client.” He sensed his father’s restraint uncoiling. “But that little girl has the impression that you’re her handyman not a business tycoon.” 
“Dad, I have an explanation, a good reason for—” 
His father shook his head. “There’s a difference between a good reason and a reason that sounds good.” He folded his arms and pierced Jason with a dark stare. “Start at the beginning.” 
Jason forked his fingers through his hair and went on to explain the whole situation. As he regaled the details, the realization hit him that the impersonation was rooted from a place beyond logic and reason. The masquerade was and still is a bad idea, as confirmed by the look of disillusionment in his father’s eyes. 
“Does she know that once she signs over her blood, sweat and hard work you’ll vanish?” 
“It’s not like that.” Jason pushed off the counter and paced the length of the kitchen. “You make it sound like I lied on purpose. I told you, she assumed  I was the handyman.” 
“Cut it anyway you want, but you never corrected her. In my books, it’s a lie.” 
“I’ve managed to help her with the maintenance work.” He paused a few beats and heaved a deep breath. “Look, I’m not proud of this ” 
“Neither am I.” 
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Big surprise there. “I’ll make sure Sabrina won’t be hurt in any way. 
I’m waiting for the board’s decision. I’ve pitched a few ideas that will benefit the company.” He held his hand up when he saw his father’s scowl. “More important, it will profit Sabrina.” God, he hoped it worked. “I was about to tell her everything tonight when you walked in.” 
“Didn’t look like you two were doing much talking out there.” 
Jason ignored the significant lifting of his father’s brows. He pulled a chair and sat with his elbows on his thighs leaning toward his father to gauge his expression. 
Negative. To be expected. 
“Dad, I need you to go along with this situation. Until I get approval for the new proposal.” 
“That’s how relationships are ruined, one lie at a time.” His father bore his somber eyes into him as if weighing his answer. “I won’t lie. If she asks, I’m going to tell her. Knowing that, do you want me to leave tomorrow?” 
“No.” Jason’s answer was automatic. “Stay a few days. We could use your experience.” 
“You say you were about to tell her. Why don’t you go ahead and tell her tomorrow?” 
Because now that he’d crashed from the euphoria of passion, the heat had been doused with cold reality, he wanted to set her up with success before she slapped him down and ordered him out of her life. 
A flash of loneliness stabbed his heart. 
He had a shot at making this all work. Sure she’d be ticked at first, okay, probably more than a little ticked, but he’d make it up to her. He needed time, and a lot of luck for good measure. 
“Dad, trust me on this. I just need a few days. I’ll make everything right.” 
His father sighed heavily, his voice filled with anguish and suddenly looked every bit his sixty-five years. “I’ve never interfered in your personal or business life before.” 
Jason waited for the ‘but.’ There was always a ‘but’ whenever they’d mentioned his career. He leaned back in his chair and waited for Sabrina’s Destiny 
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the onslaught of advice, of how he should look for a career that relied on more than just his school-smarts, over-priced suits  and un-edible fancy
food. 
“I’m listening, Dad.” 
“You’ve got your eyes on the wrong prize, this VP job you want so much. The only prize worth winning is the love of a good woman.” 
Well this he hadn’t expected. He’d never even heard his father utter the word ‘love.’ 
Jason stiffened and swallowed past a lump in this throat. “What brought all this on?” 
“That little girl not only trusts you, she’s developed a deep affection for you.” He pointed a finger at Jason and arranged a stern expression. 
“Whether you know it or not, so have you.” 
He tapped his father on the shoulder and tried to coax him into a smile, a ‘gotcha moment’, anything to squash this conversation. “You going all soft on me? Or have you been watching daytime TV?” 
“I taught you well, Jay.” His tone held bitter irony “To joke when you don’t want to face a serious subject.” 
Jason shuffled in his seat. 
He was contrite and shocked at the depths of his own feelings, but he’d never shared emotional discussions of this nature with anybody, let alone his father, the man who thought hockey had been feminized since the players had to wear helmets. 
Jason wasn’t sure if he wanted to wade in unchartered territory right now. 
“No jokes, Jay. How do you feel about Sabrina?” 
Sabrina was a phenomenal woman. Her allure lay in her honesty, determination, and the zest for life she exuded to all lucky enough to share time with her and to be a part of her life. 
“I respect her.” He’d plow anyone who dared not respect her. “I admire her.” Besides his mother and sisters, more than any woman he’d ever met. “And yes, I do like her.” A whole lot. “That’s why I’m working hard behind the scenes to help her realize her potential and ensure she gets a good deal.” And hoped there was room for him in the package. 
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“Pity.” His father nodded toward the window. “Tearing up this land for a bunch of fat cats who think folding their money is manual labor.” 
“You sound like Sabrina.” A light chuckle emerged as he heard a hint of pride in his own voice. 
“She’s got a good brain inside her pretty little head.” 
“Dad, what I have in mind won’t destroy the land or rob her of her dreams.” 
His father stood and headed for the doorway. “This golf hotel business you’re in. Sounds like it’s about as much fun as licking honey off a thorn.” 
Jason rose and locked the back door. “At times.” This project was one of those times. 
“Look, Son, I know you work hard. I’d never take that away from you. But don’t trade life’s gifts like love, marriage, children even good friendships, for a bigger car and promotion.” 
“Dad, are you okay? You’re not sick or anything?” 
“Healthy as a horse. Why?” 
“It’s just that…well, you never talked about this kind of stuff before. 
I thought maybe ” 
“I’m solid.” He flexed his arms to punctuate his words. “Be up at the crack of dawn, and I’ll show you how to put in a day’s work in the country.” 
As he walked around shutting the lights in the kitchen, Jason mulled his father’s words about life’s gifts. They had mimicked his own thoughts. He’d already decided, he couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment this revelation had hit him, but he’d made life-altering choices. 
First, he had to ensure Sabrina received everything she deserved before he shared his decision with anyone. As much as he cared for his father he couldn’t confide in him until he extricated himself of a burden, and was free to travel down the road he’d never thought he’d travel again. 
He met his father at the doorway and stood eye to eye with him. 
“This whole handyman situation is another disappointment for you, huh?” 
“Another disappointment?” He put his hand on Jason’s shoulder and Sabrina’s Destiny 
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took a deep breath. “We always dance around that day ten years ago but never talk about it. Son, it was my grief talking back then. I didn’t handle it well with you kids. Especially you. Don’t blame yourself.” 
“I shouldn’t have brought it up. You need to get some rest.” 
His hand remained on Jason’s shoulder. “I’m proud of all you kids.” 
“I should have been there.” 
“Your mother wanted you to stay and finish your exams. I’m the one who needed ahhh…let’s not rehash all that. Look at us, you’d think we were a couple of girls the way we’ve been carrying on.” 

Welcome back, Dad. 

His father dropped his hand and headed toward the foyer when he stopped. “Just thought of something. Is that why you passed up the job in L.A.? Because you didn’t want to disappoint that girl? What the heck was her name? Clueless?” 
“Chloe.” He grinned. “You’re right. I didn’t want to put my goals before someone else I cared about.” 
“So she thanks you by taking off with a bald, rich guy and that rock you bought her.” 
Jason slid a room key out of the front desk and handed it to his father. “That’s why I’ve been focusing on my career instead of a personal life.” He guided his father toward the staircase. 
“How’s that working for you?” 
A stream of moonlight flooded the upstairs window and glowed on Sabrina’s suite door. 
He turned and looked at his father. “Like licking honey off a thorn.” 


*** 
“That is so cool.” Maggie said after Sabrina had told her the history between her family and the O’Neill’s as they sat cross-legged on Sabrina’s bed. “But what were you guys doing outside so late?” 
Sabrina’s cheeks burned as her smile widened. “Looking at the moon. Talking. Oh, Jason bought me a tool belt.” 
“A tool belt?” Maggie eyed her with suspicion. “You can’t fool me, girlfriend. Tell me. Did you guys kiss?” 
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Did they ever. “Mags, we’re not in high school.” 
“Is he as good a kisser as he looks?” 
“Better.” Her lips burned with need at the memory. “Much, much better.” 
She couldn’t hold back the wave of ecstasy filling her at the moment. She giggled, flopped on her back, and stared at the ceiling. 
“Even if, and it’s a big if,” she started with fearful clarity, “if there is something strong between us, I don’t think Jason would give up his life in New York to stay and struggle with me. And you know I’d never leave my career at the inn, or move to New York.” 

Don’t ruin this with negativity. Things can change. He can change. I
can change. 
Maggie cupped her chin with both hands and sighed. “Isn’t there a place where relationships are just easy? Without careers getting in the way.” 
“Yeah, it’s called the 50’s.” 
Maggie giggled and tugged Sabrina’s hair. “I told you romance isn’t dead.” 
“No, it’s just terminally ill.” 
“For a woman who was kissed tonight, you sure are negative.” 
“Realistic. You know I don’t believe in fairy tales.” Although, a man with a Mustang and a wicked swing while chopping wood would be nice to fulfill a few lifetime fantasies. 
Now Sabrina needed sustenance, something to get her through the night. “Mags, can you open the drawer to the nightstand next to you? 
There’s chocolates in there we can share.” 
Maggie opened the drawer and took out the box. “Chocolate this late at night? Not even pasty Rodney warranted that. Must be love.” 
The heat in Sabrina’s cheeks turned into a five-alarm fire. “See any good movies lately?” 
“I don’t want to play switch-the-subject.” Maggie bopped her over the head with the box cover. “Don’t you want ever-lasting love and eternal passion like Romeo and Juliet?” 
“They died.” 
“How about Anthony and Cleo?” 
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“Dead.” 
“Scarlet and Rhett? 
“He’s gone with the wind.” Like the wind, you can feel it, but can’t
see it. 
Was Jason like the wind? Did he have feelings for her she couldn’t see, but could feel? Dare she dream? She knew there was something special about him from the beginning, okay the beginning after she’d berated him. 
“Adam and Eve?” Maggie continued with her romantic couple of the century quiz. 
“Okay, they worked out.” 
“Jason and Sabrina?” 
Sabrina clamped her mouth tight and swallowed the “I wish” cheer tickling the back of her throat. “I don’t think so, Mags. I’ve only known him a short time.” 
“So what?” Maggie popped a chocolate covered cherry into her mouth and handed one to Sabrina. “Like Cookie said, Jason put the apples back in your cheeks. For the past few years, you’ve been down. 
Even when you were engaged, there was still something missing.” 
“Yeah, a fiancé with a heart.” 
Jason was different. She knew that. Honest, trustworthy and he’d showed her many times he cared. Even though she’d been denying it, there were so many instances where his actions were louder than any mushy words could ever say. 
Tonight in his arms, not only was it the best kiss she’d ever experienced, it was more than that, a meeting of souls. 
Lucy’s words the day she’d met her echoed in her ears: Take the
time to look underneath the surface. 

“Earth to Bree.” 
Maggie’s voice yanked her out of her reverie. “What were you saying, Mags?” 
“I haven’t seen you this happy since we saran wrapped Sister Monica’s toilet seat in the seventh grade. When you and Jason are together, working side-by-side, having dinner, even when you’re disagreeing, and especially when you’re teasing each other, you both 202 
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light up like a Christmas tree. It’s like you fit together. Like you were both meant to be together. I don’t mean to be dramatic, but it’s just like ” 
“Destiny?” 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
One week later Sabrina stirred from sleep as the smell of fresh-baked muffins coaxed a pleasurable groan out of her. “Mmmm…yum.” Or was it the naughty Jason dream? 
“Not feeling well, dear?” Cookie pressed a hand on her forehead. 
“You look flushed.” 
Her eyes shot open, surprised to find Cookie sitting by her bed with a muffin on a plate. “Just tired.” She pulled herself to a sitting position. 
“I’ve been up late.” 
“You’ve been working like a dog all week. You need rest. Why haven’t you slept?” 
Because she had tossed, turned and pounded her pillow trying to figure out why Jason had ignored her since Patrick’s arrival, after his toe-curling-knock-your-socks-off kiss. 
“Been reading. Hey, what are you doing bringing me breakfast? 
You’ve only been home six days from the hospital.” 
“Don’t fuss.” Cookie stood and pulled the curtains open. “With Gladys and the part-timers, I can’t get anywhere near the kitchen. I know, I know. I have to wait until this old bone mends.” 
“Anything interesting out there?” Sabrina bit into a generous portion of apple-cinnamon muffin, and watched as Cookie took an intense 204 
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interest at the scenery outside her window. 
“Patrick and Jason. Looks like they’re getting ready to chop and stack more wood.” 
Sabrina hopped out of bed and joined her at the window. If she’d marketed a father-son ‘hunk-poster’ all her financial problems would vanish. Forget it, she was annoyed with Jason. His grumpy attitude all week didn’t warrant any type of fantasy poster. 
Although, she couldn’t help but admire the way he brandished the axe, the way his black sweatshirt stretched across those impossibly broad shoulders, the way his jeans slung low on his hips. 
She respected and trusted him, and for the first time in a long time, security warmed her insides especially when she was sheathed in his arms. 
Sabrina closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, imagining herself nestled in the crook of his neck inhaling his outdoor male scent. Tasting his kisses. 
A moan found its way up her throat. “Mmmm…scrumptious.” 
Her lashes fluttered and she cleared her throat. “The muffin, mmmm, good.” 
Nice save. Once she restored her equilibrium she went back to being ticked at Jason. A lot easier to handle. 
“I agree.” Cookie nodded with a knowing grin. “Jason loves the apple muffins too, they’re his favorite.” 
Sabrina wanted to say, In that case, I’ll have to instruct Gloria to
bake croissants.  Instead she pushed her annoyance at Jason aside and smiled. “Patrick’s been a God sent. He shingled the roof, repaired the furnace, and helped me prune and cover the rose bushes.” 
“Don’t forget to give Jason a lot of credit too, dear. He’s done more than his fair share.” 
“Who, Mr. Cranky-Designer Pants?” She had a few other names she’d like to throw around, Mr. Frown-Giver. Mr. Moody. And the one that really irked her, Mr. Kiss-and-Ignore. 
Cookie shook her head. “Poor Jason. He’s been working long and hard like a farmer at harvest.” 
“It’s not an excuse for him to be a grump.” 
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More than the kiss, Sabrina had missed the long talks. The banter. 
The way he tugged her hair. The way his sumptuous lips curved into a lazy smile. The way her heart thudded as fast as a jackrabbit in a garden when their eyes met. 

Hey, it’s time to return to squelching. 
“I see, dear. Of course you never get…irritable when you’re overtired or tense.” 
Sabrina tore off a piece of muffin and shoved it into her mouth. 
“Patrick did say his son was under some stress.” Cookie’s face shone when she spoke. “Patrick mentioned Jason’s been having trouble sleeping. I guess you both have insomnia.” 
Good. Sabrina’s hex had kicked in. She had wished him as many sleepless nights as she’d endured. 
Cookie continued with a warm smile. “Patrick did say that Jason’s been doing a lot of paperwork, trying to help a friend.” 
Interesting. Every time Cookie mentioned Patrick’s name, two pink spots stained her cheeks. She knew Patrick and Cookie had spent a lot of time together. They took long walks after dinner, and since they were both early risers they had breakfast before everyone woke up. 
“What else did Patrick  say?” Sabrina wrapped her arm around Cookie and squeezed her shoulder. “How about, ‘Cookie, you sweet on me, ‘cause I’m sweet on you, doll face?’” 
“Hush, girl.” Stern tone, but the happiness that shone in Cookie’s face gave her away. “My niece, Roberta, has invited me to stay with her for a few weeks. Would you mind, dear?” 
“Of course not. Take all the time you need.” Sabrina opened her dresser drawer and removed two fresh towels when a thought occurred to her. “Is she the one who lives in Maine?” 
“Yes.” Cookie gathered the empty plate and scrambled for the door. 
“I’ll leave now.” 
“Oh, no, you don’t.” Sabrina tugged at Cookie’s apron ties. “Are you by any chance hitching a ride to Maine? Say, with one Mr. Patrick O’Neill?” 
The smile in Cookie’s emerald eyes contained a youthful sparkle. 
“Well, he did offer.” 
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Sabrina kissed her cheek. “You stay as long as you want in Maine.” 
She winked. “Or in New York.” At least someone in Maple had a shot with an O’Neill man. Because after the week she’d had with Jason, it certainly wasn’t her. “Don’t worry about me, or this place.” 
Cookie looked away. “New York? I don’t know what you mean.” 
“Yeah, you do.” She gave her a saucy grin. “Patrick’s a great man. 
Fess up.” 
“Well, we do have a lot in common.” Cookie’s smile reveled in her open admiration of Patrick. “He’s a gentle and kind soul. But we want to take this slow and see where it leads.” 
Brushing away tears of joy, Sabrina stepped into Cookie’s 
outstretched arms. 
If anyone deserves a chance at love it was Cookie. Having lost her husband twenty years ago, Cookie had devoted her time to working at the inn, caring for Sabrina and traveling. As dedicated as Cookie was to Maple Inn, she had taken the time to experience new places. 
Sabrina envied Cookie for her bravery and adventurous spirit to leave Maple. 
Not like her. 
Cookie stepped back and dabbed her eyes with her apron. “Okay, enough of that.” 
“Promise me that if you have a chance at happiness with Patrick, you’ll go for it.” 
“Those were the exact words Jason said to his father. You know, dear, he’s just like Patrick: honest, hard working, and loyal.” 
Warm, protective, intelligent, and trustworthy. “I really haven’t noticed.” 
“He’s such a card. He told Patrick he had competition, so he’d better not drag his feet.” 
Great sense of humor, affection for his family and friends. 
That’s her Jason. 

Her Jason? 

Cookie laughed. “Jason put his arm around me and called me a 
‘virtual hottie.’ Imagine that? You have to love that Jason.” 
“I do.” A gasp escaped Sabrina as the shock of discovery hit her full Sabrina’s Destiny 
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force. “I love him.” 


*** 
With every swing of his axe Jason admitted he’d behaved like a pompous ass all week with Sabina. The lid was about to explode on the pressure cooker he had submerged into, that even a seasoned pompous ass like himself couldn’t effectively manage. 
The raw hurt he saw in her eyes last night when he refused to go for a walk with her was like a spear through his heart. But he hadn’t trusted himself to be alone with her. His desire was cranked up to maximum overdrive, and he was afraid he’d simultaneously combust. 
He picked up another log and placed it on the tree stump. He’d waited all week for Peterson to return his phone calls, but all he’d received from Nesbitt, Peterson’s lackey, was an ultimatum. They wanted the land signed over to Colonial now or they’d take aggressive steps to wrap up the deal. 
Clutching the axe’s handle in a death grip, he shoved all his frustrations into his strength and chopped the log. He seethed at how the executive board had rejected every single proposal he’d faxed over to them. Every idea that would not only profit the company, but ensure a secure future for Sabrina and her dreams. He wielded his axe with all his might until the log splintered into kindling. 
“Hey, Son. You trying to be a human wood chipper?” 
Jason delivered the shredded wood three more hacks before he stuck the axe into the stump. He wiped the sweat from his brow and heaved a deep breath. “Stress management.” 
His father handed him a can of soda. “Usually takes years of marriage to connect like that.” 
Jason gulped the cold drink and leaned against the maple tree. 
“Explain?” 
“You and Sabrina. The silent treatment. You ignore her. She looks like she’d like to clunk you over the head.” He chuckled. “But in marriage, it only lasts a day. Then a whole new set of fireworks make 208 
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things better.” 
“Too much information, Dad.” 
“You’re not usually in a bad mood, Jay. What’s going on with you?” 
“Nothing.” Except he probably screwed up the best thing in his life. 
“Been busy.” 
“I’ve noticed the way you and Sabrina each stare at each other when neither of you think the other’s looking, like you can’t get enough of each other.” 
“You’re seeing things.” 
“Guess I was wrong. Could have sworn when I got here there was something special going on. Thought maybe I’d gain another daughter.” 
After Sabrina found out who he really was, he’d be lucky if he had a son who could walk straight. “We’re just friends.” Jason shrugged and drained the rest of the soda. 
“Keep it that. You’re better off. She’s a stubborn little thing.” 
“Not stubborn. Determined to succeed in business and keep her family’s legacy.” 
“She’s a girl after all. She’d want to pamper herself, and make you do all the work.” 
“Sabrina? No way. She pulls her weight and then some. Works harder than any guy.” 
“But, Jay,” Patrick waved his hand, “look at this place. How can she think she can manage all this land and an inn? 
“Dad, I don’t mean any disrespect, but I’ve had it with people putting her down.” Jason pushed away from the tree, and crushed the soda can. “Sabrina’s an intelligent woman. She’s learned the art of bartering to make ends meet. I’ve never met an employer who cares more about her staff than she does about the bottom line.” 
Jason picked up a handful of stones and pitched them into the forest one by one, shouting, “She has a vision for this place, only nobody’s giving her a break. The banks, her so-called neighbors and friends. All they do is gossip and criticize her. I don’t blame her for not jumping into every snake oil salesman’s plan that’s crossed her path. She’s been shafted. 
“Do you know she single handedly took care of her grandmother, Sabrina’s Destiny 
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this whole place, and all the bills? God, she was just a kid. She never goes out to a movie. She relies on an old radio to listen to music. She buys second hand clothes. Trims her own hair. And luxury for her is a box of chocolates.” 
Jason kicked up a sizeable divot of soil. “I’ve never even heard her complain once. She poured her heart and soul into this place. And for what? So people can knock her down at every turn?” He threw his head back, exhaled, and glanced at his father who stood grinning with his arms folded. “What?” 
“Still going to tell me you’re just friends? ” 
Jason forked his hands through his sweat-drenched hair and shook his head. His father had outfoxed him by getting him to open up like that just now. 
His dad had bonded with Sabrina immediately, since they both had a wicked sense of humor. Jason should’ve remembered that before he ranted. His father had nothing but admiration and respect for her. 
Jason had first recognized he loved Sabrina in the middle of the night after a nightmare. Sabrina had been ripped out of his arms and he couldn’t reach out to get her back. He’d awakened, his heart hammered painfully against his ribs and icy fear gripped his entire body. He realized then that he couldn’t live without her. 
He loved her. 
He was in love with her. 
If he weren’t blindsided by his career and his quest to attain the property, he’d have grasped it a lot sooner, and told her everything instead of risking the possibility that she’d want nothing to do with him now. 
At least the week he’d spent with his father had healed their relationship. 
His father possessed a mound of patience as they worked together, teaching Jason and never ridiculing. The time spent with his dad was worth any business deal he’d ever nailed. They had both reflected on the past and decided that they would stop the guilt and move forward. 
“Jay, you gonna deny you’re head over heels? Your face lit up like the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center just now.” 
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“You’re a sly devil.” He put his arm on his father’s shoulder. 
“You’re right.” 
“Ha. I knew it all along.” His father beamed. “Go on. Tell her.” 
“I don’t know if she feels the same way.” Jason never realized how scary it was to love somebody and not know if they loved you back. 
“I’d bet my new circular saw that she loves you.” 
“I hope so. Because once the truth comes out, she’s going to have to have strong feelings to forgive me.” The thought of Sabrina rejecting him ripped at his insides. “I need to tie up some loose ends before I tell her everything.” 
“Can’t wait to welcome that little girl into our family.” 
“Whoa, Dad. Don’t get too enthusiastic. The love is right, but the timing’s all wrong.” He paused, shook his head, and performed a good imitation of a Sabrina eye roll. “Which may be the corniest thing I’ve ever said to you. To anybody actually.” 
“If your mother were here, she’d tell you all the corny things I’ve said when I fell in love.” 
Somehow Jason couldn’t picture that. 
But then again, no son wanted to visualize his parents in love with the same passion he felt for Sabrina. 
Jason threw his head back and exhaled. “I’m going to shower. Then I’m going to apologize for my asinine behavior all week.” And with any luck she wouldn’t throw him out on his ear when he told her how much he loved and adored her. 


*** 
“O’Neill!” Everett Peterson’s bark boomed through Jason’s cell phone. “Has your business sense taken a leave of absence?” 
For the past hour Jason had played a game of verbal ping-pong with the CEO and no further ahead than he’d been weeks ago. “You want us to pour thousands into a year-round resort and forget the golf plans?” 
“Colonial Resorts would retain twenty-five percent ownership.” 
“Are you insane?” 
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“Mr. Peterson, if you’d look at the figures closely, you’ll see that Colonial still stands to make a sizeable profit.” A throbbing pulse ensconced itself in Jason’s temples. He squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated on his next plan of action, but it only made the throbbing worse. 
“We’re a business, not a charity. I’m faxing you my  proposal. You have exactly eight hours to get that contract signed.” Peterson’s voice exploded like a bomb. “We know for a fact Monroe’s taxes are overdue. 
I have it on good authority the bank is going to foreclose on the second mortgage. Now use that information and do your job.” 
Jason leaned against the window frame and stared at the Green Mountains. “No. I won’t.” 
“Are you serious?” 
“As a heart attack.” 
“O’Neill. Are you trying to give me a heart attack  with this insanity?” 
“Then I’ll resign and save your life.” There, the last loose end tied up. 
He’d just flushed his career down the drain, big deal. With the Internet and e-mail he could set up an office as a consultant anywhere, even in Maple. 
Peterson heaved a loud, audible intake of breath. “Look, I think you’re burned out. It happens. Come back to New York. Sommers and I can handle the acquisition.” 
“No, sir. I’m going to advise Ms. Monroe not to entertain any propositions from your company. Her tax bill will be paid in full, and she won’t be behind on any mortgage payments.” 
As soon as the funds would be transferred to his bank account from the sale of all his Colonial shares. All he had left to do was design a plan to pay for major renovations and boost her business. 
“I’ve lost my patience with you, O’Neill. You’re fired.” 
“I believe I’ve already resigned, sir.” 


*** 
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“Is this the sweater Elizabeth knitted for me?” Sabrina asked Patrick as they sat in her living room. “I have others you can look at. My grandmother kept all my baby clothes.” 
Patrick held the white knitted wool in his hand and nodded. “The shamrocks are a giveaway.” He grinned. “Lizzie’s logo.” He placed the sweater on the coffee table and regarded her with curiosity. “You didn’t invite me up here to look at baby clothes. What’s wrong?” 
With Patrick’s arrival, the guilt surrounding her parents had resurfaced. Patrick’s woody musky scent triggered memories of cuddling with her father, inhaling the same fragrance. A nostalgic sensation of security cloaked her as warm as an electric blanket. 
Like her dad, Patrick’s fatherly aura exuded understanding, and invited confidence. 
“You can trust me, Sabrina. I care about you.” 
Trust. Whenever she heard that word she swallowed a lump in her throat. She glanced over at Patrick and knew she could and would trust him. 
She rose and hugged her arms to her chest and decided to plunge in without hesitation. “I’ve never actually said this aloud. But I’m responsible for my parents’ death.” 
“Why do you think that?” 
“They scheduled a trip to New York to buy candy making supplies. 
It was the last day of the fair and I wanted to ride the Ferris Wheel again. 
They rescheduled their trip to please me. The next day they died in a car accident….” Tears of sorrow found their way to her eyes. “It’s my fault. 
I shouldn’t have insisted. If they would have left when they planned, they’d be alive.” 
The tears found their way down her cheeks. “That’s why I have to keep this place. But sometimes…sometimes I wish I could sell it all.” 
The added guilt of these feelings chewed away at her reserve. 
“There are days when I’d like to hop in my car, take off, and disregard the bills, the banks. Customers who bounce checks. Suppliers who overcharge me, and all the million details that I’d like to forget existed.” 
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had expected disappointment, what she saw was identical to Jason’s expression, a warm gaze full of compassion. 
“I’m sorry, Patrick, but that felt good to let out.” 
“Even old coots like me have days when we want to run away and join the circus.” He rose, stood in front of her, and stretched his arms out. “I’m surprised you haven’t fled before now. Go ahead and cry, little girl.” 
Sabrina leaned into his hug and yielded to the compulsive sobs that shook her. It was the first time in her life she’d given in to the pain, the guilt, and the overwhelming responsibility handed down to her. 
She finally allowed herself long-awaited tears. 
Half an hour later over a plate of ginger snaps and tea, Patrick entertained her about the trials and tribulations the O’Neill men had to endure living with three women. 
Sabrina recognized that Patrick was lightening the mood after her emotional release. She was grateful for his relaxed, although caring attitude. His presence and consoling words helped her come to terms with her guilt. Because she had never talked about it, the blame she’d showered on herself had festered in her soul and had taken on a life of its own. Verbalizing it had allowed her to realize that in life bad things happen to good people with no explanation or reason. 
She’d fought her own personal battle to live up to unrealistic expectations. Her family’s legacy was important, but Patrick had assured her that parents don’t expect their children to hang on to something at the detriment of their health or happiness. 
In the span of less than a month, two men from the same family had filled her with a sense of inner peace and fulfillment. Jason had many times validated her feelings, never judging or demeaning her. Even when she’d questioned her own sanity. On the outside, father and son were different. Inside their empathic nature and honesty were identical. 
When Jason wasn’t cranky, that is. 
“You’re leaving with Cookie tomorrow?” She threw him an impish wink. “You two going to sow some wild oats together?” 
“Little girl, at our age, it’s more like shredded wheat. Don’t worry about Cookie. She’s a treasure. Jason adores her. And Katy’s already 214 
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invited her and her niece for dinner.” 
As Patrick put his mug on the coffee table, she caught the glint of his gold ring. At closer inspection she noticed it was similar to the ring circling inside her snow globe. 
Similar? 
It was the exact same ring. 
“Patrick, your ring. Does it have a special meaning?” 
“It’s from Ireland, the Claddagh ring.” He slid it off his finger and pointed out the features. “The hands represent friendship. The heart is love. The crown is loyalty throughout the year. I proposed to Lizzie under an oak tree.” He slipped the ring into his shirt pocket. “I think it’s time for me to give mine to my eldest daughter. Lizzie left hers to Jason. 
He wears it on a chain around his neck, at least he used to.” 
“Actually, yes…yes he does. I saw it once when he wore an open neck shirt.” She knew she’d seen it somewhere before it appeared in her globe. 
Jason had kissed her for the first time under the oak tree. 
The tree that had figured in her snow globe. 
She slid her eyes to the baby sweater. Four shamrocks with gold and silver sparkles on it. The snow globe had the same shamrocks. 
The ring. 
Breathless, she asked, “If I hummed a tune could you tell me if you recognize it?” 
He chuckled. “I’ll try.” 
She hummed the tune that her snow globe played with enthusiasm. 
Patrick nodded. “Irish lullaby,” he told her with a gleam of serenity in his eyes. “Lizzie sang it to the children all the time. It’s Jason’s favorite.” 
Her mind processed all the all information with the speed of a microprocessor. 
She slapped the heel of her hand on her forehead and gasped. 
“Sabrina’s destiny.” 
“The lullaby is called Toora Loora Looral, little girl.” 
“No wonder the inn disappeared as soon as Jason arrived.” 
“Sabrina, are you all right?” 
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She paced the length of the living room. “All the signs were right there every day.” 
“Do you want me to call Cookie for you?” 
“Perfect. You’ve helped me put it all together. It’s not this place. My magical snow globe has been trying to tell me. But I wouldn’t listen. All the clues. It’s so obvious now.” 
“Little girl, I think you need to lie down.” Poor Patrick, he looked perplexed and nervous not knowing how to handle her hysteria. “You’ve had a rough afternoon. I’ll get going.” 
“Don’t you see? It’s not the inn. It’s Jason. Jason is my destiny.” 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

Sexy. Amazing. Smart. Independent. 

Jason stood on the porch and feasted his eyes on the woman leaning against the oak tree. The woman who had unlocked his heart and soul. 
Her strawberry scent had engrained itself in his senses. Everything about her stamped itself in his mind. 
His body tightened at the memory of her soft lips, at how perfectly her curves fit into his embrace. 

Okay, first things first. 
He yanked himself back to the task at hand and hurried over to her. 
He’d apologize for his behavior this past week and then invite her out, away from the inn. Because if history did repeat itself, the minute they’d start a serious conversation there was bound to be an interruption. 
He had it all planned out. He would first pitch his presentation, the truth. Negotiations, beg for forgiveness. Sales pitch, express his love. 
Proposal, ask her to share her life with him. Seal the deal, with a promise to fill her life with everything she deserved, and more. 
Simple. Right? 

Of course. 
Then why did his heart bang louder than a rock band’s drum? 
If Sabrina felt a quarter of what was filled in his heart, their discussion should be as easy as breathing. 
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Was he frightened? 

Petrified. 
“Hey, you.” He tugged a loose strand of her hair. “Penny for your thoughts? Or in your case, a chocolate bar?” 
The lashes that shadowed her cheeks flew up. “You’ve decided to join the human race?” 
“Sabrina, I’m sorry. I know. I’ve been a bear these past few days and ” 
“Did you have sleepless nights?” 
“Yes.” Because he had to use guerrilla restraint tactics to stop from barging into her room. “That’s not an excuse. I want to explain ” 
“Did your head feel like the symptoms on a Tylenol bottle?” 
Like what was happening right now. “Yes. I’m sorry ” 
“Good. Now you know how I felt.” She waved two pieces of 
notepaper in front of his face. “I’ve been trying to figure out what I did wrong.” 
“You did nothing wrong. I’m the idiot.” 
She tapped his forehead with the paper. “You got that right.” 
His eyes followed her hands as the notes flapped in the breeze. 
“What are those?” 
“Oh, these. Messages.” Her mouth curved into a mischievous grin. 
“Elliott called again ” 
“Call him back and cancel your date.” 
“Maybe I want to go to the autumn dance with him. He, at least, is not a crank.” 
“You’re not going out with him.” 
“Why?” She planted her hands on her hips and lifted her chin. “Give me one good reason.” 
“I’ll give you several.” An electrical charge surged through him as her defiant gaze met his. His intention to follow his plan  was hampered as he gathered her into his arms and held her tight. “Because of this….” 
His mouth swooped down and captured hers. 
He drank in the sweetness of her lips and tasted a hint of ginger, spicy, like her. He thought he heard her moan, but realized it was probably his own expression of desire. 
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His body trembled with the reality of the woman he loved 
responding with ardor to the passion of his kiss. 
He heard a louder moan. This time he was positive it was his. 
“And, because of this,” he whispered hoarsely as he trailed kisses down her neck. “And this.” His lips caressed the base of her throat where a pulse beat in tune with his heart. 
This time the soft moan was hers. 
Panting, he pressed his forehead against hers. “Does that answer your question?” 
“Huh? Oh…oh, sort of,” she rasped as she stroked her fingers across his nape, setting his body aflame. “I’m still ticked at you, though.” 
“I see.” He smoothed her silky hair away from her face. “Will this remedy your mood?” 
Reclaiming her lips he took his time with a slow, drugging kiss. 
When they came up for air, her face glowed like the beacon in a lighthouse signaling the sailors to safety. 
He kissed the tip of her nose and smiled at what would probably now become a permanent curve to his lips. “Sweetheart, I really need to talk to you.” 
A shiver of ecstasy climbed up his spine, and he groaned as her eyelashes tickled his neck. At this point his plan seemed like a distant memory. Her beauty and responses to his touch took his breath away. 
He couldn’t think straight, let alone put a coherent explanation together. 
There was an invitation in the smoldering depths of her eyes. “I need more remedying.” 
“You do, huh?” His tongue traced the soft fullness of her lips. 
He covered his mouth over hers, kissing her hungrily. Man, she tasted good. But he had to get back on track. He owed her the truth. “We will continue this. But not here.” 
Breathless, she rested her head on his chest. “You’re right. Someone could see us.” 
“I don’t care if the whole world sees me kissing the woman I love.” 
“What?” Her head shot up and connected with his jaw. “Oops. 
Jason, are you okay?” 
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He nodded and rubbed his chin. “How’s your head?” 
“Fine. But you said--what did you say?” 
He crooked his finger and gently lifted her chin, and chuckled at her 
‘have-you-lost-your-mind’ gape. “Be careful a bee doesn’t fly in there. 
Yes, I’m crazy. Crazy about you.” 

He loved her. 
She knew there was a hot attraction. She knew she loved him. But she had never imagined he’d return the love so soon. Talk about mixed messages. 
She circled the tree and pressed her hands to her face to cool the blaze in her cheeks. 
On her third tour around the tree he reached out and held her shoulders. “You’re making me dizzy. I didn’t mean to blurt it out like that. I wanted to talk to you first, to explain things. There’s so much I have to tell you ” 
“You surprised me.” Her heart sang with delight. “You’ve been distant. Cold. Well, not now of course. I always knew we had this…this chemistry between us. I won’t deny that. This afternoon, after speaking to your dad, I figured it all out. My destiny. But I thought it was just me. 
Not you. How could I know you felt the same?” 
“Slow down, sweetheart. Your destiny? I’m not following what you’re saying.” 
“Do you think I kiss everyone like that?” She held his face in both her hands, pulled it down, and gave his head a shake. “Are you dim? I love you too, you big grump.” 

I love you too, you big grump? 
With his face a mere inch away from hers she searched his eyes for a reaction to her romantic  declaration, expecting to see an eye roll, a 
“thanks for the loving  compliment,” but what she saw swelled her heart to bursting capacity. His eyes twinkled with as much happiness as a kid seeing Santa. 
His strong hands circled her waist and lifted her up as she wrapped her legs around his hips. 
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imagine how relieved I am to hear that.” There was a faint tremor in his voice. “God, I’ve missed you. I wanted to tell you all week. I’m sorry I was such an idiot. I’ll explain it all tonight. Honey, can…can you stop kissing my neck. I can’t….” A groan pressed into her hair. “Can’t concentrate.” 
“Concentrate tomorrow.” 
His lips caressed her mouth more than kissing it. The exhilarating sensation drew her to a height of passion she had never experienced before. Raising his mouth from hers, he gazed into her eyes. 
The sensuous flame and love she saw written on his handsome features warmed her all over, like a steaming mug of hot cocoa with a double dollop of whipped cream. 
“Okay, sweetheart.” His voice was deep and thick. “We need to talk.” 
The mystery in his eyes summoned to her guarded nature. “Jason, what’s wrong?” She unwound her legs as he eased her on the ground. 
“Not here. I don’t want any interruptions. I’ve made reservations at Fettuccini’s for six o’clock. We’ll have a quiet dinner and talk.” 
She stroked his cheek and tried to read his expression. 
Nervous? Scared? None of the above? 
This was new for him as well as for her. A bit of uncertainty was expected. “I’d be just as happy to sit on the porch and eat your delicious mile high sandwiches.” She saw a flicker of disappointment in his gaze. 
He’d asked her out and she’d refused. She must seem ungrateful. “Of course, I’ll go out with you. Maggie’s been dying to have me borrow her new red dress.” 
He kissed her left palm. “Soon…” He kissed each finger. “You will never have to borrow  any clothes.” He cupped her face and brushed his lips over her mouth in a tender kiss. “I’m going to shower you with everything you ever wanted.” He enclosed her in a bear hug and squeezed tight. “I love you, Sabrina. You’ll never do without anything again.” 
Tears of joy trembled on her eyelids and she swallowed hard. 
“Jason, I have everything I ever wanted. An honest man I can trust with my heart.” 
Sabrina’s Destiny 
221


*** 
Sabrina scampered down the staircase at five-thirty and almost tripped on the heels she’d borrowed from Maggie to go with the red dress. She’d never worn anything so short that clung to every curve. But, she was in love and feeling adventurous. 
Maggie and Cookie had gushed, squealed and debated on who had guessed first that Jason and her were meant to be together, while they mussed and fussed with Sabrina’s hair and make-up. She’d finally given in and let them have their fun with their makeover experiment. 
A soft ping caught her attention and she glanced around and noticed her snow globe sitting on the desk by the fax machine. She walked over and picked it up. “How did you get down here?” It chimed four times at the same time as the fax machine rang. 
She swallowed her apprehension at seeing the globe devoid of any figurines, watching as words inscribed themselves on the brass plaque one letter at a time. 
Three rows of words ensconced across the base and she read them aloud. “You must first sow the seeds of sorrow, before you reap the fruits of joy.” 
A disturbing quake rumbled her elation as she searched for the meaning behind the quote. 
The door’s chimes provided a welcome respite to the dread that had settled in her stomach. She noticed the facsimile message indicated a forty-page document still to be sent so she turned her attention to Ms. 
Elle who had entered the foyer, unfathomable behind purple rectangular sunglasses. 
“Sabrina, you look beautiful.” Ms. Elle handed her a small package. 
“I hope you don’t mind. I signed this delivery for you outside.” 
“Thank you.” She accepted the box with the pink ribbon and read the card. “A first installment in giving you all you deserve. Love, J.” 
She opened the box and held up a silver tea rose wrist corsage. 
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remembered my favorite flower.” 
“Jason memorizes everything about you, Sabrina.” Ms. Elle helped her slip the corsage on her wrist. “He carries his heart on his sleeve. The same way you wear this flower.” She snapped the clip into place. 
“Remember, the bruised fruit you harvest makes the best jam.” 
“What do you mean?” Sabrina glanced up, but Ms. Elle had 
disappeared along with the snow globe. 
Goosebumps sprouted on top of her shivers from the encounter. 
She barely had time to catch her breath when the foyer clamored with people: Maggie, Patrick, Cookie and even Gladys. 
If she had to award a prize to who beamed the brightest it would be a tough call, but the pride in Patrick’s brown eyes earned him the blue ribbon. 
Patrick opened his arms. “Come here, doll face, and give this old guy a hug.” 
She stepped into his embrace and hung on to him tight, not wanting to let go. Her earlier trepidation returned in the form of butterfly wings trapped in a net inside her stomach. 
“Hey, little girl, what’s wrong?” Patrick eased her away gently. 
“You’re awful pale.” 
Cookie reached out and held her hand. “You not feeling well, dear?” 
Sabrina ran her trembling fingers through her hair and took in all the concerned faces. “I’m…I’m…” She let out a nervous laugh. 
“Overwhelmed with all this attention. That’s all.” 
“Bree, we’re all happy for you and Jason.” Maggie feathered Sabrina’s puffed up bangs with her fingers. “This is so cool.” 
“Come on.” Patrick wrapped one arm around Maggie and one 
around Cookie. “I’m taking you two out for dinner. Jason and Sabrina need their privacy.” 
“Everyone out. Go have fun,” Gladys piped in. “Brad and I will look after the inn.” 
Sabrina nodded and accepted everyone’s well wishes as they all left. 
The tingles at the nape of her neck told her she wasn’t alone. 
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tie. 
All her fears, doubts and crazy notions vanished when she met his dark eyes filled with love. 
Her heart lurched madly as he took hold of her hand and pressed his soft lips against the inside of her wrist. “Sweetheart, you look stunning.” 
“It’s the dress.” 
He shook his head and caressed her face. “It’s not the dress. It’s you.” 
A whiff of his sandalwood soap drifted in the air and she swooned with desire as she allowed him to pull her close to his chest. 
His lips touched hers like a soft whisper full of loving messages. 
“You’re incredible.” 
As she slid her hands across his shoulders, feeling the hard muscles rippling under his jacket, she had to fight her overpowering need to be closer to him. 
She didn’t need flowers, or fancy dinners. She wanted him. Now. 
Without reservation. 
At her own admission, a rush of heat flared through her and she let out a loud gasp. 
“Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” 
“Uh? Well, nothing.” The fax machine alarm buzzer indicating that it was out of paper went off. “I’ll just fill the paper tray, then we’ll leave.” 
“My car is in the back. While you do that, I’ll drive it to the front.” 
He kissed her cheek and left. 
If it weren’t for the two-inch heels she wore she would’ve jumped with sheer joy. Uncontrollable giggles trickled up her throat as she pulled out the machine’s paper tray. 
Three printed sheets flew to the floor. 
She bent to retrieve the document. The words splashed across the page froze her to the spot. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. 
She reread the large print: ‘To Jason O’Neill, Director of 
Acquisitions, Colonial Golf Resorts. Revised Proposal to Purchase Maple Inn.’ 
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sales jargon. 
She drooped against the wall, her heart shattering like a plate glass window smashed by a brick. Wave after wave of hurt slapped at her, as pain like she’d never known before welled in her chest. 
She stained the document with tears, words that now destroyed her trust, her love and everything she thought she believed in. 

How could he do this to me? 
As she heard the door open she smothered a sob and stood straight readying herself to confront the man who lied for professional selfish gain. 
“Sabrina,” Rodney drawled. “We just got back this afternoon. I need to talk to you.” 
Turning her back she busied herself with the fax machine. “Not now, Rodney. I’m busy.” 
“You have to see this, Sabrina.” He walked toward her and slapped a business card on the desk. “O’Neill went to the bank and wanted to make a deal with my father. He said he knew you were on the brink of bankruptcy. Callie found out that O’Neill went snooping around at city hall, asking about your tax bills. That guy is slick. He made a date with Callie next week, but he didn’t want to meet her in Maple. He wanted to hook up with her in Oakville.” 
The shock caused her breath to wedge in her lungs, leaving her dizzy with grief. 
She swayed and tumbled into Rodney’s arms. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
“Take your hands off her, now!” Jason pounced on Rodney as a safety valve snapped inside him when he saw Sabrina’s tear-streaked face. 
“You lying piece of trash.” He grabbed Rodney by the collar, and jostled him against the wall. “You’re going to pay for what your bank and Wainwright pulled.” 
“Jason, stop.” Sabrina grabbed Jason’s sleeve. “What are you talking about?” 
Rodney raised his hands in submission and sneered. “Who are you  to call me a liar?” 
Jason’s nostrils flared with fury. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out the truth?” 
“Don’t throw accusations around. I was about to explain that legal
clause  to Sabrina.” 
She tugged on Jason’s jacket and glared at him. “Jason, let him go. 
Rodney what clause? And what does Victor Wainwright have to do with anything?” 
Jason shoved Baldwin to the side, and turned to Sabrina. 
“Sweetheart, did he hurt you?” 
“Not me, O’Neill.” Rodney picked up three sheets of paper from the floor and held them in front of Jason’s eyes. “Looks like your masquerade is over, Mr. Director of Acquisitions.” 
Jason cut his eyes from the fax message in Baldwin’s hand, to the documents strewn on the floor, and his business card perched on the desk. 
As if in slow motion, he slid his gaze to Sabrina and saw the exact 226 
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moment his life took a downward spiral as the raw hurt lay naked in her eyes. 
“Sabrina.” His voice was thick and unsteady. “I can explain.” As he reached out to embrace her she pulled away like she’d been scalded. 
“Not now, Jason.” Cold eyes sniped at him. “I’ll deal with you later. 
Rodney, explain about this legal clause.” 
Rodney shuffled his feet. “Well, it’s…it’s an addendum that your grandmother signed on the second mortgage. Sabrina, I’ll drop by tomorrow and explain ” 
“You come within two-hundred feet of her, and serious dental bills are in your future after I’m finished with you.” Jason clenched his fists and took an abrupt step in front of him. “Her grandmother did not sign to be swindled by the likes of your uncle, Victor Wainwright.” 
“The handyman my grandmother hired? That thief is your uncle? I want answers.” 
“Okay, okay. Call your guard dog off first.” 
She wedged herself between the two men and pushed against 
Jason’s chest. “Jason, stand back.” She stood in front of Baldwin, planting her hands on her hips. “Start talking.” 
“He’s a distant relative. Your grandmother asked us to find someone. We didn’t know he was a crook.” Rodney inched his way toward the door. “Look, we’ll talk about it tomorrow.” 
Enraged, Jason prowled toward his prey and barred Baldwin’s escape. “Sabrina,” Jason spoke to her but kept his glare on Baldwin. 
“Wainwright didn’t help much around here did he? In fact he made things worse. My father checked out the roof, the damage was all man-made. 
“The same with your plumbing problems. Sweetheart, you were set up to fail. Every renovation Wainwright performed, it cost you double with another problem. And the Baldwin bank was always there to lend you more money until they said you were a high risk and stopped. 
“When you fired Wainwright, the bank assumed you’d be too 
overwhelmed with all the damage, and the debts, that you’d hand over the property to them. They didn’t realize that you’re an intelligent, resourceful woman. They couldn’t drive you off your land with Sabrina’s Destiny 
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problems, so they manipulated a relationship between you and this loser.” 
He poked a finger into Baldwin’s chest causing Rodney to back up and bump his head on the wall. “God knows how many local vendors they rounded up to help with their selfish scheme. But there again you outsmarted them all. So the Baldwins played their ace in the hole.” 
“Rodney, is this all true?” 
Jason continued as he watched Baldwin’s face pale. “Sweetheart, didn’t you tell me that Baldwin suggested you defer three monthly payments on your second mortgage?” 
“Well, yes. Until I was able to afford the major renovations and get things under control.” 
Beads of sweat glistened on Baldwin’s forehead. “That’s right, O’Neill. We’re not the bad guys here. It’s…it’s your company that’s trying to steal….” 
Jason lifted his fist in front of Baldwin’s face. “Don’t push your luck with me.” 
Baldwin breathed in shallow, quick gasps. “Her grandmother agreed to the addendum on the second mortgage. The documents are all legal.” 
“What about ethical?” He grabbed Baldwin’s shirt collar and shook him until the sunglasses perched on Baldwin’s head fell to the ground. 
“Sabrina, what this slime didn’t tell you, is that if you skip those three payments, the bank has the legal right to take ownership of eighty-five percent of your land. The land is theirs in one week’s time. But that’s never going to happen.” 
Rodney coughed and squirmed under Jason’s grasp. “Sabrina, we’ll work something out.” 
She charged toward Rodney as if propelled by an explosive force, and pushed against his shoulder. “You thief. Get off my land. Now!” 
Jason released his hold and shoved him toward the door. “You heard her.” 
Rodney tucked his shirt in his pants and straightened his collar. 
“Sabrina, look, we’ll rewrite the contract for you.” He pointed to Jason. 
“Don’t listen to this fraud. Ask him what he was doing down at the tax office, snooping into your business.” 
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Resisting the urge to smash Rodney’s face into the wall, Jason yanked open the door. “You’ll be hearing from the American Banker’s Association and the Ethics Committee. I’ve filed a complaint. Now get out before I change my mind and rearrange your face.” 
Jason slammed the door behind Rodney and moved toward Sabrina in an instinctive gesture of comfort, but stopped in mid stride when her blue eyes turned to glacial ice as she warded him off with her hands and shook her head. 
He stood facing her in lonely silence for what felt like an eternity. 
A muted stillness hung in the air filled with anguish until he swallowed the lump that lingered in his throat. “Sabrina, I never meant to hurt you. I’ll tell you everything from the beginning.” 
She nodded toward the window with her arms wound tightly across her chest “Just when I thought a man like Rodney had gone as low as he can go,” she shivered as her voice broke, “you come along and climb out of a manhole.” 
Her words stabbed him like an arrow through his heart. 
He shoved his feelings aside and explained everything to her. He didn’t leave any stone unturned and confessed his initial goal, and his company’s agenda. She hadn’t interrupted him as she stood with her back to him and stared out the window. 
“I planned on telling you tonight at dinner.” He gathered up the faxed documents, ripped each sheet, and tossed them into the plastic bin. 
“I have no idea why Colonial sent this new contract. I resigned this afternoon. I’m sorry you had to find out this way.” 
“At dinner? Were you going to mention it before or after your seduction strategy? And since you said you resigned, were you hoping I’d just never find out?” She kept her back to him, but he could hear the hurt and anger in her voice. 
“I never had any intention of seducing you. I respect you too much. 
We needed to spend some time alone to discuss this, that’s why I planned this evening. I resigned because I couldn’t care less about my career, or what the company wanted anymore. That’s the truth, Sabrina.” 
“You must first sow the seeds of sorrow, before you reap the fruits of joy,” she whispered. 
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He stood behind her, his body aching with the need to gather her in his arms and kiss her pain away. “Sweetheart, what does that mean?” 
She looked up at him with impassive coldness. “It means that I can never find any happiness with you. I’ll find joy once I get rid of all the bad seeds in my life. And that I was crazy to open my heart and trust you.” 
Burning pain lingered behind his eyes. “You can trust me. I’d give my life to protect you.” 
“I actually believed you this afternoon.” Her steel edged voice cut through to his soul. “I put you on a pedestal. Even when you ignored me all week. I still daydreamed about all your perfect qualities.” Her laugh was scornful. “To think, I started to believe in happily-ever-after.” 
He placed tentative hands on her shoulders, closed his eyes, and inhaled her scent. “We’ll take things slow. I’ll show you I'm more real than the man you imagine.” 
Her eyes looked like they bordered on tears. “That’s the one truth that I’m frightened of.” 
He couldn’t bear the sight of her sadness without breaking down himself. He turned away to regain his composure. 
“Sabrina, we started our relationship with a misunderstanding, but we can work this out…together.” 
“Misunderstanding, mistake, misconception. Have I missed anything?” She wiped away her tears and exhaled a loud breath. 
“Rodney mentioned that you snooped around the tax office. What’s that all about?” 
“You mentioned your overdue tax bill to me once. I inquired about the amount.” He stepped closer to her, recaptured her shoulders, and gathered her against his chest. “I’ve made arrangements for everything to be paid off tomorrow.” 
Struggling free, she backed away, her blue eyes blazing with rage. 
“How dare you? Did you want me to be indebted to you too? You used my financial confidences to help your company.” 
“No. I want to help you. We knew about your financial problems weeks before I arrived. I had no intention of using that against you. This week I discovered the information about Wainwright and the clause in 230 
Selena Robins 
the second mortgage. That’s one of the reasons my mind was 
preoccupied.” He removed his jacket, and tossed it on the sofa. “And I told you, I resigned from Colonial this afternoon. I’m going to stay and help you with all these problems.” 
“Help me?” She yanked the corsage off her wrist and flung it on the desk. “You maneuver your way into my life by tricking me, and now you claim you want to help me. I may have been caught off guard with you a month ago…” She stepped in front of him, her expression thunderous. “I know better now. I don’t want your help. I want you out of my life.” 
Her words spiked him like an ice pick through his heart. “Do you really believe I went out of my way to trick you?” 
“Well, didn’t you?” 
“I had no idea your handyman never showed. You mistook me for him and then refused to listen to my explanations. I tried many times. 
And yes, I’m an idiot and thought that maybe by helping you out you’d see I’m not the big bad business wolf, and you’d actually sit down and have a conversation with me about the sale. Instead of shutting me out before I had a chance.” 
“You never told me you were the Director.” 
“Yes, I did. That very first day. I told you I worked in the business end of the company.” 
“Well, you didn't make it sound important.” 
He took her hand in his and stroked her palm. “I’m sorry. I’ll admit it’s my fault. I didn’t plan to carry this out for so long. I didn’t count on caring about this place, or falling in love the minute I laid eyes on you.” 
“Oh please, save that romantic mumbo jumbo for your next victim.” 
She jerked her hand out of his grasp. “You’re exactly like Rodney.” 
“I’ll thank you not to lump me into the same category as that piece of trash.” 
Her expression darkened like an angry thundercloud. “You are the same. Both of you after one thing, my land. He had Moira as his dirty little secret. You stashed Callie Armstrong in Oakville as yours.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“Your date with Callie. Rodney told me. Was she tomorrow night’s Sabrina’s Destiny 
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dinner date?” 
“Yes, I had a date. To buy property from her realty company in Oakville.” 
“Another thing. Was Patrick here to help you take my land?” Rancor sharpened her voice. 
“No. He had no idea until he arrived. Believe me, I got an earful. 
He’s not proud of me for this.” He exhaled a loud breath. “I asked him not to say anything. He cares about you, Sabrina. Please don’t blame him, or even Colonial for that matter. I take full responsibility.” He worked off his excess frustration by pacing. “You have every right to be mad at me. But I know we love each other enough to work through this. 
We have a lot in common.” 
“If you and I were the only two people left on earth, that would be the only thing we’d have in common.” She headed for the staircase. 
“I’ve had enough. I’m going upstairs.” 
“Is this what you’re going to do when we’re married every time we have a problem? Run away and bail on me?” 
She flashed him a look of disdain. “Marriage? You have got to be kidding.” 
“Why would I tell you I loved you if I didn’t intend to marry you?” 
“Another ploy to buy my land? It has been done before.” 
“I swear on everything I hold sacred. My love for you is real.” He walked toward her and ran his hands on her upper arms. “From the beginning, Sabrina, I’ve only looked after your interests. I would never have let anyone hurt you or steal from you. You have to believe that.” 
“Sacred. By that do you mean your precious career? High salary? 
Expensive lifestyle?” 
“How about you, Sabrina? Do you love me more than this place?” 
“That’s different. I’m not materialistic and selfish.” 
He released his hands and met her accusing glare. “I see. In your mind, your passion for your career is an honorable thing, but if I have goals I’m money-oriented. I hate myself for lying to you. But I’m not going to apologize for working hard, investing my money wisely, and reaping the rewards in the form of material possessions. Don’t blame me because I happen to be successful in business.” 
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“Anything else you’d like to throw in my face?” 
He climbed the step and folded her into his arms holding her tight, not wanting to let go. 
His nightmare flashed before his eyes and he trembled at the image of someone tearing her from his arms. “Sweetheart, please, let’s stop this, before we say something we can’t take back.” 
She pressed her faced against his shoulder. He had to strain to hear her sob filled words. “I’m glad I got to see this side of you. The humorous, easy-going Jason was a masquerade. This past week was the real you, wasn’t it?” 
He cupped her chin and gazed into blue eyes filled with a lifetime of pain. He froze into blankness, knowing he was responsible for a lot of the hurt. “You know the real Jason. He’s the one that loves you very much, and is willing to beg for forgiveness. I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and curved into his embrace as a shiver of hope shimmied up his spine. 
Her sweet breath fanned his neck as they held each other for a peaceful minute. Their hearts beating as one, as only they could, because they belonged together. 
“Love isn’t enough, Jason. I don’t think I can ever trust you again.” 
Her anger was understandable, but the fact that she would never trust him again punctured a hole in his soul. 
He buried his face in her hair, his voice a choked whisper. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am for disappointing you this way.” 
A cold shiver of dread entered his heart when she slid her hands to his chest and pushed him away, her eyes glared as hard as stone. 
All the trust he’d worked hard to gain, gone. The love he was lucky enough to receive, gone. The spark of a future together he had witnessed only hours ago, gone. 
“I am disappointed, Jason. The same way your family must have felt when you were too selfish to show up when they needed you. Things haven’t changed in ten years.” 
Her tirade shot him like a round of bullets through his chest, piercing his vulnerable target, his guilt-filled heart. He stepped away, retrieved his jacket, and shrugged into it. “No one should have to hear those Sabrina’s Destiny 
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words, even if they are true.” 
For the second time in his life the agony of a crushing loss broke his spirit. 
In two strides she stood next to him and put her hand on his arm. 
“Oh, God. What did I say? I guess I wanted you to hurt too. You’re right. We should have stopped this discussion.” 
She twisted her hands and bit her lower lip. “I don’t think I can trust you at all, Jason. Or even trust what I’m going to say next.” 
“Sabrina, I’m sorry about everything. I truly am.” He yanked off his tie, shoved it into his pocket, and fished out his room key. “Especially for parting this way. I think some distance is needed between us.” 
“I agree.” She bent her head. “We’ll end up hurting each other even more.” 
He touched her cheek and squeezed his eyes shut, biting back his misery. “Take care.” As the lifeblood siphoned out of his body he headed toward the staircase. “I’ll leave tonight.” 
“Drive carefully.” A tear smothered voice whispered behind him as he started up the stairs, taking them two at a time without a backward glance. 


*** 
Sabrina sat in her darkened bedroom clutching her tear-soaked pillow. A chilling loneliness, one she hadn’t felt since her parents died, permeated the air. It unnerved her, as did the whole day. What started out as a dream come true turned into a torturous nightmare. 
She’d cried her heart out earlier. 
She cried over the financial mess she’d found herself in. Over Jason and the stunning discovery of his masquerade. Over losing the feel of his strong, reassuring arms. She had wept aloud, rocking back and forth as the image of the torment she had inflicted on him had played in her mind. 
The last hot tear had trickled down her cheek as she had stood by the window and watched Jason drive away. His Mustang’s taillights grew smaller until his car was just a shadow, then gone. 
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Tossing the pillow on the chair she headed downstairs to quench her parched throat with juice, when she noticed an envelope with her name on it on the floor by her door. 
Her hand trembled as she opened it and removed a note attached to a sizeable check. 




Sabrina, please accept this money to pay your taxes and the
mortgage. It’s not charity. It’s my way of saying thank you for
allowing me to experience the best time in my life with my
father, and with myself. But most of all, it’s been an honor to be
a part of your life, if only for a short time. I’ll carry our
memories in my heart, where I carry my love for you. If you
ever need me, day or night, call, and I’ll be there. I pray
someday you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me. I’ll also
understand if you never want to see me again. I wish you a life
full of happiness. 

You deserve the best. 




Yours always, J. 
She slumped against the wall, her sense of loss beyond tears. 
One of the snow globe’s messages replayed in her mind: “Trust will start with a lump in your throat.” 
She squeezed her eyes shut and projected an image of Jason into her mind. 
She swallowed. But there was no lump, that sensation had vanished. 
The realization hit her like a slap in the face. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 




One month later. 
Jason stared distastefully at the cold slice of pizza sitting on his plate as he lounged on his favorite recliner in his penthouse, and watched hockey with his dad and Trevor. 
He tried to focus on the conversation, tried to pay attention to the game, but as usual, when his thoughts weren’t occupied with work, a vibrant image of Sabrina jettisoned into his mind. He took a deep breath and imagined her close enough to inhale her flowery essence spiked with a hint of autumn air. 
His throat constricted, and he drained the beer he’d opened an hour ago, which now tasted as flat as his mood. 
He woke before sun-up, and worked at his consulting business late into the night until he was too drained to think, and too tired to remember how wonderful it felt to hold her in his arms. In work, he’d found a mindless strength that helped camouflage the deep despair of his heartbreak. Unfortunately no amount of exertion, not even the hours he spent punishing his body at the gym, could heal the emptiness in his soul. 
He placed the dish and bottle on the coffee table, laid his head back, and closed his eyes, allowing the exhaustion to seep into his bones. He had burned all his energy into his latest obsession, the project he prayed would bring Sabrina happiness. 
In the weeks since his return to New York, he had hoped if he gave her time and space she would forgive him and call. 
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No such luck. 
The only communication he’d received was his check in the mail with a note attached: Jason, thank you for your generous offer. I have
everything under control now. Stay well. Wishing you happiness. SAM. 
Trevor nudged his knee. “Jay, did you see that shot?” 
“Yeah, Rangers are on fire tonight.” 
“Rangers aren’t playing, Son.” His father leaned a hand on his shoulder. “You look done in. I’m gonna hit the road. Get yourself a good night’s sleep.” 
“Patrick’s right,” Trevor said. “I don’t want to get all female on you, but you look terrible.” 
Jason pushed himself to a sitting position and stroked his unshaven face. “As soon as this project is wrapped up, I’m going to head south for a few weeks.” On a remote island where the sight of apple pie or chocolate-coated cherries wouldn’t clench his stomach into tight knots. 
“If you want company, let me know. Escaping the snow for a couple of weeks sounds like a good plan.” Trevor gathered the empty pizza box and plates and went into the kitchen. 
Jason walked his father to the hallway. 
His father pulled his coat on and shook his head. “No matter how far you travel, you can’t run away from Sabrina, or the man that you are, Son.” 
Unfortunately that was the man who had screwed up the one thing that had added meaning to his existence. “Thanks for stopping by, Dad. 
Before I forget, Maggie is arriving next Monday for her new job at The Plaza. I gave her your number. We should keep an eye on her until she’s settled.” 
“No problem. I love that little girl.” He slipped his boots on. “Jay, go to Sabrina. Try to work things out one more time.” He grasped Jason’s shoulders and turned him toward the mirror. “Wouldn’t you like to face your reflection without regret?” 
He had enough regrets to fill a lifetime. “I’ll get tickets next time the Rangers are in town.” 
“All right, Son. I can take a hint. Call if you need me.” His father opened the door. “Night.” 
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Jason nodded. He paused and glanced in the mirror. 
A sardonic grin touched his lips. If Sabrina could see him now, she wouldn’t be talking about his designer haircut, especially since his hair had grown to his collar. As for his trendy wardrobe, he glanced down at his faded jeans and an old Harvard sweatshirt, both had seen better days in college. 
Funny how a few months ago, he’d considered his impressive 
portfolio, expensive furniture, and car as symbols of a successful life. In a short time, not only did those things have minimal significance, but he also came to appreciate the true meaning of dreams and achievements from a feisty, beautiful innkeeper. 
He learned that love and a long-term commitment were the greatest possessions. In a heartbeat, he would trade his material luxuries for Sabrina’s trust and a chance to build a future with her. 
“How about we hit the clubs this weekend, Jay?” Trevor settled on the couch and channel surfed. “Or, I could ask Nancy if she has a friend. 
We could all take in a show.” 
Jason sunk into the recliner. “No thanks. Too busy.” Even though it was irrational the thought of going out with another woman felt like he’d be cheating on Sabrina. 
Trevor clicked the TV off. “I haven’t talked to you about Sabrina since you got back, but ” 
“Don’t break the silence on my account, pal.” He wasn’t ready to bare his sorrow. Not even to Trevor. “Hand me the remote. We can catch a late night flick.” 
Trevor flipped through the R&R promotional material on the coffee table. “Are you going to at least let her know you’re the venture capitalist behind the Rainbow Retreat?” When Jason shook his head, Trevor sighed and waved the brochures in the air. “Snap out of it, man. 
You’ve raised millions for her project. At least give her the chance to thank you.” 
“I don’t need thanks. Besides, it’s her dream and generosity that started the development.” 
He’d been able to monitor her ideas and help out, since he’d arranged for his father to stay at the inn for a few extra weeks after he 238 
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had left, to keep an eye on her and ensure the Baldwins didn’t pull a fast one. 
With Maggie phoning him with bi-weekly updates, he’d been able to breathe easier knowing Sabrina was healthy and safe. Although everyone was careful not to mention her emotional state, telling him she was doing fine. 
At first he was shocked when he’d received word that she had approached a group of doctors in New York with her hospice idea, not even a week after he’d left. An enormous amount of pride swelled in his heart when he found out she had single handedly negotiated the contract and retained sixty-five percent of her land. 
She had paid off all her creditors, and gave a sizeable donation to the hospice. Maggie had informed him a few days ago that Sabrina had purchased an older model black Mustang. 
The latter brought a smile to his lips. 
“You have to tell her. Didn’t a secret get you in trouble in the first place?” 
“This is different. Besides, I didn’t do a lot. She handled the transaction herself. Told you she was intelligent.” And had the strongest
determination he’d ever encountered. 
“Didn’t do much? What’s with the ego humility all of a sudden? 
You strong-armed millions from your contacts. I’ve never seen you work this hard, or so many hours.” 
“The deal’s almost finished. Then I’m taking a break.” 
“I’m going to give you my opinion one more time, then I’ll shut up about it.” 
Jason flung his leg over the chair’s arm and locked his hands behind his head. “Shoot. If that’s what it’ll take to get back to the tube.” 
“Why don’t you approach this thing with Sabrina using your own philosophy. Set your eye on your objective and act like you’ve already achieved your goal, and others will believe it too. Sound familiar? Just a few months ago, you spoke to the Junior Achievement group and told them to conduct themselves in an interview as if they’d already won the position.” 
“What am I supposed to do? Arrange a wedding and pretend Sabrina Sabrina’s Destiny 
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shows up?” Although, Trevor did trigger an idea he’d been toying with. 
Could it work? 
Could he actually pull it off? 
“Hey, pal. I know that look. What are you up to?” 
Jason sprung to his feet, picked up his cordless phone and punched in the operator’s number. “I’d like a listing for a Callie Armstrong, Maple, Vermont.” 


*** 
Two weeks later, Sabrina pulled her Mustang to the shoulder on Route 47, the heavy downpour pelting across her windshield reduced her visibility. 
She shifted the car in park, and leaned against the headrest, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel in tune to the music on the radio. She glanced at her watch, one o’clock. If the storm didn’t let up she’d be late for her appointment with Callie in Oakville. 
The storm whipping the maple tree branches along the road 
resembled the whirlwind of changes in her life for the past six weeks. 
As much as she loved the legacy she’d inherited, she realized it wasn’t her calling in life. For once she’d decided to stop using her heritage as an excuse to resist change. The truth of it was, it was easier to stay in Maple and struggle with the inn. She had never taken steps to at least try and follow her passion. She came to the realization she’d used her hardship as an excuse to sit back and allowed opportunities to pass her by. 
With a renewed determination she ventured into turning her vision into a reality. Even though the hardest part of moving forward was not looking back. 
Her dream last night, stark and vivid, had confirmed her actions as she dreamed of her family. They had told her how proud they were of her venture with Rainbow Retreat. Her mother had repeated one of the globe’s quotes: Listen to your heart, but listen carefully, because it
whispers. 
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to unrealistic expectations to pay attention to all the messages communicated to her. She believed they were sent to her via her family’s affectionate spirits, hovering over her in the form of the comforting scents, her mother’s maple and her father’s musky outdoor aroma. 
Her heart had  spoken in the form of one tall, hardworking, and loving handyman. Unfortunately, she hadn’t listened to that message, or to Jason when he’d tried to talk to her. 
It was to Jason’s credit that her hospice vision had now become a reality. He had validated and supported the initiative when she’d shared it with him. His belief in her ideas had given her the strength to reach out, shed her guilt and sense of obligation, and grasp her dream. 

Oh, Jason, I wish you were here to share this with me. 

She had never felt more alone than the day when Jason had walked out the door. At the time, her heart had told her he wasn’t anything like Rodney, but her head and stupid pride nagged that he could be. She would never forget a single detail of their time together, the laughing, teasing, and sharing stories. 
Her lips tingled in remembrance of his touch. She clung to those recollections as she would a life preserver in a stormy sea. 
During the first month of his departure she’d worked herself to exhaustion, in hopes of a coma-like slumber. In spite of her busy schedule, her thoughts had filtered back to the day she’d met him, and replayed all their time together. That’s when the realization hit her. He was genuine. He hadn’t behaved in any self-serving way, and he did have her best interests at heart. 
Ms. Elle was right when she’d said: “We see what we want to see. 
We also listen to what we want to hear.” 
Sabrina had been too focused on her own needs to really listen to Jason. 
The cruel words she’d hurled at him before he left haunted her everyday. She thought about writing him a letter, but knew it wouldn’t do her feelings justice. She needed to hear his voice. 
For the past two weeks she had tried to track him down, but his phone in New York was disconnected. She had called Maggie and Patrick. They told her he was out of the city, and didn’t know when he’d Sabrina’s Destiny 
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return. 
The downpour had slowed to a light drizzle, and the sun beamed through the windshield. She peered out and watched the formation of one the brightest rainbows she’d ever seen. 
If only there were a rainbow after the tempest of hurt she and Jason had weathered. 
As she prepared to shift the car in gear, she noticed neon pink lights dancing in the sky. Actually, this was the exact spot she’d met her pink-haired friend only two and a half months ago. 
She opened the door and stepped outside. “Lucy? I know you’re around here.” 
“Sabrina, believing in someone you love is the other half of the secret.” 
She swung around and met Lucy’s warm smile. 
“Lucy, this isn’t a coincidence, is it? This road, the lights, you appearing and disappearing. Did you arrange for the rain also?” 
“Not me. Although I have a close friend who likes to tinker with the weather.” Lucy put her arm around Sabrina. “Coincidences are when angels perform miracles….” 
“Like the wind, you can feel them, but can’t see them,” Sabrina finished. “Elizabeth O’Neill said that to her children. She’s Jason’s mother.” She paused and narrowed her gaze. “I bet you know all about Jason, Patrick, and probably everything else.” 
Lucy leaned against the car and dangled a key in front of Sabrina. 
“Room 4D.” 
“Ms. Elle. I knew it. Well, not entirely. But I sensed it. Okay, Lucy, tell me everything.” 
“If you think long and hard, it will all come to you.” 
Sabrina had no idea what had triggered her memory bank to open up and flood her mind with recollections of things she hadn’t thought about for years. She flung her hand over her mouth and gasped. “I remember. 
It’s you. My angel.” 
Breathless, she continued. “After my parents died, I drew pictures of a lady with pink hair. You.” She drew a deep breath as a movie reel of her whole life flashed, the day at the fair, the funeral, and the comfort 242 
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Lucy gave her. 
“My appearance is stronger when you suffer loss.” 
“You sang to me, the lullaby from the globe and the same one Jason heard as a child. You gave me messages from my mother. Telling me over and over, she loved me and the accident wasn’t my fault.” She shook her head in wonderment. “I always thought all those visions were my active imagination or dreams.” She touched Lucy’s hair, giddy with delight. “My own angel. Where’s your halo? Your wings?” 
Lucy laughed. “We come in all shapes and colors depending on how our wards want to see us. I was lucky enough to be assigned to a little girl with a fetish for pink cotton candy.” 
Sabrina sobered. “Why did you leave me when I got older?” 
“I never left. I’ve always been here for you.” She pinched Sabrina’s cheek lightly. “But as you matured, you became skeptical. It happens to all our wards. Busy adult lives take over.” 
“I’m not complaining. But if you’re my guardian angel, why did all these things happen to me, Rodney, the financial problems, and Jason’s masquerade. Wasn’t I angel proofed?” 
“What if I had the power to change your future?” The blue of her eyes were like warm waves as she regarded Sabrina. “Where would you want me to start?” 
Sabrina slumped against the car. “How about giving me the sense not to make some of the choices I’ve made? Especially in the romance department.” 
“If I did that, I’d have to start at the beginning including changing the affectionate history you and Jason share as children. I know it’s been hard, but think about it, Sabrina, even with everything you’ve been through, would you really want to change your past?” 
Sabrina sighed. “Parts of it.” 
“Life is like a game of connect the dots. One point leads to another until the picture is completed. But if we remove one or two of those connections, not only will the image be distorted, but you may miss out on your true destiny.” Lucy curved her mouth in a grin. “I’ve heard it said, you girls have to kiss a few frogs before you find the prince.” In a more serious tone, she asked, “Would you want me to eliminate Jason’s Sabrina’s Destiny 
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entry into your life?” 
Sabrina closed her eyes as an image of Jason projected itself into her mind, how he worked hard at the inn, his support, compassion and…love. “I wouldn’t change that experience.” Even with the mistaken identity, she wouldn’t alter a thing. 
“I don’t have the power to change the past or the future.” She covered Sabrina’s hand with her own. “My presence in your life is to comfort you.” She gave her a light tap on her forehead. “And try to get you to listen to subtle messages. Not easy to do, even with a few interruptions that I’d orchestrated.” She held her hand up. “Before you ask. No. I had nothing to do with Cookie’s broken arm. But if you remember, I came to comfort you that day.” 
Sabrina nodded. “I thought it was my imagination.” She exhaled a loud breath. “I think I have it figured out. Things that happened to me were meant to happen. It’s my reactions and the choices I’ve made that matter, right?” 
Lucy nodded. “You’re a strong woman. And you’ve discovered how to use your free will. Look at the good you’ve done with Maple Inn.” 
She tilted her head heavenward. “Now get in your car and follow the rainbow. Find your pot of gold.” 
Sabrina glanced toward the mottled sky. “Pot of gold? Lucy, did you arrange for all the financiers to support the Rainbow Retreat? Did you magically provide all the money?” 
Lucy shook her head and laughed. “I’m not a cosmic cash machine.” 
She embraced Lucy in a tight hug and a sense of warmth engulfed her whole body. “Thanks for everything.” She disengaged herself as Lucy urged her toward the car door. “Oh, I almost forgot. Your snow globe. Come by the inn and I’ll give it back to you. You can have a slice of Cookie’s cake.” She threw her an impish grin. “When you were Ms. 
Elle, I noticed you liked it.” 
“Don’t worry about the globe, sweetie. It’ll find its way back.” Lucy brushed Sabrina’s windblown hair away from her face. “When you get in your car, the snow globe and I will be distant memories. I’m moving on, and so are you.” 
“Why? Are you busy with the Christmas season?” 
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“You won’t need us, messages, or interruptions,” Lucy whispered. 
“Like a warm breeze, you won’t see me, you’ll feel my presence, even though you won’t remember me.” 
“You’re wrong. Now that I’ve finally opened my eyes, I’ll look for you and listen….” 
“Sweetie, trust your heart. You already have all the answers.” She raised her voice a fraction. “Besides, I’ve earned a promotion guiding my own team. I’m training two other angels, in preparation for a little girl’s arrival. She’ll be an easy assignment, since she’ll have two terrific parents who are going to look after her, and guide her through her life.” 
“Lucky girl.” She slid in the driver’s seat and turned the ignition. 
“Don’t worry Lucy, I’ll never forget you.” 
Driving down the highway, Sabrina loosened her grip on the steering and relaxed with each mile ventured. She even managed a smile as she listened to the weather report on the radio. “The meteorologist should look at the sky before she announced the weather.” 
There wasn’t a cloud in sight since she’d set out an hour ago. It was perfect weather to drive to Oakville and inspect the bungalow for sale Callie had suggested. Her stomach rumbled. For the first time in weeks she experienced hunger pangs. 
She glanced at the clock on the dashboard, “One o’clock.” She didn’t have time to scoot into town for a bite since she assured Callie she’d meet her at one-thirty. She didn’t want to be late, even though anxiety about her new adventure squeezed her chest. 

Time to summon a little help. 
She pushed the button to lower the window a tad, allowing the warm breeze to waft across her face. ‘The wind of confidence,’the title she’d given the assurance boosting sensation she experienced whenever she’d felt a twinge of self-doubt. 
The puff of air lessened the uneasiness concerning the real estate venture, although, it hadn’t healed the pain of missing Jason. 
If the house met her needs, she’d buy it, and think about mending her fragile relationship with Jason after she’d settled into her new life. 
They could start with telephone conversations and perhaps even a few visits, take their time, and see where that led, if anywhere at all. 
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Simple? 
She pressed the button to lower the driver’s window all the way down. 
The breeze whirled inside the car, giving her an extra ounce of courage. 
Could she work things out with him after the accusations and hurt she inflicted on him? 
She pushed the remaining buttons and lowered all the windows. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Sabrina stood on the porch of the brick bungalow and glanced around the property. 

Spectacular. 
An overwhelming sensation of bliss sheathed her to the point of tears, as she inhaled the pine fragrance from the abundance of evergreens surrounding the land. She took in the two massive oak trees in the front yard with Lake Champlain as a backdrop. 
Heaving a deep breath, she berated herself. 

How silly of me. Blubbering over a house for sale. 
She wiped the moisture from her eyes, and read the note taped to the carved oak door: Sabrina, I had to go back to Maple. Go ahead inside. 

The owner will give you a tour. Will call later to get your opinion on the
house. Callie. 

The door was slightly ajar, but she knocked anyway. It swung open on its own. She put a tentative foot inside the entrance. 
Warmth flowed through her as the sweet essence of cocoa and cinnamon drifted to where she stood waiting. 
She cleared her throat and called out, “Hello? Is anyone here?” 
“You here to see the owner?” a muffled, deep voice answered from another room. 
“Well, yes. I’m told you’ll give me a tour.” Her heart skipped a few beats. She felt odd standing in the foyer yelling to a stranger. “Callie Armstrong, the real estate agent, left a note.” 
“Be right there,” he shouted. “I’m making hot chocolate.” 
Her breath came short and rapid as she strained to hear his voice. 
“Thanks.” 
She removed her shoes and coat, and stepped further into the living Sabrina’s Destiny 
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room. She stopped dead in her tracks as an electrical current surged through her veins. “What’s this?” 
Her oil painting, “The Fallen Rainbow,” hung above the crackling angel-stone fireplace. A vase filled with silver tea roses, and flickering, white pillar candles decorated the oak mantel. 
Mesmerized, she slid her gaze around the spacious room and gasped when she saw the walls adorned with her paintings. 
All the art she’d sold at Erica’s gallery two months ago. 
The living room was bare except for a brown leather recliner, a round ivory plush rug in front of the hearth, and a square end table with an opened box of chocolate-covered cherries on its glass top. 
“Hey, beautiful, you’re late. Because of your tardiness I’ve had to do the chores myself.” 
All the air left her lungs and her insides jangled with excitement at the sound of his voice behind her, a voice that was as heart lifting as a chorus of angels singing. 
She turned slowly and tears of sheer pleasure found their way to her eyes as she stared at the man of her dreams. 
The man wearing faded jeans, a plaid shirt, and a dazzling smile full of adoration. 
With his arm braced against the doorframe, his dark loving eyes graced her with a soft hazy gaze. His powerful magnetism froze her right down to her toes. 
She was afraid to move, afraid to pinch herself in case it was a dream and she’d wake up. 
“Welcome home, sweetheart.” 
His words released her. 
Jason!” She met him halfway and flung herself into his opened arms. 
“I’ve missed you so much.” 
He circled her waist and held her tight, kissing her over and over again. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” His breath was hot and labored as he repeated his heartfelt apology. “I’m sorry for everything. I never wanted to hurt you.” 
Weeks of anguish dissolved in his strong arms. “I know.” She trembled, clinging to his neck and matching the hunger and passion of 248 
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his kisses. “I’m sorry too.” She pressed her body hard against his, wanting to get as close as humanly possible. “Tighter, don’t let me go.” 
“Never, ever again.” In between his words, he planted gentle caresses along every inch of her face. “My beautiful Sabrina.” 
She laced her fingers through his hair and ran her lips along the corner of his eyes, tasting his salty tears that had escaped moments after their first contact. 
“Sweetheart.” The endearment was a ragged whisper. “I love you.” 
She looked up and smiled at the man who in a short time had colored her dull world. His tender gaze was filled with a profound statement of his commitment and love for her. 
He brushed the rim of her ear with his warm lips and made his way to the sensitive area at the base of her throat. She moaned as his nibbles shot a multitude of tingles through her. 
There wasn’t enough room in her heart to accommodate the joy swelling inside. All her doubts and fears disintegrated in the fiery depths of her desire for the man she wanted more than anything in her life. 
“Jason,” she whispered against his lips, “I love you.” 
In one fluid motion he swooped her up in his arms, and swung her around in circles, their laughter leaving them both breathless. Keeping her tucked in his arms, he crouched and sat behind her on the rug in front of a roaring fire. The flames mimicked the passion in their hearts. 
She bent her head back and smiled up at him as she inhaled his sandalwood scent, a scent she associated with trust, love and security. 
“Happy?” he whispered, sweeping his lips across her forehead. 
“Because I certainly am.” 
“Mmmm…” She locked gazes with him. He looked into her eyes as though, at that moment, nothing else existed in the world. 
He eased her off his lap, shifted his weight, and lay in front of the grate beside her. “Sweetheart, right now, there’s nothing else I’d rather be doing than this.” 
Smoothing his hand across her nape he pulled her to him. What started as a slow and tender kiss, heated up like a dormant volcano at the brink of explosion, the molten heat erupting as she welcomed his tongue inside her mouth. 
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His sexy growl mingled with her uninhibited moans of pure ecstasy as liquid fire rushed through her and settled below her navel. From the sensation pressing against her thigh, she was assured that she wasn’t alone in her excitement. 
There was so much to say to each other, to discuss. But the twinkle in his eyes and the raw desire in his expression told her that a conversation could wait, until later, much later…. 


*** 
Three hours had passed and Sabrina lay cocooned in Jason’s arms, sighing with contentment as he fed her a chocolate-covered cherry. With reluctance, they had taken time away from their embrace and sated themselves with Jason’s famous mushroom omelet, wine, and apple pie. 
They had now repositioned themselves in front of the crackling fire. 
Jason had added cinnamon sticks to the logs creating a spicy essence, matching the sizzle between them. 
He traced his tongue along her bottom and top lip and settled in for a slow, lingering kiss. “You’re delicious,” he whispered against her mouth. “And I’m not talking about the chocolate.” 
She cooed in response. Even after all their passionate caresses, he still took her breath away. “That was the best lunch I’ve ever had. But, I think we need to talk.” She giggled as he softly nipped her earlobes. 
“Are you still hungry?” 
He nestled his head in her neck and growled. “For you, always.” 
“Jason, how did you know I’d fall into your arms today?” 
“Because the first time we met you fell at my feet?” He chuckled and buried his head in her hair. “I’m going to buy you a case full of that shampoo you use.” 
She stroked his hair and basked in his admiration. “How did you pull this whole thing off?” 
“Okay, sweetheart.” He exhaled, shifted over, and propped up on one elbow. “I guess we do need to get a few things cleared up.” 
“Well, you don’t have to move so far away.” 
He reached out and tucked her into his arms. “Better?” 
250 
Selena Robins 
“Mmmm. How did you even know I’d be looking at this house 
today?” 
“I set it up with Callie two weeks ago. I asked her to look for a house”He kissed the tip of her nose. “According to your fantasy specifications. Saw it, bought it, and here I am.” 
“I tried calling you. Maggie and your dad told me you’d gone away for a while.” 
“I asked them not to say anything.” He caressed her cheek. “My plan was to wrap things up in New York, settle down here for a few weeks while I begged for your forgiveness and earned my way back into your heart. But you threw a curve ball when Callie called and told me that you were looking to buy a place in Oakville. 
“That’s when I arranged for her to show you this house and not mention that I was the owner. I figured after you clobbered me over the head we could sit down and discuss our relationship, take things slow and start a friendship. But one look at you standing in the living room smashed that idea to pieces. Who was I kidding? There’s no way I could keep you at arm’s length as a friend, even for a short time. But, I never imagined you’d want me too.” 
She threw him an impish wink. “Well, love is friendship with a lot of heat.” 
“Absolutely.” He groaned and stroked her hair. “Sweetheart, if you don’t like this place, we can sell it and get another one.” 
She poured all her sincerity into the smile she gave him as she ran her hand down the side of his face. “I love this house. The view, the town, and especially the owner….” 
He rewarded her with a larger smile of his own and kissed her hard. 
“You’re distracting me. I have a lot to tell you. Callie told me you kept canceling your appointments with her for the past week.” He tugged a strand of her hair. The familiar gesture tugged at her heartstrings. “I was about to drive to Maple, throw you over my shoulders and bring you out here.” 
She sighed. “I know. I waffled back and forth with my decision to move.” She lowered her voice and grinned mischievously. “So, you conspired with Callie. Should I be jealous?” 
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His expressive face stilled and grew serious. “I’m going to show you everyday for as long as it takes that you can trust me again, Sabrina.” 
His voice was thick and husky. 
She held his head in both her hands and pulled him within an eyelash away from her face. “Jason, I was joking. I do trust you.” 
His body trembled as he drew her close and kissed her. “Sweetheart, I don’t know if I deserve it, but that means as much as you saying you love me.” 
“You do deserve it. I replayed everything in my mind, and realized that you did try to explain things. I know you didn’t act in any way to deliberately hurt me. I had red flags flapping all over the place since the minute you stepped into my life. Especially when I saw your car, clothes and well, let’s not get into your handyman expertise, just yet.” She teased and nibbled his earlobe. “But I was obsessed with the business and I wasn’t willing to listen to any of your suggestions. 
“You were right about one thing. I’m not different from you in regards to my career. You did what needed to be done to ensure success, and I did the same. But now I realize that my family’s legacy lives in my heart, not in the bricks or in the financial statement of Maple Inn. The inn was their dream, not mine. I’ve honored their memory with the Rainbow Retreat. Oh, I’ll have to tell you all about that….” 
He pressed two fingers against her lips. “I already know. When I found out you contacted several doctors in New York, I decided to help you behind the scenes. I didn’t do much, sweetheart, I made a few phone calls for donations. I didn’t hide my identity with anyone I spoke to. I wasn’t going down that masquerade road again. I took a chance that even if you discovered I helped, you’d still follow through on your plans.” He kissed each eyelid. “By the way, I’m very proud of you. 
Quite the negotiator I hear.” 
“The executive board of the Retreat told me a very persuasive businessman raised eighty percent of the funds.” She kissed his chin. 
“Thank you. And, I’m proud of you.” 
“Now, about all these oil paintings.” 
“You bought them all?” She remembered Erica telling her a 
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absorbed in the money she’d receive to help with the inn, she hadn’t even considered Jason or question the fact that one person bought the whole lot. 
“Not because I didn’t think they’d sell. I wanted to help you buy the roof shingles, and I knew you’d never accept a loan from me. I also wanted the pictures for purely selfish reasons. I love your work and I wanted to keep you close to me through your art.” She pressed herself against him waiting for another kiss, but he backed away a notch. “One more thing, sweetheart, because I don’t want any secrets between us, I paid for Cookie’s hospital bill.” 
The man was more than she could’ve dreamed of. She gazed into his eyes and watched them darken with a flicker of apprehension. “Jason, everything you’ve done, you did for me. Believe me, I know that now. 
You’re not anything like Rodney, and I’m nothing like Chloe. I need to tell you how sorry I am for what I said the day you left. 
“You have one of the most selfless spirits I’ve ever seen. I had no right to voice my hurt by bringing up something so painful from your past. After spending time with Patrick last month after you left, I know for a fact he loves you and is proud of you. And your mother and sisters feel the same way.” 
“I understood where your words came from. I can’t say I blame you. 
But, I’ve worked through all that, with my dad’s help, I’ve let go of the guilt. I’m a better man for having had that experience, and of course for meeting you.” He eased himself to a sitting position, unclasped a gold chain from his neck, and slid a ring off of it. 
She recognized the jewelry. Patrick wore the same ring and she was sure she’d seen it somewhere else before at some point. “The Claddagh ring. Your father explained the symbols.” 
His eyes held a glassy sheen, as he held both her hands. “I was going to wait to do this, but after today, I don’t want to.” 
Tears of joy welled up in her eyes at the tender, warmth of his gaze. 
“Sabrina Anne Monroe, I love you with all my heart. I always thought marriage meant meeting someone I’d be able to live with for thirty or fifty years. That’s not how I feel about you. I want to marry you, because I don’t want to live without you.” He kissed her hand. 
Sabrina’s Destiny 
253
“Will you be my wife?” 
“Jason Patrick O’Neill. Absolutely.” She put her hand in his as he slipped the ring on her finger. “Perfect fit.” With a slow and deliberate seductive gaze she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Just like us, darling.” 
A shiver of desire ran through her as he encircled her waist and kissed her. Without a doubt she knew that with the misunderstanding, and past behind them, she would share a passionate future, filled with a love stronger and truer than anything she’d ever known. And from the ardor of Jason’s embrace, she could state the same for him. 


*** 
The embers burned to a low glow as they sat in front of the fireplace spent and left breathless after celebrating their engagement for the past hour. 
He sat behind Sabrina, tucking her between the V of his legs. He closed his eyes and sent a silent thank you to the heavens above for the second chance he’d been given with the woman he treasured, and whose heart beat as one with his. 
“Sweetheart, I’d like to have a short engagement. Very short.” He brushed his lips across her nape, inhaling her scent. “I don’t think I’ll survive the wait.” 
She tilted her head back and dazzled him with a smile. His heart performed triple cartwheels. “Is twenty-four hours too long?” She giggled sending his pulse in frenzy. “I just want a small gathering with our family and friends. We could organize something this month.” She shifted over, turned, and kneeled in front of him. “Jason, there’s something else I want to talk about.” 
For an instant his heart stilled, but the beats picked up when he saw her curious expression cranked to its limits. “Fire away.” 
“Are you sure you’re going to be happy living in the country? It’ll be different than anything you’re used to in New York. What about your career? I don’t want to stand in the way of your goals. I could move back to the city with you and ” 
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“I resigned from Colonial Resorts. All my years of obsessive workaholic tendencies finally paid off. I invested my money, so we don’t have to worry about finances. With all the contacts I’ve made across the country, I’ve started my own consulting company and work from home. Even the big wigs at Colonial want to contract some of their work out to me. That’s another reason I love this house. We can turn one of the six bedrooms into your art studio and another into my office.” 
A glint of naughtiness hovered in her beautiful blue eyes. “I’m remembering the day when you found a field mouse in the tool shed. 
Living out in the country you’re bound to run into another one. And as I recall…” She chewed her bottom lip, probably to stifle her laughter. 
“Well, let’s just say your reaction concerns me a bit.” 
It was obvious she couldn’t contain her hysterics any longer as her laughter bubbled over. Even though it was at his expense, her joy was music to his ears. 
He kissed her hard in between her laughter. 
“I’m sorry, honey, really I am. I love you. But you had to see yourself, trying to reason with the mouse by shooing him away.” 
His sense of humor took over and he joined her infectious laughter. 
“I didn’t want to kill it. Don’t worry. I’ve made my peace with the country rodents. If I run into another one, I’ll just outfit him with a tux, white gloves and get him to sing Disney tunes.” 
She clutched her stomach and doubled over with undiluted 
amusement. “As I recall that’s exactly what you said to the mouse.” 
“Yeah, he couldn’t believe it either. He rolled his eyes, just like you do all the time, and high-tailed it out of the shed. Come here, you.” He pulled her toward him and snuggled her tight. Her zest for life, her harmless banter would keep him on his toes. 
She kissed his neck and sobered. “I love you, Jason. Life will never be dull with you.” 
“I want to live your dream here. I’m not interested in the lifestyle I had. I’ve done it. Enjoyed it. But this is where I belong. Besides, I’m the one who’s getting the best of both worlds.” 
“How’s that? You’re giving up the lifestyle you’ve always known.” 
“I get to work at what I love, finance and business at home. Raise Sabrina’s Destiny 
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our children together, watch you become the best artist in the country. 
When I do have to travel to the city for business, you’ll come with me. 
There’s a homemade chocolate shop in New York I want to take you to.” 
“I’m there. And I can visit with Maggie when I come with you.” 
He stood and held his hand out to haul her to her feet. “She’d love that. My dad and my friend, Trevor are there for her while she settles into her new apartment and job.” 
“I’ve talked to her a few times since she left. She loves the city. And I hear she’s spending a lot of time with your friend.” 
He nodded and put his arm around her waist, steering her toward the back of the house. “Now come with me, there’s one more thing I have to show you to complete your dream.” 
“Jason, this isn’t just about me. What about your dream?” 
“It happened today.” He squeezed her tight. “Close your eyes. No peeking until I tell you to open them.” 
He flicked the outside flood light on, opened the back door, and guided her onto the porch. “Okay, open your eyes.” 
“Jason,” she whispered, exhaling what sounded like a sigh of pleasure. She jumped off the two steps and ran to the white sailboat, sitting on the trailer. “Is this yours?” 
“Ours.” He followed her as she walked around the trailer. “You can paint on the lake. Once you take sailing lessons that is.” 
Her eyes sparkled as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Did the boat come with the house?” 
“There’s a marina off Route 47. There were large signs along the highway advertising a close-out sale.” 
“I don’t recall a marina in that area.” 
“It’s called J.P.’s Dreams on Water.” 
Appropriate name since the showroom took on a dream-like effect. 
The owner, although eccentric, wearing a white tux and gold tie, was helpful, and gave Jason a terrific deal on the sailboat. But for some strange reason, Jason felt a sense of familiarity when he spoke with J.P. 
“I can’t believe you remembered how much I wanted to learn how to sail.” Her face flushed and her voice rose with excitement. “Tell me how 256 
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you picked this one.” 
“I intended to buy a brand new one. But the owner, J.P., convinced me to buy this trade-in. It belonged to an older couple. They retired south and didn’t want to bring it with them.” 
He held her hand and walked her to the stern and pointed to the blue letters that spelled the sailboat’s name. “This is the reason I had to buy this one.” 
“Oh, Jason.” Her eyes widened and glistened in the light. “Thank you.” Her voice was a mixture of wonderment and joy as she pressed both palms on the stern. 
He placed his hands over hers, and together they read the sailboat’s name aloud. “Sabrina’s Destiny.” 
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18 Months Later 
“Jay, put those instructions away.” Patrick O’Neill sat crossed legged on the nursery floor as he put the finishing touches to his granddaughter’s crib. “We’re finished.” 
Sabrina sat in the rocking chair holding her three-day old daughter, enjoying the banter between father and son. Although, she knew for a fact that her husband was egging his father on with the ‘how-to’ books. 
She laughed when Patrick stood, grabbed the booklet out of Jason’s hand, and tapped it on his head. 
“And you, doll face. When are you going to name my 
granddaughter? Am I gonna have to call her little girl her whole life?” 
Jason stood and chuckled. “As if a name is going to stop you from calling her little girl.” He bent and kissed Sabrina on the forehead, and stretched his arms out. “I’ll hold her now, sweetheart. You get some rest.” 
As she stood and handed him the baby her heart swelled, watching her husband cradle their beautiful daughter in his arms, as he sang an Irish lullaby next to her rosy cheeks. “I hope you remember this enthusiasm at three a.m. when she needs a diaper change.” 
“No problem. I’d hang the moon for the two of you.” 
“Yeah, but not without an instruction book.” Patrick stood next to 258 
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Jason and put his finger in the baby’s tiny hand. “Hey, little girl. Don’t worry, Grandpa’s only a phone call away when you need your bicycle assembled.” 
“Patrick O’Neill.” Cookie walked into the nursery and kissed her husband on the cheek. “Who are you trying to kid? You should hear him down at Chuck’s Hardware. He can’t stop bragging about you, Jason. 
Telling all his buddies how his son planted the heartiest vegetable and rose garden. He even passed around pictures of the birdhouse you built. I can only imagine what he’s going to say about the baby when we return to New York.” 
“The truth. She’s the smartest little girl in the world. Just like her mother.” 
Sabrina stood back and watched the love surrounding her daughter as Grandfather Patrick, Grandma Cookie, and one proud daddy doted on the baby’s every twitch, every sound that came out of her heart-shaped cherry lips. It was amazing how a seven-pound beauty could make four adults jump to attention with her squeals. 
It seemed like yesterday that Jason had proposed and they had started their passage to building a future together. And what a journey it had been. 
The sight of him still sent her pulse racing. Her husband had taken to living in the country as if he’d belonged here his whole life. He’d adjusted to working from home immediately, and still maintained his extraordinary business savvy. 
He was well respected in Oakville, volunteering his time and organizing the young entrepreneurship program at the local high school. 
Advising the students on how to incorporate small town life with business, but more importantly, choosing a career that they’re passionate about, and spreading his motto: Work to live. Not live to work. 
Her heart swelled with admiration for the man who made her fantasy a reality. It wasn’t their house, the sailboat or even her artistic pursuits that made her dream come true. Jason gave her something money or inheritances could never buy. 
An abundance of love and a family. 
Of course he also gave her ample opportunity to tease him when it Sabrina’s Destiny 
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came to maintenance work and his library of ‘how-to’ books. He had even bought and devoured every piece of literature available when she was pregnant, from how to relieve backaches to nutritional requirements. 
Some things never changed, and she wouldn’t want them to. He also managed to get his own banter in when it came to her ‘culinary skills.’ 
She had married a strong minded, independent man, traits she also possessed. Their opinions clashed at times, but they made up with sizzling abandon. She didn’t think it was possible for two people to love each other more the next day than they had the previous day. 
A stream of sunshine beamed through the Winnie the Pooh curtains casting a bright glow on her husband cuddling their pink-bundled angel in his arms. The picture they made formed a lump in her throat and she fought back tears of joy. 
“Come on, doll face.” Patrick swung his arm around his wife’s shoulder. “Let’s go to the kitchen for coffee, while these two figure out a name for my granddaughter.” 
Sabrina sidled next to Jason and caressed the baby’s face. “Jason and I talked about it last night. We’re going to name her Lucy Elizabeth Anne O’Neill.” 
“That’s beautiful, dear,” Cookie said. “I’m sure Elizabeth and Anne are up there looking down at their granddaughter with pride. But I’m curious, why Lucy?” 
“Lucy, means bright light,” Jason answered. “I looked it up in the baby naming book.” 
Patrick shook his head. “Is there a book for everything now?” 
Jason and Sabrina laughed. “We both love the name, Patrick.” 
Patrick hugged Sabrina. “I love it too, little girl. Thank you for remembering Lizzie.” 
Jason brushed a quick kiss across Sabrina’s lips. “Sweetheart, take a nap before dinner. I’ll take care of Lucy. If I can get near our kitchen, I’ll make you a cup of cocoa when you wake up.” 
“No, you don’t, Jason,” Cookie piped in. “We’re only here for another week, let me spoil the two of you as much as I can.” 
Jason threw Sabrina a wink that sent a loving warmth through her as he walked out of the nursery with Patrick and Cookie. 
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Sabrina’s gaze slid to the snow globe on the white dresser. A gift she’d received from Ms. Elle who ran into Maggie in New York and received the news of Lucy’s birth. Ms. Elle had sent the parcel by courier with the card perched next to the snow globe. 




Congratulations. Maggie showed me your baby’s picture you e-mailed her. Your adorable daughter is a testament of the deep
love and devotion you and Jason have always displayed. 

 Wishing you a lifetime of fun, health, and happiness. 




 My warmest, L. 
She picked up the snow globe and stared at the figurines inside the glass ball, three beautiful angels dressed in pink flowing gowns. 
Their wings sprinkled with silver and gold sparkles. They sat on top of a brick bungalow surrounded by autumn colored maple trees. 
She ran the pad of her fingers over the embossed pink words inscribed on its white porcelain base: Angels Welcome Here. 
She turned it over, cranked the music box key, and listened to the melody, the O’Neill family’s Irish lullaby. 
A warm puff of air wafted across her face. Smiling, she inhaled the sweet essence of maple spiked with cinnamon. 
“Thank you,” she whispered, and winked at the three angels who curved their lips in a heavenly smile. 
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