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  When I look at my Christmas tree, I see more than just ornaments. I see the stories and memories of a life of Christmases. From the ornaments that hung on my tree as a child, to the “Baby’s 1st Christmas” ornaments belonging to my own children, to the ones created by little hands and bestowed on me with love, every ornament is a special story. For each and every one of them, I can tell when and where and how I got it. I can point out to you the skater ornament my sisters and I fought over every year when growing up, the angels and snowflakes my grandma made by hand, and the glass icicles my husband and I chose the first year we were married. Of course, we have some plain ball ornaments, but even those I can recount how we got them on clearance and felt excited to be able to afford something so elegant.


  On its basic level, I think that’s why we decorate Christmas trees. We are making something beautiful out of our stories and memories, reminding ourselves of what truly matters.


  Such is the premise of Under the Christmas Star. Each of the five books in this set includes an ornament that is so much more than an ornament. Each book tells its own story while the last book adds another dimension to those ornaments hanging on the trees of random people.


  So let me be the first to welcome you to Crossroads! If this is the first Crossroads Collection you’ve encountered, you’re in for a treat! If you are already familiar with this series and have read the other two, welcome back! This collection of books is different from the normal boxed set you are likely familiar with. First of all, each book is a stand-alone novel that, while it may be connected to the author’s other series, is also a complete book. Each “Crossroads Collection” is stand-alone as well. However, the set is intended for you to read the five books in order. Though they are written by five different authors with unique settings and plots, the last book in the series ties them together as a whole. Part of the fun and surprise is seeing how the seemingly unrelated stories are tied together in the final book.


  About a year ago, I had an idea for a unique collection where every author could write what they wanted, but the last book in the set tied everything together. I roped four other authors into trying the idea, and the first Crossroads Collection was born. Out of the Blue Bouquet proved amazingly popular, with readers loving how the flower delivery mistakes in each book were tied to the final book. With a slightly different concept, we tried the idea a second time, and Yesterday’s Mail met with rave reviews. Now we are at the third in the series, and for this one, we decided to go for a Christmas theme!


  Under the Christmas Star includes brand-new, full-length books, some of which are by authors familiar to “Crossroads” readers, but we’ve also included two new authors. This, like the two other sets, is a limited-time collection, meaning that at some point, it will be disbanded as a boxed set and the books will be published individually at higher price points.


  When planning a “Crossroads Collection,” I tell each of the authors the basic idea, but they are completely responsible for writing their own story any way they want. I, then, attempt to write around what they write, adapting my plot to meet what each of their story’s needs.


  As I mentioned before, Under the Christmas Star is based on a simple idea. Each of the books in the set includes a Christmas ornament. The ornament could be bought, given as a gift, or even found. Each author simply needed to let me know what that ornament looked like and how it was obtained. We then worked together, and I interwove their plots with my own in varying degrees. Some of the connections were quite intricate, involving my careful reading and study of my colleague’s book in order to get it right. Sometimes, we even shared characters and had to check with each other to make sure the borrowed characters remained true. It was a fun but involved process, and the end result is an amazing collection that is beautiful in the stories and the deeper truths portrayed.


  Now it is your turn to enjoy. Your first stop is a vet clinic with Lesley Ann McDaniel. There you will meet Joy Bennett, who, after a difficult divorce, is opposed to any possibility of romance and all set to merely endure the holidays. Your second stop is with April Hayman, who also introduces you to a few people who are down on their luck at Christmas and trying to find God’s plan. Next up is Chautona Havig’s charming story that is sure to make you laugh, make you think, and possibly make you want to tango! Alana Terry’s book is truly one of the most unique I’ve read. There you’ll meet Woong, a lovable little boy with an important story to tell. Finally, your last stop is my own book, Under the Christmas Star. This book answers the question posed in each of the previous four: Can a simple Christmas ornament truly make a difference?


  Thank you for letting us be a part of your life through reading. Maybe our stories will provide a special moment to hang on your Christmas tree, making the season that much more meaningful. After all, it is my hope and prayer that Under the Christmas Star will make you both laugh and cry while touching you in a way that leaves you not the same as before you experienced a Christmas at Crossroads.
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  Introducing Lesley Ann McDaniel
By Amanda Tru





  I am so excited to introduce the first book in this collection! Lesley Ann McDaniel and I travel in some of the same author circles, and I have been acquainted with her for several years. However, this is the first time I’ve been in a collection with her and the first I’ve gotten to work with and know her.


  As you can probably imagine, writing around four other stories and authors can be very challenging! For Under the Christmas Star, each author had to include an ornament in her story. The ornament Lesley described for hers prompted me to create an entire character in my own book, one that I likely would have never thought to add myself but who ended up being one of my absolute favorites. Through the whole process of putting this set together, Lesley has been wonderful to work with, and I thank her for instigating the idea for a character named Orion


  My story, though the last in the set, has a direct connection to Lesley’s story through that Christmas ornament she originally described to me. Comfort and Joy is about a single mom who is struggling with the holiday season. Life has changed so much since her divorce, and between her work at a vet clinic, her children, and dealing with her narcissistic ex, there is not a lot of energy left for joy, and certainly none for romance. However, when a man brings his dog to the vet for emergency surgery, her resolve to simply endure is put to the test, especially when she finds the perfect ornament.


  Now, curl up in a comfy chair with a cup of your favorite hot coffee or tea, and find out everything that happens Under the Christmas Star!
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  As much as Joy Bennett loved her job as the receptionist at the Emerald City Animal Clinic, some days she felt like a dog chasing its tail. Today had been one of those days.


  In the last hour alone, she had broken up a cat fight between two less-than-patient patients, explained to a six-year-old boy why he shouldn’t give marshmallows to his ferret, and corralled a runaway schnauzer under her desk while the owner was preoccupied on her cell phone.


  Now, seeing that the waiting area was finally quiet, she sank into her chair and checked the clock. Almost three. Only two more hours in her work day.


  She let out a long breath. Two more hours, in fact, until the beginning of her kid-free weekend. The first one she’d had in some time thanks to her ex-husband Mike’s erratic work schedule. This week, he had promised to fulfill his court-mandated obligation to provide full parenting from Friday afternoon all the way to Sunday evening.


  Not that she didn’t love spending time with her kids, but the thought of having two full days to catch up on sleep and laundry—and to help her sister Victoria with her wedding plans—without having to referee an argument or negotiate a food impasse eased her mind and her aching feet.


  “What a day, right?” Becky, the office manager who did double duty as lead vet tech, entered the reception area from the back. She looked surprisingly fresh for a woman who had spent her day assisting with the removal of a sewing needle from a cat’s digestive tract, and counseling said cat’s upholsterer-owner through the trauma of both the surgery and the plan to pay for it.


  “Well, T-G-I-F.” As Joy extended the sound of each letter for emphasis, she also extended her reach for the counter in front of the desk so she could straighten the stack of brochures for the upcoming shelter fundraiser. “A couple of days away from this place always helps.”


  “True.” Becky eased into the chair at her end of the desk and refreshed her computer screen. “Except that I’m coming in tomorrow to decorate the office. Do you realize we only have a little over three weeks until Christmas?”


  Slouching back into her seat, Joy groaned. “I know. Which means Victoria’s wedding is two weeks from tomorrow.”


  Becky’s eyes registered momentary shock before softening to the wistful look she normally reserved for conversations about romance novels and Hallmark movies. “A Christmas wedding. That’s so romantic.”


  A groan liberated itself from Joy’s throat before she could curtail it.


  “Which one are you objecting to?” Becky tossed her an amused look. “Christmas or romance?”


  Joy swallowed against an all-too-familiar lump that had formed in her throat. “Both.”


  Becky stopped typing and turned to Joy, her look filled with compassion “I’m sorry. I know this can’t be easy for you.”


  “It’s been a rough year.” Forcing herself to put on the brave-soldier face she’d perfected for moments like this, Joy picked up a patient chart from her desk and stood. “But I’ll be okay.”


  Pivoting around to return the file to its place on the wall behind them, she blinked away the tears that threatened to expose her vulnerable side. In the eleven months that she’d worked here, she’d managed to never once break down in front of a co-worker or a client. She usually saved the waterworks for when she was alone.


  Ever since Mike had walked out last year on the day after Thanksgiving, lending a new meaning to the term “Black Friday,” Joy had been fighting an uphill battle. It was hard enough making ends meet and caring for the kids on her own, but his betrayal had forced her to face her lifelong self-esteem issues head-on. And it hadn’t helped that his incredibly inconsiderate timing had cast a pall over the holidays. Not that his sticking around to ring in the New Year would have cushioned the blow. Leaving your wife and the kids for another woman was never really in season.


  “Hey.” Becky had joined her at the file wall. “It’ll be all right.” Speaking softly, she gave Joy’s arm a supportive squeeze. “You and the kids will create new memories.”


  Afraid that if she opened her mouth a sob would come out instead of words, Joy just scrunched up her face and nodded.


  Becky gave her a quick, sympathetic hug, then guided her back to the desk. “You’d better brace yourself, because we go all out around here at this time of year. I decorate everything and we play Christmas music all the time. Everyone brings in homemade treats so we can guarantee a constant sugar high.”


  Joy laughed. She couldn’t help but feel uplifted by Becky’s cheerful attitude. That was one of the things she appreciated the most about this job. Everyone in the office had an infectious optimism that came in handy whenever they had to face difficult situations, whether personal or professional.


  “I guess I can probably tolerate that.” She chuckled lightly as she slipped back into her seat.


  “Christmas only comes once a year.” Becky sat again too. “You might as well savor the season.”


  “I’m afraid this Christmas is going to be more about getting through it than savoring it.” Joy felt like such a dud. Ordinarily, she wasn’t one to feel sorry for herself, but she had to be practical. It was a well-honed survival tactic, and at least it was cheaper than counseling.


  Becky started to say something, but the office phone cut her off. She answered it with her usual bubbly professionalism. “Emerald City Animal Clinic. This is Becky.” Her face drooped in disapproval as she said, “Just one moment.”


  Something about Becky’s sour-lemon expression as she handed over the phone told Joy that she had better brace herself.


  “Hello?”


  “Joy.” Mike spit her name out like it tasted bad.


  She closed her eyes. How many times had she received a phone call exactly like this from Mike right before she was counting on him to do something? He’d state her name in the most Joy-less way possible, as if taking the time to fully pronounce the single syllable might impede his progress at whatever important task he was calling to tell her he had to keep doing.


  She felt the blood rush to her face. “Don’t say it—”


  “I can’t get to the child care place by six.”


  “Mike—”


  “What? You know I’m in the middle of the Lieberman deal. Plus, it’s Friday. And there’s a Seahawks game. Traffic is going to be a nightmare—”


  “Which is why responsible people plan ahead.” Lowering her voice, she swiveled her chair to give her some semblance of privacy. She knew that Becky wouldn’t judge, but it was humiliating just the same.


  “Oh. Here we go.” Mike adopted his angry tone that suggested she was the unreasonable one. “You’re always right, and I’m always wrong.”


  “Just cut to the chase.” Joy didn’t have the time or the energy for this. “Are you bailing out of the entire weekend this time or just tonight?”


  An exasperated breath whiffed in her ear. “Why do you always have to make everything so hard?”


  Silently, she counted to ten. Apparently, he was too busy to pick up the kids, but not too busy to try to convince her that it was all her fault. Remembering a technique she’d read in a book about dealing with difficult people, she thought of a fact she could state to keep her mind from getting scrambled.


  “This is your weekend with them.” She kept her voice controlled, in spite of the anger that burned in her chest. “We have a schedule that we both agreed to.”


  “Why do you always make me the bad guy?”


  “I’m not making you anything.” So much for staying calm. “You’re the one who called to tell me you can’t follow through on a commitment then got all self-righteous when I was upset about it.”


  “Fine.” He barked in her ear. “I’ll pick them up.”


  “No. Don’t tell me you can’t then say you will and leave me not knowing what’s going to happen. You can’t pick up the kids. We’ve established that. Just let me know right now when you plan to show up so I’ll know what to tell them.”


  She waited while he held the phone away and spoke to someone on his end. As always, his time was invaluable, but she could be kept waiting. “Mike…?”


  When he spoke to her again, it was with that placating tone that implied he was doing her a favor. “I suppose I can try to pick them up at your place tonight. But if I don’t get this Lieberman package put together by the signing—”


  “It’ll be all my fault. I know.” Pinching the bridge of her nose, she mentally rescheduled her planned evening of Thai take-out and a Ryan Gosling marathon. “Just come and get them in the morning. Call when you know what time you’ll be there.”


  He let out a little huff of annoyance, then clicked off the call as if he hadn’t just gotten his way.


  Feeling drained, she swiveled back to hang up the phone then ran her finger over the picture she kept on her desk of her with Ty and Charlotte. Those two deserved better than this.


  She glanced over at Becky, who was politely pretending to be too busy working on her computer to have overheard. “I have to go pick up my kids tonight after all.”


  “Sorry.” Becky stopped typing and turned to her with a concerned look.


  “Do you mind if I leave a few minutes early?” Chewing her bottom lip, Joy looked at the clock. “Traffic is a bear whenever there’s a Seahawks game, and if I’m more than five minutes late getting to the after-school care, they’ll charge me an extra thirty bucks.”


  “No problem.” Becky looked thoughtful, then added, “Do you know what you need?”


  “A massage? A manicure?” Feeling antsy, Joy stood to go tidy up the waiting area. “A week in Aruba?”


  “You need someone to help you.”


  “My sister helps me when she can.” Joy crossed from behind the reception desk and picked up some pieces to the jungle-animal jigsaw puzzle that had somehow wound up across the room from the puzzle table.


  “Your sister’s got her own life to think about.” Becky came around and started rounding up stray magazines. “I was thinking more along the lines of someone living in your house.”


  “What, like a nanny?”


  “No. Like a husband.”


  “Becky. I had a husband. And you see how well that turned out.”


  “You might have been married to that man,”—Becky jabbed the air with a folded copy of People—“but according to everything you’ve told me, he didn’t act like a husband. What you need is a real husband.”


  “Thanks for the advice, but I’m not even dating again until my kids are grown. That can just get too complicated.”


  “It doesn’t have to.” Becky’s look said she didn’t buy it. “My mom married my stepdad when I was three, and he was the best dad a kid could hope for.”


  “Well, you were lucky.”


  “Not ‘lucky.’ My mom prayed for the right guy, and—”


  “Okay, now you’re sounding like my sister.”


  Even though Joy was happy about the changes in her sister’s life that included finding both true love and true faith, she couldn’t help but cringe whenever people said things that made them sound like a TV evangelist. It wasn’t that Joy had anything against religion. It just made her uncomfortable when people were so open about it.


  But her discomfort never seemed to register with Becky, who had a way of folding faith into conversation like egg whites into cake batter.


  “Sometimes,” Becky continued, “all you can do is pray.”


  “Honestly, Becky.” Joy knelt down to scoop up the stuffed kittens that had fallen out of the toy cat bed and nestled them next to their stuffed mama. “I don’t think all the praying in the world could change my situation. I just have to tough it out.”


  “Prayer might not seem like much, but once you’ve seen what God can do, you realize—”


  The sound of the bell over the front door cut her off as one of their senior citizen clients shouldered her way in juggling a cat carrier, a fluffy pink bed, and three large shopping bags.


  “Mrs. Simmons.” Becky dumped the stack of magazines she’d gathered onto an end table and hurried over to give her a hand. “What’s all this?” She took the carrier, which was clearly uninhabited, and the bed then carried them over to the counter.


  “Thank you, dear.” Mrs. Simmons allowed Joy to take two of the bags, then hoisted the third one onto the counter as well. “I want to donate all of this to your Pets in Need program. Now that my Hopscotch won’t be needing it.” Her face contorted a little at the mention of her beloved cat’s name.


  “That’s really generous of you.” Becky’s voice was soft and sympathetic as she glanced into the bags. “We can take the food and the litter, but you should hold on to Hopscotch’s bed and her toys.”


  “That’s right,” Joy added. “What if you decide to adopt another cat? You’ll be happy to have these things.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t.” Mrs. Simmons’ jaw firmed even as her lower lip started to quiver. “I could never replace Hopscotch. She was my best friend.”


  “I know it’s hard.” Becky put a consoling hand on the woman’s shoulder. “But it’s only been, what? Three weeks? It takes time to grieve the loss of a pet. Hopscotch was a part of your life for twenty years. You should see how you feel once some time has passed.”


  “Why don’t you sit down.” Joy gestured to the bank of chairs next to the window as she crossed to the coffee and tea station. “I’ll make you some tea.”


  Mrs. Simmons hesitated, then took the few steps and sank into a chair. “All right. Do you have that nice chamomile?”


  Nodding, Joy filled a cup with hot water as Becky took the seat next to their client.


  “I just can’t imagine that it would ever be the same if I got another cat.” Mrs. Simmons clutched her purse with both hands like she missed having something warm and breathing to hold on to. “It would just remind me too much of what I’ve lost.”


  “You know, Mrs. Simmons.” Becky leaned forward and took the woman’s hand. “You have to let go of the past before you can move forward. You just haven’t had time to do that yet.”


  The expression on Mrs. Simmons’ face eased a little, like she’d found comfort in that thought.


  Joy handed her the cup, then went back to her place behind the desk. She watched with fascination as Becky consoled Mrs. Simmons and got her talking about her memories of Hopscotch. She knew that, somehow, even if Mrs. Simmons had come in earlier in the midst of their chaotic day, Becky would have taken the time to make her feel like more than just a client.


  As Joy finished tidying up her desk, she listened to the two women lamenting how loss was an inevitable part of love, and thought about how that was true in her own life. She had loved Mike, or—to be more accurate—she had loved the Mike she thought she knew. But her grief was real even if the marriage hadn’t been. He’d lied and cheated from the start, as it turned out, leaving her to pick up the pieces of the life they had built together.


  And just like Mrs. Simmons, she questioned if she’d ever be able to love again. It just felt too risky.
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  As Kyle Montgomery pulled his Ford Escape into the parking lot next to his apartment building, he reviewed his mental list of what he had accomplished that day. Tying up loose ends at his job while preparing to take the plunge into full-time business ownership made for some hectic days, but today he was actually home early. Now all he wanted to do was take Henry over to Kinnear Park for a nice run, then settle in for a quiet evening at home.


  Of course these days, that meant sitting in front of his computer working on his designs, but that was his idea of fun.


  His phone buzzed just as he shut off his engine, and he glanced down and chuckled. Wes. Like they hadn’t spent most of the day together going over plans and making decisions.


  He had to admire his buddy’s infectious ambition. They’d been friends since Wes’s first day as the mid-year new kid in the fourth grade when Kyle had picked him not-last for dodgeball in spite of his crooked glasses and knock knees. Somehow, the unlikely pairing of the athlete and the bookworm had never seemed strange to him, and they’d been best friends through thick and thin.


  True, Wes was a worrier. It was part of Kyle’s job to come up with solutions for all of Wes’s “what ifs,” a dynamic that they’d shared since their first grade-school lemonade stand.


  He picked up the phone and clicked on it as he retrieved his work bag from the passenger seat. “Hey. We’re done for the day, remember?”


  “I thought of one more thing—”


  “That couldn’t wait until tomorrow. I know.”


  “What if…” Wes swallowed audibly, as if whatever he was about to say could permanently ground their business before it even launched. “What if our printer doesn’t have the capacity for what we need? We don’t want to get behind on our orders.”


  “Hey, when we’re doing that much business, we’ll be able to afford to upgrade. No worries.” He bumped his car door shut behind himself and started for the building. “Besides, most of our customers will want digital files sent to their own print store. It’s easier that way.”


  “But, what if—”


  “Wes. What are we going to have to talk about tomorrow if you ask me all your new questions right now?”


  “Fine. I will write them down.” Kyle could practically hear Wes grinding his teeth before he spoke again. “What are you doing tonight?”


  “The usual.” He rounded the corner into the quiet courtyard that fronted the U-shaped building. “Sharing a burger with Henry and working out the kinks with the Bungalow Three design. I’m still not happy with it.”


  “What are you saying? It’s great. People will love it.”


  “People will love it once I’ve worked the kinks out. And what are you doing?”


  “Same. Minus the dog to share dinner with. I’ll be working on more grant applications. And the marketing plan. Still looking for a big contract we can score to really get us rolling. Hey, what if—”


  “Whoa. Save it for tomorrow.” Slowing his pace, Kyle peered into the koi pond, noticing that the fish were gathering closer to the bottom now that the weather had turned colder. “We’re a couple of pathetic bachelors, you know that?”


  “We’ll be a couple of eligible bachelors once Think Tiny takes off.”


  “From your mouth to God’s ears.” Skirting the pond, he noted that the landscape crew had been busy today decking out the courtyard trees in their traditional holiday white lights. “See you tomorrow, bro.”


  “Hasta la bye-bye.”


  Kyle chuckled as he put his phone in his pocket and picked up his pace again. He was anxious to get to Henry. Funny, he’d only had him for a couple of months, but already he had a hard time remembering what life had been like without him. It sure beat living alone.


  Of course, living in an apartment with a dog, especially one as big as Henry, hadn’t been easy. Sometimes he felt guilty leaving him cooped up on the days he didn’t work from home. At least he had Nicole to check on him when she could, so that helped. But he’d been thinking more and more about getting a house. Then Henry could have a yard and more space.


  Looking up as he approached the grand front entrance of his building, he smiled. Not that he didn’t love this place. The location on Queen Anne Hill—just north of downtown Seattle—couldn’t be beat, and old brick buildings that still had charm and character were getting harder to find. Of course, he had Nicole into consider. She’d be pretty unhappy if he decided to move out of the neighborhood, and there would be the custody to work out.


  When he pulled open the heavy glass and metal door and stepped inside, a rush of warm air welcomed him home like a hug. He saw that the mostly white and gold lobby was dotted with vibrant red poinsettias, and an orchestral version of “It Came Upon a Midnight Clear” played softly over the decades-old speaker system. Obviously, Mrs. Kendal—the building’s manager—had been busy today too.


  One of his older neighbors, Mr. Jenner, stood at the mailboxes that lined one wall of the ornate entry.


  “Afternoon, Mr. Jenner.”


  Jarring a bit like he hadn’t heard the door, the older man turned. “Well, hello there, son. Nice to see you.”


  “You too.” He slipped his key into his own mailbox. “I see the Hawks are playing the 49ers tonight. You watching?”


  “I never miss a game. Having something to root for keeps a person young.”


  “That’s a good philosophy.” He removed what looked like a fair mix of bills and ads, then shut his mailbox and started for the elevator.


  By the time the door opened to the seventh floor, he’d separated out half his mail to drop into recycling. As he made his way down the hall—to the customary sound of the TV blaring in 7B and the smell of curry coming from either 7E or 7G, he could never tell which—something felt off. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was, but he quickened his pace and hurried to unlock his door.


  As he swung it open, he braced himself for the burst of canine energy that generally met him, but was surprised to be met with…nothing. That was strange. Henry always greeted him like a fan encountering his favorite rock star at the stage door. Something wasn’t right.


  “Henry?” Hearing a soft whimper, he dropped the mail and his keys on the table by the door and hustled toward the kitchen. “Hey, buddy. Where are you?”


  The whimper grew louder. More urgent. Kyle entered the kitchen to find Henry sprawled on the floor, trying to raise his head.


  Suddenly, Kyle’s heart was in his throat. “Henry!”


  As he rushed over to him and knelt down, something across the room caught his eye. The cupboard under the sink was wide open and the trash can lay on its side, its contents strewn across the floor.


  He looked at Henry, who was still whining and drooling. His glazed-over eyes looked up at Kyle, pleading for help.


  His heart raced as he scooped the dog into his arms and prayed for the strength to get him out to the car.
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  Even with her arms full of the empty cat carrier and the fluffy pink bed, Mrs. Simmons managed to give Becky one last hug before making her way out the door.


  “Well, you sure made her feel better,” Joy commented as Becky watched out the window to be sure Mrs. Simmons made it to her car okay.


  “I don’t think she really came all the way here just to donate her leftover cat food.” Becky gave Joy a knowing look as she crossed to the counter. “I think she just needed someone to talk to who understands what she’s going through.”


  Nodding, Joy glanced at the clock. She had a little over an hour until she’d have to leave. If things stayed this quiet, she’d actually be able to finish her filing and maybe even restock the shampoo shelf before calling it a day.


  No sooner had she completed that thought than the door flew open and a man burst in with a very large dog in his arms.


  Becky snapped to attention and was by his side in a flash. “What’s wrong with him?”


  “I think he ate something he shouldn’t have.” The man’s voice shook. “And now he’s having trouble breathing.”


  “Do you know what it was?” Becky started toward the door that led to the exam rooms in the back.


  “He got into the trash.” He followed, seeming surprisingly unencumbered by the weight of the animal in his arms. “I found him this way when I got home.”


  “Joy, take them to room one. I’ll get Dr. Collins.”


  Becky disappeared through the door and the man paused, waiting for Joy to take the lead. But Joy still sat in her chair as if she’d been glued to it. She’d gotten used to having to move fast around here, so what was wrong with her?


  The alarmingly handsome features of the man standing there looking at her—that was what. The epitome of “tall, dark, and handsome.” A GQ cover come to life.


  Snapping to her senses, she bolted from her chair and hurried the short distance to the first exam room.


  “I haven’t had him for long.” The man gently set the dog on the exam table and ran his hands over his plush red coat. The poor dog seemed to be fighting for air. “I should have dog proofed my place.”


  Joy just stood there twisting her fingers together like this was her first day on the job and she had no idea what she was supposed to do. Then she stepped forward, placed a hand on the dog’s side and felt his racing heart. She looked up, meeting the eyes of Mr. GQ and wanting to say something consoling. Her mouth opened, but before she could speak, Dr. Collins entered the room followed by Becky, who spoke to Joy as both women flew into action.


  “Joy, go pull the records for Kyle Montgomery’s dog, Henry.”


  Kyle Montgomery. Joy retreated from the room, feeling both relieved that she had been given something to do, and disappointed at having been yanked away from those magnetic brown eyes. What was going on with her, anyway?


  She went to the wall of files behind the front desk, her pulse pounding. That poor dog could be seriously ill, and here she was drooling over his handsome hunk of an owner. She snagged the file and darted back to the exam room.


  Get yourself together, Joy.
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  From her desk, Joy glanced up at their patient’s owner, Kyle Montgomery, seated by the window with his head in his hands. His dark hair was a little messy from repeatedly running his fingers through it for the forty-five minutes he’d been waiting, which—unfortunately for Joy—only made him more attractive.


  What did a guy like that do for a living, anyway? Model? Actor? Firefighter? She glanced down at the paperwork he’d just filled out.


  Architect.


  Huh.


  She pictured him on a build site, wearing a suit and a hard hat and pointing from the blueprint in his hand to the actual building going up behind him. Smiling to herself, she mentally removed the jacket and tie, then had him roll up the sleeves of his button-front shirt. Yeah, that was better. He was more the rugged type.


  That thought was immediately followed by a rush of guilt for even allowing it to enter her head. What was wrong with her? The poor guy was distraught, and here she was giving him the starring role in her little illicit daydream. That was downright rude. Besides, she wasn’t supposed to be noticing men. Time to reel herself in.


  Dr. Collins had taken an x-ray and discovered that Henry had some kind of blockage. She and Becky were now doing exploratory surgery to figure out what the dog had swallowed and, best case scenario, remove it.


  Joy checked the time again. Fifteen more minutes and she’d have to ask Evan, the other vet’s assistant, to man the desk until Kyle could leave. Evan had already agreed, under duress, that her need to pick up her kids by six was more pressing than his need to get to the store for nacho ingredients before heading home to watch the game.


  She chewed her lip. Generally when a client was waiting all alone and she wasn’t busy, she’d try to console them. Just because he looked like he belonged on the cover of a romance novel didn’t mean she should treat him any differently. It wouldn’t be like she was flirting, or anything. That ship, for her, had sailed and wasn’t scheduled to return to port for a good thirteen or so years.


  Standing, she took in a deep breath and almost choked on nothing but air.


  As she crossed around the counter, a totally uncharacteristic awareness of her own appearance hit her like a wave. Stealing a look at her reflection in the TV that hung from the corner of the kids’ area, she smoothed a stray strand of her mousy hair that had slipped from her messy bun. And when had she gotten so lazy about her makeup?


  Well, there was nothing she could do about that now. Besides, how arrogant was she to think that he’d even notice what she looked like under the circumstances?


  Slowly, she approached. He glanced up, then straightened and got that look in his eye that patients always got when they were bracing themselves for bad news. Oh no! She hadn’t meant to alarm him.


  “C…can I get you anything?” she stammered.


  The look of fear dissipated, at any rate. Then he smiled very slightly, like he was trying to be polite. “No. Thanks. Have you heard anything?”


  “Not yet. I’m sorry.” Unsure of what else to do, she slid into the seat next to him. “But Dr. Collins is the best. She really is. Henry’s in great hands.”


  “I know. I mean, a couple of my neighbors recommended her when I first got Henry. I’ve only brought him in one other time.”


  “I’m surprised I don’t remember you. Him.” She snapped her focus to her scuffed Danskos. “I never forget a handsome face. Henry’s, I mean.” She winced. Had she not been functioning in the adult world for years now? Why did she sound like a giddy pre-teen?


  But if he noticed how flummoxed she was, he was too polite, or distressed, to acknowledge it. Of course, he was probably used to women melting like candle wax in his presence. At least he didn’t appear to have let that go to his head.


  “Well, we were only here that one time,” he offered. “And it was a Saturday.”


  “That explains it. I don’t usually work on weekends.” Why would he care about that, Joy? Noticing that she had unintentionally maneuvered so that her knee was practically touching his, she subtly shifted her legs along with the subject. “Henry’s a beautiful dog. Rhodesian Ridgeback?”


  “Yeah.” He sat back, like the conversation might be providing him with a welcome distraction.


  “It’s a pretty unusual breed.” She sat back as well, casually crossing then uncrossing her legs. Why did she feel so ungainly? Like she’d never sat in a chair before. “Especially the burnished red coat with the brown nose.” Great. Now she sounded like a vet school textbook.


  “Yeah, black noses are way more common.” He twisted slightly toward her, like he was actually enjoying their conversation. “I did some research after I got him.”


  Relaxing just a touch, she placed her elbow on the armrest between them. “So, how long have you had him?”


  “Just a couple of months. He’s kind of a rescue. I mean, he lived in my building, but his owner had to move to a senior care facility and he couldn’t take the dog. So I promised I’d give him a good home.”


  “And I’m guessing that you have.”


  “I hope so. It’s not easy being a ‘puppy parent.’”


  She couldn’t help but smile at the way he said that, like his station in life had been elevated.


  “I mean,” he went on, “I’m kind of surprised at how attached I’ve gotten to him. I just can’t even think about something happening to him.” He looked down, his eyes glistening. “And this is my fault. I should have thought about him getting into that cupboard if there was food in the trash.”


  “Don’t blame yourself. Some dogs are bad about that, but not all. If the previous owner didn’t warn you, how would you have known?”


  “Thanks.” He tipped his head toward her in a way that said he got that she was only trying to make him feel better.


  “I mean it.” Without thinking, she placed a consoling hand on his knee. She stared at it, seeing peripherally that his gaze had landed on it too.


  Hoping that she might pull off the pretense that the move had been intentional, and that she hadn’t just stepped over…way over…the bounds of propriety, she gave his knee a firm pat—not once, but twice—before removing it and putting it back in her own lap where it belonged.


  He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his legs and clasping his hands together. “It’s weird to feel so helpless.” He paused, blinking those mesmerizing chocolate-brown eyes and turning away like he might not want her to see that he was getting emotional. “But sometimes, all you can do is—”


  “Pray?” She pulled in a breath, like she might be trying to suck the word back in. Where had that come from?


  Oh, right. Becky had said it to her a little while ago. Apparently, Joy was some kind of compassion parrot now.


  He turned to her, the corners of his mouth lifting in a way that made Joy sink into her chair like a thawing popsicle. “I was going to say ‘wait,’ but I like your word better. Thanks for the reminder.”


  He looked around the room and she trailed his gaze, realizing that he was probably taking in all the small indications that this was a predominantly Christian office. The cross on the wall, the painting of Jesus surrounded by animals, just to name a few. Dr. Collins, Becky, Evan…all believers. In fact, now that she really thought about it, she might be the only one there who wasn’t a regular churchgoer.


  Kyle gave a slow nod. “I need to remember to lean on the Lord, especially in times like this.”


  Lean on the Lord? He sounded like Victoria. But coming from him, the words didn’t make her cringe. They warmed her…comforted her somehow. Funny, she was supposed to be the one offering comfort to him, not the other way around.


  He angled his head just enough to catch her eye, and was about to say something more when the door to the back opened and Becky barreled out, a big grin splitting her face.


  Kyle fairly shot out of his chair and met her in the middle of the room.


  “Henry’s going to be fine.”


  Becky’s announcement sent a wave of relief through Joy as she stood and joined the two of them in a moment of shared celebration.


  Kyle closed his eyes and tipped his head back, saying a nearly inaudible, “Thank You.”


  Feeling almost as invested in Henry’s outcome as Kyle was, Joy blurted out, “What was it that he swallowed?”


  “A hunk of aluminum foil.” Becky pursed her lips. “We got it out, and he should be good as new in a few days.”


  “Aluminum foil.” Kyle lifted his hands in an of course gesture. “I threw away some leftover chicken wrapped in foil last night. I can’t believe I didn’t think about that.”


  “What did I say about not blaming yourself?” Joy gave a well-meaning backhand to his arm. “Now that you know Henry is a garbage sneak, you’ll take the proper precautions.”


  He let out a chuckle, probably more as a stress release than because he found her comment particularly witty.


  “Thank you,” he said to Becky. Then he turned to Joy. “Both of you.”


  His gaze latched onto hers and for a moment she was caught up in a vortex of sincere charm wrapped in good looks and tied up with a ribbon of humility. And just in time for Christmas, too.


  “Joy, don’t you need to go get your kids?”


  Becky’s reminder snapped Joy back to her very real reality. Kyle looked at her, a flash of something crossing his face. Not disappointment, but maybe surprise.


  She looked at the clock. Ten after five? “Oh, man.”


  Darting around the counter so fast she practically had to skid to a halt, Joy mentally calculated how much time she could shave off if she ran all the lights and pushed the speed limit.


  As she scooped up her things and made a dash for the door, she overheard Becky telling Kyle that Dr. Collins wanted to keep an eye on Henry over the weekend and that he would probably be able to pick him up on Monday.


  She flung open the door and turned, catching his eye one more time.


  He flashed her a smile, and her heart did a funny ka-kunk.


  Boy, she could really be in trouble.
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  Kyle couldn’t help but watch out the window as the receptionist got into a minivan and pulled onto Fifteenth Avenue. Joy. What a perfect name for her. And a big shout-out to the inventor of nametags.


  Saying something about getting a copy of his statement, the vet’s assistant went back behind the counter. “And as soon as Dr. Collins is done with the post-op, you can go in and see Henry.”


  Kyle nodded absently. If she had noticed that his attention had been divided ever since Joy had left, she’d been too polite to let on.


  It had been so long since he’d been drawn to a woman that he had forgotten how good it could feel. Sure, he had women flirt with him all the time, but that was all it was. The fact that Joy hadn’t done that—that she had actually engaged in a conversation with him that didn’t involve any giggling or flipping of the hair or batting of the eyes—left him wanting to get to know her better.


  He was tired of women who tried so hard to be attractive that they wound up looking like wax figure renditions of themselves. It made him wonder what to expect when they finally let their guard down or ran out of mascara. But Joy…she was just real. He liked that.


  As he approached the counter, the vet’s assistant took what he assumed was his statement out of the printer and set it on the desk, then headed back to the exam area. “I’ll just go check on her progress.”


  Kyle leaned on the counter. Right now, he felt like the luckiest dog in the place, even though he didn’t really believe in luck. It had been fortuitous that Joy had reminded him about the importance of prayer right when he needed it the most. God seemed to use people that way. Kyle had to admit that he’d gotten so caught up in making plans for his new business that he had slacked off on including the One who was in charge of it all. He shook his head. He knew better. Why had he forgotten how important it was to pray?


  He huffed out a small laugh. Maybe that was why God had let this whole thing today go down the way it did. Because He knew Kyle would listen to whatever this wonderful woman had to say, and she happened to have a much-needed message for him.


  The trouble was, now he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about her.


  Of course, he couldn’t ignore that she had kids. Not that that would be a deterrent. He wanted a family himself, and however God might provide was okay by him. The thing was that even though she didn’t have a ring on her finger, kids usually meant a husband. And considering her line of work, it was possible that she might leave her ring at home.


  Sighing, he reached down for his statement. When he did, he happened to notice a series of framed photos on the side of the desk she’d been sitting at. A quick glance at the door to the back area confirmed that he had a moment to steal a closer look, and he leaned over just enough to get a good view of the images.


  There was a double frame with a little boy on one side, and a girl on the other. Cute kids. The second frame held a shot of Joy with her arms around the same two kids. Then the third was a picture of Joy with a woman who looked a lot like her but a few years younger. A sister, probably.


  So…no man in the pictures. Did that mean there was no “man in the picture”?


  He straightened, fingering the paper and pondering the situation. The last thing he wanted to be was the creepy guy who asked her co-workers for personal details about her. Maybe, if he timed Henry’s pickup when the clinic wasn’t busy, he’d at least have an opportunity to talk to her again.


  Then, as hard as it was, he’d have to be content leaving it in God’s hands.
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  Joy waited patiently at a table next to the window of Streebecks, the coffee shop in the heart of downtown Seattle where her sister worked as a shift manager. Even though Victoria had said she’d be done at noon and it was now ten after, Joy didn’t mind. She’d been a woman of leisure since a quarter to eleven, when Mike had finally shown up for the kids, and the opportunity to sip a peppermint latte and watch the shoppers duck in out of the rain for a caffeinated pick-me-up felt like a luxury.


  “Sorry.” Tugging on her rose-petal-pink raincoat, Victoria wended her way through the maze of tables and chairs to get to Joy.


  “No worries.” Joy stood, rebuttoning her lilac grey Burberry trench coat that she’d snagged at an estate sale years ago and hardly ever wore because it required dry cleaning. “I’m in a kid-free Zen mode.”


  “That’s great, but I don’t want to keep Wendy waiting.” Victoria looked out the window, making a face at the gentle rain that had only moments before emboldened itself into a downpour. “You ready?” She pulled her hood over her carefully-coifed chestnut-brown hair.


  “You bet.” Joy grabbed her umbrella and her coffee, then followed Victoria’s lead.


  Once outside, she handed Victoria her cup so she could open her umbrella. “What time did you tell her?”


  “I told her I work till noon. She said that by the time we got there, she’d have some options picked out for us to look at.”


  Joy eyed her sideways as they stopped at the corner, waiting for the light to change. “And you believe her?”


  Victoria tilted her a raised-brow gaze but said nothing. The light turned green, and they joined the rest of the pedestrians in their umbrella-huddled dash across the street.


  Less than a minute later, they darted into Made to Inspire, a home décor store that specialized in handmade and one-of-a-kind items and was the place to go for unique Christmas decorations.


  Joy clutched her cup and her closed-and-dripping umbrella and surveyed the crowded shop. “I don’t see her.” She trailed Victoria down one of the aisles, craning her head to see around a large tree that held an assortment of handcrafted ornaments.


  “Neither do I, but she’ll be here.” While Victoria’s words conveyed confidence, the tension in her shoulders said otherwise. “Besides, we can get some ideas while we wait.”


  “In other words, by the time she gets here, we’ll have some options picked out for her to look at.”


  “What happened to your Zen mode?”


  Joy resisted a groan. Wendy—Victoria’s friend-of-a-friend wedding planner—had been the cause of more complications than the manager of them. And it had fallen to Joy as maid of honor to clean up her messes.


  “You know, Vic.” Joy tried not to get distracted by a display of handcrafted doll clothes that her seven-year-old daughter would go nuts over. “It’s not too late to hire a wedding planner who’s a little more…what’s the word? Experienced?”


  “Wendy will be fine.” Victoria had stopped at a table filled with candles and greenery. “Come on. Help me look for centerpieces.”


  “Well, so far she’s scared off two caterers and accidentally ordered invitations with giraffes and zebras on them. So unless you’re planning on starving your guests and getting married at the zoo, I think you can find someone who’s a little more competent.”


  “You know, normally I’d agree with you.” She waved a hand at the cranberry-colored lantern Joy had picked up. “Too much red. But she’s trying so hard to get her business off the ground. I get the feeling she’s had a rough time in life.”


  “That might be true, but this is your wedding.” Holding up a handmade candle encased in cinnamon sticks, Joy inhaled the luscious scent. “It’s not your responsibility to help this woman get her business off the ground. That’s up to her.”


  “I know.” She frowned at the candle. “Too Christmassy. But something about her just makes me feel like I need to be patient with her.” She winced as Joy held up a gold candlestick with a cut glass votive holder on its top. “Not Christmassy enough. I can’t explain it. I’ve been praying about it.”


  “Praying, huh?” Normally, comments like that just begged for a sassy retort, but a warm feeling blossoming in Joy’s chest caught her off guard. Her conversation with Kyle replayed in her head, as it had a hundred times since yesterday. Instead of whatever snide remark she’d been about to spew, she uttered softly, “Sometimes, that’s all you can do.”


  Victoria stopped what she was doing and stared at her. “Are you for real?”


  “Hm?”


  “Usually when I mention prayer, you call me ‘Billy Graham’ or ‘Mother Teresa.’ Next thing I know, you’ll be saying you want to go to church with me.”


  Following Victoria into the next aisle, Joy considered. Victoria had invited her to at least one service, Bible study, craft day, or women’s conference at her church every week since her own conversion, and Joy had always given her a polite reminder that church just wasn’t her thing. But now…


  She drew in a deep breath before blurting out, “Actually, I was thinking it might be good for the kids if we started going on Sundays.”


  Victoria almost dropped a clear glass vase filled with silver and gold Christmas balls. “Are you being serious? Sometimes I can’t tell.”


  “It’s just that…” Joy fumbled for an explanation that didn’t include the hot guy—whom she wasn’t at all interested in—who had gotten her thinking about the power of prayer. “Since Mike ripped all of our Christmas traditions to shreds, it would be good for us to start fresh. Maybe find some new meaning in the season.”


  Victoria studied her for a moment, then her mouth moved but no sound came out. It was rare for her to be at a loss for words. Then her eyes started to glisten.


  Joy held up a hand to stop her from gushing all over her in the middle of this busy store. “Please don’t make a big deal out of it, okay? I just think it might help to distract us from the bad memories.”


  Victoria nodded. “You’re right.”


  Joy turned her attention to the bounty of Christmas décor and the lovely rendition of “We Three Kings” playing softly in the background. An unexpected wave of holiday cheer lifted her spirits. “So, centerpieces.”


  “Yes.” Victoria sniffled a little, then started looking around again. “They have to be tasteful. I want it to look like a wedding, not an office Christmas party.”


  Just then, a gust of wind drew their attention to the door from outside, which stood wide open. Just inside the door, a short, roundish woman in a bright yellow rain poncho wrestled with an inside-out umbrella that refused to come in after her.


  The large carpet bag she had slung over her shoulder made her look like Mary Poppins, but not on a good day.


  Several heads swiveled, out of either interest or irritation, and one of the clerks manning the counter started toward the woman, presumably to give her a hand. Just as she arrived to help, the yellow-poncho woman succeeded in freeing the umbrella and stumbled backward, right into a display rack of handmade candy canes.


  Several shoppers repositioned themselves for a better view as she attempted to catch herself, swinging the mangled umbrella. The clerk let out a little shriek and ducked just in time to avoid getting a metal rib jabbed in her eye.


  The light instrumental version of “Silent Night” playing over the store’s speakers provided an ironic contrast as the rack hit the floor with a loud clunk and the pitiful crackle of breaking candy.


  The woman turned, regarded the wreckage of her unfortunate entrance, then looked up and scanned the store. Seeming oblivious to the attention she’d garnered, she spotted Victoria and waved with the arm that wasn’t still clutching the lethal hunk of metal and acrylic-coated nylon.


  Joy took a step closer to Victoria and muttered, “Wendy’s here.”


  As Wendy said her mea culpa to the clerk—who righted herself and made a series of gestures that seemed to indicate that this kind of thing happened all the time—the other shoppers spoke softly to each other and returned to what they’d been doing.


  Victoria took in a long breath and went over to greet her wedding planner.


  Smiling courteously, the clerk held out a hand to relieve Wendy of her umbrella-of-mass-destruction. Quickly switching gears, Wendy gave Victoria an air kiss and shooed her back toward the table where Joy had safely remained.


  “I am so sorry I’m late.” Wendy gave Joy a look of apology along with a finger wave. “I caught the wrong bus.”


  “It’s fine, Wendy,” Victoria said gently.


  “Well, I’m here now. Let’s get started.” Giving a look that swiftly eliminated every centerpiece component in their immediate vicinity, Wendy breezed toward the back of the store.


  Joy caught Victoria by the arm before she could follow. “Your wedding planner takes the bus?”


  “What’s wrong with that?” Victoria spat out impatiently. “Lots of people do.”


  She did a quickstep to catch up with Wendy, leaving Joy shaking her head as the distinctive scent of peppermint wafted through the shop, a sad reminder of Wendy’s dramatic arrival.


  Taking the last sweet sip from her coffee cup, Joy looked around, her enthusiasm for helping to find the perfect Christmassy-but-not-too-Christmassy centerpiece waning. In an attempt to recapture her brief moment of merriment, she moved closer to the large tree in the center of the store.


  For years, she had made a practice of buying one new ornament every December. Each year as Mike’s income grew, so did their tree and Joy’s ability to fill the house with Christmas cheer.


  But ever since Mike’s abrupt departure, Joy had been on a budget with no room for non-essentials. Now, as she perused this collection of handcrafted ornaments and let herself get swept up in the emotional melody of “O Come, All Ye Faithful,” she smiled. Maybe there could be more to this holiday season than just “getting through it” after all.


  Circling the tree, she noticed that each section had a different theme. Several branches had been dedicated to cooking-related ornaments, and others to travel. She stopped at the area filled with all kinds of animals, from jungle to farm to pets. A whimsical mouse wearing a Santa hat made her smile, as did a cow with a wreath around its neck. If she weren’t on such a tight budget, she might be tempted to do a little shopping for the kids.


  Suddenly, she stopped. She reached up and unhooked a tiny dog crafted out of felted wool and studied it in disbelief, then ran a finger across that distinctive ridge of fur in the center of his back. What were the odds of her finding a likeness of a burnished-red Rhodesian Ridgeback with a brown nose the very day after meeting Henry?


  She smiled. Kyle would love this.


  She flipped over the price tag and flinched. That was definitely more than she could justify paying, especially for someone she barely knew. Correction…someone she didn’t know at all. Still, the irony of it made it seem like a sign of some sort.


  Don’t be silly, Joy. It was just a coincidence, that was all. There were lots of breeds represented in this display. But as she put the Henry lookalike back on its branch, she saw the standard popular breeds—German Shephard, collie, beagle. None of the other ornaments were of unique or unusual breeds.


  “Joy, look what we found!”


  Blinking, Joy forced herself out of her ridiculous fantasy world and back to the reality of why she was there. As she turned to face her sister, she shook off all crazy thoughts of signs and dogs and handsome dog owners. 
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  Joy scanned the expanse of garlands, lights, and candles that they’d spread out on every available surface of Victoria’s cozy bungalow living room. Her sister had spent the last half hour walking her through the plan for decorating the wedding and reception spaces with the meticulousness of a drill sergeant.


  “We’re not going to have a lot of time in the actual space, so we need to have things as organized as possible.”


  “Don’t worry.” Joy tore off a label she’d just printed and stuck it to one of several large bins they’d bought for transporting all of this to the venue on the wedding-day morning. “We’ve got it under control.”


  “I really appreciate your help.” Victoria skimmed through the already-labeled bins then pulled one from the stack. “I have a dress fitting today, and I promised Brian I’d go to the airport with him to meet his parents. Plus, I need to finish making the gifts I’m giving to you and the other girls.” Her normally smooth brow crinkled with apprehension. “I’m starting to feel crunched for time.”


  “Don’t stress. We’ll get it all done.”


  “I know. But I realized this morning that once people start arriving from out of town, that’s going to eat into my time. I’m really going to need your help.”


  “Well, I’ll do as much as I can this week. Then I’m all yours in the evenings for the entire week before the wedding.” She made a face. “As long as you don’t mind if I bring the kids along.”


  Victoria gave her a smile that looked slightly forced. “In that case, we should get the centerpieces done today. Not that I don’t trust the kiddos, but these are really fragile.” She held up one of the treasures she had discovered at Made to Inspire that afternoon. “Aren’t they just perfect?”


  “They’re really pretty, Vic.” Joy peeked into one of the boxes that held twelve blown-glass mini churches. No two were exactly the same, but they each represented an old-fashioned steepled church with some sort of Christmas décor on it, like a wreath on the front door, or garland adorning the eaves. “What are you planning to do with them?”


  “See those mason jars?” Victoria crossed to her dining table, which could currently pass as the set for The Martha Stewart Show. “We’re putting cotton in the bottom, then one of the little churches and some of these tiny pine trees. Then we add the little strand of LED lights that will look like stars. Isn’t that sweet?”


  “I love it. It’s unique, that’s for sure.” Joy pulled up one of the dining chairs and sat, ready to get to work.


  “Then after the wedding, I want to give them to people to use as Christmas decorations.” She placed the tiny church back in its cardboard compartment. “Since we’re getting married at the yacht club, I love the idea of bringing the church into the décor. It’s meaningful.”


  “That store has some really beautiful things.” Joy took the lid off one of the jars, then grabbed a hunk of cotton stuffing. “I saw this dog ornament—”


  “If you’re thinking you can get Ty and Charlie a dog ornament instead of the real thing, I don’t think they’ll be fooled that easily.” Victoria plugged in a glue gun, then sat down at the head of the table.


  “No, I wasn’t thinking about getting it. It was just funny because we have a client who owns one of these dogs in the same color and he and I were just talking about how unique he is. Then to see this ornament the very next day—”


  “Hang on. Did you say ‘he’?”


  Joy let out a defensive huff. “I did, but—”


  “Aaaah…” Victoria practically dropped her glue gun and leaned her elbows on the table. “Tell me, tell me, tell me.”


  “There’s nothing to tell.” Joy should have known better than to mention this to her formerly-man-obsessed sister. She added snow to a second jar. “It’s just that this client brought his dog in yesterday for emergency surgery. We had a conversation about how unusual it is to find a dog his breed and color. Then today I saw the ornament that looked exactly like him. I thought it was a funny coincidence. That’s all.”


  “There are no coincidences. Everything happens for a reason. And besides…” Victoria raised an eyebrow. “…you’re blushing.”


  “I’m blushing because you’re giving me a bad time.”


  “So now you want to buy this guy a present.” Carefully, she removed the first church from the box. “That’s so sweet.”


  “I didn’t say I was going to buy it for him. And even if I did, it wouldn’t be sweet. It would just be a gesture.”


  “So tell me about him.” Victoria swirled a little glue on the bottom of the church, then planted it in one of the jars Joy had prepped.


  “His name”—Joy flicked her a sideways glance—“is Henry. He’s a Rhodesian Ridgeback with red fur and a—”


  “Not the dog, you goof. I want to hear about his owner. What’s his name?”


  “Kyle.” She picked up a tiny pine tree. “His name is Kyle.”


  “And?”


  “And what?”


  “Is he handsome? Single? What does he do?”


  “Oh my goodness. Vic, he’s a client, not a contestant on The Dating Game.”


  “Aha.” Victoria aimed the glue gun at her. “So you don’t deny that he’s handsome and single. I think you like him.”


  “Well, I don’t dislike him. But that’s not what this is about.”


  “Then what is it about?”


  “It’s about the dog. And the coincidence.”


  “Well, I think it’s a good idea.”


  “What is?”


  “Giving him the ornament. What guy wouldn’t love receiving a thoughtful gift like that from a hot babe like you?”


  Joy sunk into her shoulders, recalling how “hot” she’d looked in her teal scrub jacket that she wore to protect herself from getting coated in fur, her hair swept up in a careless loose bun, and her face essentially free of makeup except for a swipe of mascara. “Even if I was considering getting it for him, which I’m not.” She accented the word with a firm glare. “I wouldn’t because it would be totally misleading.”


  Focusing on her gluing, Victoria made a show of sounding coy. “It wouldn’t be misleading if you’re actually interested.”


  “I’m not.”


  Victoria gave her the kind of yeah, right look that only a sister can get away with.


  “I’m not.” She said even more firmly. “Why don’t you believe me?”


  “Because this is the first conversation you and I have had about a handsome single guy since I became happily unavailable.”


  “Well, newsflash, the world is full of handsome single guys. That doesn’t change the fact that I’ve sworn off dating until the kids are out of the house.”


  “Sworn off dating but not sworn off flirting, by the sound of it.”


  “Victoria.”


  “I’m serious. If you, a perfectly lovely, one hundred percent available woman goes out of her way to buy a personal gift for this guy, he’s going to see it as a sign of interest.”


  “Maybe that would be true of all the men you dated in the past, but Kyle seems more down-to-earth than that.”


  “Does he, now?” Victoria shot her a gotcha look. “Sounds like you know him pretty well.”


  “We’ve only had one conversation. But I could tell from that what kind of person he is.” Joy frowned. “Not that I’m any kind of expert at reading men. I did marry Mike, after all.”


  Victoria gave her a look that was both pitying and condemning. “No comment.”


  “I know, you’ve never been a fan.” Joy let out a tsking sound. “When I think about all the times I made excuses for him. I’d see little clues that he was unfaithful and instead of trusting my gut, I’d make up some excuse for him. Or when I would work up the nerve to confront him and he’d come up with some explanation, a little too quickly, I’d just believe him. Even when I knew those explanations didn’t make any sense. I’ve been so blind.”


  “You’ve been hopeful.” Victoria’s look softened as she continued her gluing. “You wanted to believe the best about him.”


  “Yeah. But ignoring the truth doesn’t make it any less true.” Joy’s chest squeezed a little at her admission. “He’s a liar and a cheater.”


  “It’s what Dad used to do too, you know.” Victoria peered at her without lifting her head.


  “That was different.”


  “How was it different? You used to always take his side too.”


  “You’re right.” The realization that she had been less than fair in her assessment of her parents’ divorce hit extra hard now that she’d been through one of her own. “No wonder Mom used to get so frustrated with me.”


  “Mom would have stayed with him too if he hadn’t walked out on us.”


  “I know. Just like I would have stayed with Mike. Happily ignoring what I didn’t know for sure.”


  “Except that you did know for sure, and you weren’t happy. You were miserable. In fact, as hard as this last year has been for you, I haven’t seen you this content in a really long time.”


  “You call this content? I’m a mess.”


  “But you’re living authentically. Facing your denial about Mike was a very healthy move.”


  “Right. I should have listened to you sooner. You are the expert.”


  “I know how men think, and when it comes to this guy, Kyle, I think you should…”


  Looking up to see why Victoria had left her unsolicited advice hanging there unfinished, Joy saw her frowning into the second box of tiny churches. “Is something wrong?”


  Victoria spoke carefully. “I’m sure I told Wendy we needed twenty of the churches. She knows we’re having twenty tables at the reception.”


  “I heard you tell her twenty. Why?” She leaned over to get a look into the box. “How many do we have?”


  “Twelve in this box and…” She did a quick count. “Six in this one. We’re two short.” Victoria looked like she might cry. “I’ll have to go back there, but what if they don’t have enough?”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll call the store.” Joy snagged her phone out of her purse and quickly looked up the number. “I heard the clerk say that the artist had sent twenty-five and they had only sold two before today. That means they should have five still there.”


  “But what if they don’t? I want all my centerpieces to match.”


  “They don’t answer.” Joy ended the call. “Not even a voicemail.”


  “I’ll have to go back.” Standing, Victoria looked at the clock on her sideboard. “But I can’t be late for my fitting. And—”


  “I can go.”


  “You’d go all the way back downtown for me? Don’t you have things to get done too?”


  “Since the kids are with Mike all weekend, I thought I’d do some Christmas shopping. I can do that anywhere.”


  “Really?” Victoria gave her a hug. “You’re the best sister in the world.”


  “And the best maid of honor, just for the record.” She grabbed her coat, resisting the urge to point out that this was just one more in a long line of blazes she’d put out in the wake of Wildfire Wendy. At this rate, she should consider carrying a bucket of water down the aisle instead of a bouquet.
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  For the second time that day, Joy walked into Made to Inspire. Stopping just inside the door to wrap the little Velcro tab around her umbrella, she noticed that the candy cane stand had been restocked and moved back a good three feet. Smart move.


  As she started toward the table where Victoria had found the churches earlier, a whirlwind disguised as a boy of about six whooshed in front of her. Then a woman with that all-too-familiar expression of an overwrought mom scurried along behind him.


  “Jimmy! I told you not to touch anything in here!”


  Joy felt for the mom. She’d be on edge too if she had her kids in this store, although thankfully, they had better self-control than this little guy appeared to have.


  When she reached the table, her sense of optimism for this mission started to fade. The place where the churches were earlier had been filled in with other things…some glass snowmen…a Christmassy Eiffel Tower…a set of charming glass elves. She scanned the whole table, but there wasn’t a church in sight.


  Spotting one of the store employees helping another customer over by the hand-carved wooden toy display, she firmed her resolve. With everything that Wendy had messed up in the past several months, there hadn’t been one instance where Joy had failed to come through with a solution. There had to be more glass churches available if for no other reason than that Joy couldn’t stand the thought of delivering any bad news to her sister.


  The second the employee finished helping the other customer, Joy swooped in. “Excuse me.”


  “Yes? Can I help you?” The fortyish woman with strands of gray in her dark blonde chignon was a study in practiced retail patience.


  “I hope so.” Joy started back toward the glass ornaments and gestured for her to follow. “My sister and I were here earlier, and we bought eighteen little glass churches.” Speaking over her shoulder, she swept her hand in the direction of the display as she walked. “Only we were supposed to be getting twenty. There was a mix-up, and…” Reaching the table, she paused, entertaining the notion that if she explained that it had been an error on the part of their inept wedding planner, that would make a difference in the availability of more tiny churches.


  “I know just the ones you mean.”


  The woman sounded so cheerful that Joy relegated her blame-placing to a backup plan that she hopefully wouldn’t need to resort to.


  But as the clerk surveyed the table, her pleasant expression wilted. “I know we sold a few more this afternoon…”


  They did? Oh no. Was she going to spend her Christmas-shopping time today hunting down the people who had bought the glass churches and offering them top dollar to hand them over?


  “But…” There had to be a solution. “They’re for my sister’s wedding. She really has her heart set on having one for each table.”


  “I understand. Let me see if we have any more in the back.”


  As the woman disappeared, presumably to the back, Joy busied herself by looking around the store. Before she realized it, she was on her way to the tree. What could it hurt to check if the dog that looked remarkably like Henry was still hanging there?


  If it was still there…maybe that was a sign that she was supposed to give it to Kyle. That he would appreciate it and take it in the spirit in which it was intended.


  When she checked the animal side of the tree, it wasn’t there. She scoffed. Someone had probably just put it back in the wrong place. She made her way around the tree, but there was no sign of it anywhere.


  Certain that she was just overlooking it, she set her umbrella on a table next to the tree and started separating branches to see if it had just worked its way to the back.


  “I’m so sorry, but we don’t have any more in stock.”


  “What?” Joy whipped around at the sound of the clerk’s voice like she’d been caught shoplifting.


  A momentary look of confusion on the woman’s face was quickly replaced with her go-to pleasant expression. “I’m afraid someone else came in and scooped up all we had earlier this afternoon.”


  A burning sensation that had become commonplace whenever Wendy dropped the ball formed in Joy’s chest. It was fine for Victoria to be patient with the woman. She wasn’t the one who had to go around fixing the problems she created.


  “The artist is local.” The clerk offered. “I could ask if she’d be willing to make some more on special order.”


  “Oh. Would you? That would be great.”


  As the woman smiled and made a move for the front counter, Joy took one last sad look at the tree. Then a thought occurred to her. If the churches could be made on special order, maybe the dog ornament could too. She called out after the clerk. “Excuse me.”


  The woman turned. “Yes?”


  “I was wondering if maybe you could—”


  A sound that resembled an air raid siren cut her off. She turned around to see the overwrought mom kneeling next to the tree and trying to pry something out of little Jimmy’s hands.


  Joy thought again. If she’d been so sure that the ornament’s presence would have been a sign, why wasn’t she equally committed to the belief that it’s not being there held the same meaning?


  Turning back to the clerk, she shook her head. “Never mind.”


  Ten minutes and one successful phone call to the artist later, Joy thanked the clerk and headed for the door. Seeing that the rain had started coming down even harder, she reached for her umbrella, but…where was it?


  She’d had it when she came in, she was certain of it. Then she remembered. When she had wanted to dig for the dog ornament, she had set it down on the table. Good thing it was still raining, or she probably wouldn’t even have thought about it till the next time she needed it.


  She hurried back to the center of the room, pleased to see that her umbrella was still there and hadn’t been mistaken for a remarkably realistic umbrella tree ornament. She snapped it up and started to go, but stopped. Slowly, she turned back to the tree. There in front of her was the Rhodesian Ridgeback ornament.


  A slow smile spread across her face. Had that been the thing that the mom had just pried from her whirlwind child’s sticky little fingers?


  Reaching for the dog, she smiled. Talk about a sign.
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  By Sunday evening, Joy was kicking herself for spending money on that ornament. Victoria was right. Not the part about giving it to Kyle being a good idea, but in her reason for thinking so. Victoria was skilled at reading men while Joy, on the other hand, was the worst. The last thing she needed was to make things awkward with a client.


  She tucked the bag from Made to Inspire into her purse. Now she’d have to make another trip downtown to return it to the store. Like she didn’t have enough to do as it was.


  Crossing to the front window, she chided herself. Why was she wasting so much time dwelling on this? It wasn’t like she didn’t have plenty of other things to think about.


  Like why Mike was late bringing the kids home. Again.


  A sad little sigh escaped her throat. Truth be told, there were plenty of things around this house that should be occupying her thoughts. Like that drainpipe on the end of the porch that had shifted out of position. It probably wouldn’t take much to fix it, but it would mean hauling the big ladder out of the garage, and she just hadn’t taken the time to do it.


  And there were other things that needed doing too. Enough to fill a honey-do list, which she had never been permitted to actually write down because the implication that Mike wasn’t doing his part around the house made him angry at her. It wasn’t the fact that it was true, but her knowing it was true that he found offensive. Still, every now and then he’d taken on a task without being asked and seen it through to completion. She missed having someone around to at least tackle a small percentage of the things that needed doing around here.


  She looked at the broken drainpipe again, and a sense of melancholy filled her. What was that about? But she knew. Even in the daylight hours, it was apparent that most of the houses on her block had their Christmas lights up. She’d seen a few husbands out with their ladders when she’d left the house that morning to meet Victoria and Brian for church. That had been one thing that Mike had managed to do every year, and it had always made her happy.


  Now that she thought about it, it wasn’t just seeing the lights perfectly outlining the eaves of her house that had filled her with joy. It was the feeling that maybe Mike put forth that effort because he knew it would please her. Of course, that seemed unlikely given everything else that he’d either done or failed to do. He was probably just trying to look good to the rest of the neighborhood. But still. She missed that feeling, however misguided it may have been, of having him do something for her.


  Jarred by the sight of Mike’s Lexus turning onto her street, she quickly brushed away a couple of tears that had dripped down her cheeks without her awareness. Sometimes it felt like all she ever did when she was alone was cry, and she was sick of it. Would that ever be any different?


  When she opened the front door, Mike had just eased into the driveway. She stood there watching as he helped Charlie and Ty from their seats, and as they scampered up the walkway. She met them at the top of the porch steps and gave them a big hug as they spoke over each other, telling her all the exciting things they’d been up to for the past two days. It was a blessing, at least, that they loved their time with their dad. Too bad that it had taken a divorce to get him to spend focused time with them.


  “You two go on in and get your coats hung up.” She glanced up at Mike, who carried their backpacks and a couple of stuffed animals that looked like they’d been won at some sort of arcade. “Mommy needs to talk to Daddy for a minute.”


  Looking pulled-together as usual in designer jeans and a dark gray jacket, Mike ambled up the walk. His signature just-got-a-haircut appearance had always made her wonder how he found the time for frequent barber visits in his oh-so-busy schedule. That was nothing new. He found the time for the things that mattered to him.


  She folded her arms and leaned on the pillar at the top of the steps. “You’re late.”


  Stopping at the bottom, he gave her his best longsuffering look. “It’s no big deal.”


  “I don’t care if it’s no big deal to you. How do you know I don’t have plans with them tonight?”


  “Do you?” His dark eyes glimmered with amusement as he started up the steps.


  “It doesn’t matter if I do or don’t—”


  “So, you don’t then.”


  Gritting her teeth, she took a step back. “What matters is that you need to have them back here at the time you say you’re going to.”


  “What’s gotten into you?”


  “Nothing’s ‘gotten into’ me. I’m annoyed at your disrespect of my schedule.”


  He shook his head. “I’m sorry for you, Joy.”


  “You’re sorry for me?”


  “You’re so rigid. You need to roll with the punches. Take life as it comes.”


  “Oh, no.” She raised her palms in defense against his obvious gaslighting. “You don’t get to pin this on me. You’re the one who was an hour and fifteen minutes late getting the kids home.”


  “I can’t win.” He set the backpacks and the stuffed animals on the wooden rocking chair just outside the door and turned to face her. “First you were mad that I couldn’t spend Friday night with them. Now you’re mad that I made up for some of that lost time. Make up your mind.”


  “Why do you think that whatever works for you is what works, but we’re just expected to ‘roll with the punches.’ That’s why we have a court-mandated parenting plan.”


  “Okay, we don’t need to get the lawyers involved. If you’re so upset, just tell me what I can do to fix it.”


  “You can’t just fix it. It’s not a broken toaster oven. Not that you ever got around to fixing that either.”


  “See, I can’t win with you. Once you’re mad about something, you hold on to it. There’s no way I can ever make it up to you, so what’s the point of even trying.” He flashed that tight-lipped condescending smile that always made her want to hit something, and started for the steps.


  “Actually…” She held out a hand to stop him. “There is something you could do.”


  He turned to her, firming his jaw like she was keeping him from something important. “What?”


  “Well, remember our schedule change?”


  He glowered at her, like she was springing something new on him. “What schedule change?”


  “Mike. We agreed on this months ago. You don’t have the kids the weekend after next. It’s Victoria’s wedding.”


  “Right. The wedding.” A series of emotions ranging from irritation to delight crossed his face before landing on wariness. “So now what do you want from me?”


  Ignoring his accusatory tone, she threw out an idea that, if it actually worked, would really be helpful to her. “You could take them mid-week instead. They want to see you, and Victoria and I have so much to do getting ready for the wedding—”


  “Whoa. Hold on. Weeknights don’t work for me. You know that.”


  “Weekends barely work for you. What’s left?”


  The wordless glare he fired at her pretty much confirmed that he knew she was right but he didn’t want to own up to it. “Let me think about it.”


  As he strode back to his car, she winced at the headache forming in her temple. Let me think about it. It was his obligation as a parent, not a request for a charitable donation. Why did he seem to see being a parent as a box he could check only when it fit neatly into the rest of his life?


  She wanted to scream. Of course, he was right about her holding on to anger, but still. She had every right to expect to be treated with respect.


  After transferring the kids’ gear inside, she made an effort not to take her frustrations out on the door with a satisfying slam. Instead, she shut it gently and leaned her back against it.


  Glancing at the hooks on the foyer wall where the kid had haphazardly hung their coats, she sighed. Even with all the energy she expended in keeping the house presentable, it never really was. There was always something out of place.


  As she reached over to adjust Ty’s little coat so it hung from the neck and not the sleeve, she bumped her purse off the table and the little white bag spilled out. She groaned, then bent to pick it up and when she did, a thought struck her.


  Standing upright, she looked into the bag at the sweet little dog that seemed to be looking up at her, begging for a home. For some strange reason, her gut was telling her to follow through on her madcap plan to give this to Kyle.


  Her face relaxed into a small smile. Yes. She would give it to him tomorrow when he came to pick up Henry, and trust that he would take it in the spirit in which it was intended. If only to prove to herself that not every man was a complete narcissist.
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  Kyle couldn’t believe how empty his apartment had felt all weekend without Henry there to keep him company. That big galoot had worked his way into his new owner’s heart, that was for sure. So much so, that Kyle had left Wes to fend for himself at a vender meeting so he could go pick Henry up as early as the vet would release him.


  Of course, that wasn’t the only reason he wanted to get there before five.


  Even though he trusted that if something was meant to happen between him and Joy, it would work itself out, he’d spent the weekend coming up with a plan. He’d never been great at getting conversations going with women, so he’d decided to bring along an icebreaker


  Remembering how significant her comment about prayer had been to him, he’d gone out on a limb and bought her a prayer journal. He figured that would serve as a thank-you for helping him through that bad experience with Henry, and open the door for him to ask her if she’d like to go for coffee sometime. That way, if she actually did have someone in her life already, or if she simply wasn’t interested, it would be easy enough for both of them to write it off as just a friendly gesture. No harm, no foul.


  Then he would just slink away and crawl into a hole.


  When he opened the door to the vet’s office, he saw her standing behind the front desk looking just as pretty as he remembered from the other day. Her hair was a little different today, like she’d had more time and maybe a few more pins at her disposal. It looked nice this way too.


  Glancing in his direction, she gave him a quick smile that he hoped was more than just her standard greeting to new arrivals, then went back to explaining some paperwork to a client.


  Clutching the bag with the prayer journal in it, he eased toward the counter. He looked around, pleased to see that the place wasn’t too busy. There was a big man holding a tiny chihuahua, and a cat in a carrier that presumably belonged to the woman at the counter. It seemed feasible that Joy might have a minute to talk to him.


  As soon as the woman stepped away with her paperwork, Joy looked at him and her smile broadened. “Well, hello. It’s nice to see you arrive under happier circumstances.”


  “I’ll second that.” He returned the smile.


  “Henry will be thrilled to see you.” She sat down at her computer and typed something, then stood again. “I’ll just go back and get him.”


  Watching her slip through the door into the back, his stomach did a nervous flip the likes of which he hadn’t felt since high school. Not even bidding on a job or presenting a design to a client made him this anxious.


  You’re just asking her to coffee, Kyle. No big deal.


  No big deal. Right. If it was no big deal, why was his heart lodged in his throat?


  The sound of a familiar bark and scrambling toenails on the floor brought him out of his thoughts. Henry bounded through the door with Joy holding him on a leash, looking like his old rambunctious self.


  “Hey, buddy.” He knelt down to give him a hug and accept some dog kisses. When he stood, his hand brushed against Joy’s as he took the leash from her, sending something that felt like a jolt of electricity up his arm.


  Had she felt it too? By the way she hurried back to her desk, he couldn’t quite tell.


  “He’s been a very good boy.” She grabbed some papers from the printer, then set them on the counter next to the jar of dog biscuits. “I just need you to sign his release. Keep an eye on him for the next few days. If he bothers his stitches, he’ll have to be sentenced to the cone of shame.”


  Kyle feigned a shudder. “Hear that, Hen? You can’t say you haven’t been warned.”


  “Oh, and we’ll have to schedule a follow-up. Dr. Collins wants to see him in about ten days.” She sat again, consulting her computer screen. “How’s a week from Wednesday at three o’clock?”


  “Great.


  The pretty smile she flashed before writing out the appointment card gave him enough courage to make his move. He lifted his hand with the bag in it.


  “I have something—”


  “—actually, I have something—”


  They both stopped, pausing in an awkward conversational impasse which they broke with a mutual chuckle.


  Tucking the journal under his arm, he lifted his hand in a you first gesture.


  She smiled, then reached for her desk drawer. “I have something for you.” She straightened, holding out a small white bag which she then set on the counter. “It’s just a little thing. I was out shopping with my sister…”


  Her sister. He thought again of the photo on her desk.


  “…and I happened to see this.” She gave the bag a small nudge with her fingers. “It made me think of Henry.”


  His curiosity piqued, he took the bag and looked inside. He glanced up at her again then reached in and drew out something that looked like, what? A Christmas tree ornament? A dog that looked exactly like Henry, right down to his uniquely-colored nose.


  It was a gift. But what did it mean? She had been out shopping and saw it and thought of him. Well, she’d thought of Henry, but still. He honestly didn’t know what to say, so all he managed was a lame, “Wow.”


  “I just thought it was such a coincidence, you know? That I happened to see this right after meeting you. I mean…” She waved a hand in Henry’s direction. “…him. After meeting Henry. And we talked about his color and his nose and everything.”


  “I love it. Thank you. I guess that means I should actually get a tree this year.”


  “Ooh.” Her face crinkled in a cute little wince. “No tree?”


  “Well, I’m not home much right now. I’m starting a business. But if I’m too busy to take time to enjoy Christmas, I guess I need to slow down.”


  “That’s a good point.” Her face eased back into that sweet smile. “I’m glad you like it.”


  “I love it.” He gripped the bag with the journal in it. “I really wanted to thank you for helping me through that rough time on Friday. And for reminding me how important it is to pray, so…” He handed her the bag.


  One corner of her mouth lifted and her cheeks turned a little pink as she took it. “You know you really didn’t have to…” She opened it, her brow creasing. “It’s a journal.”


  “A prayer journal. People say it helps to get your thoughts out.”


  She nodded, but said nothing.


  He tried to read her reaction. “You probably already have one, right?”


  “Oh…no. I don’t. I love it. Really. Thank you.”


  He fumbled in his mind, trying to recall what he had intended to say next. Something about coffee?


  Before he could speak, the door from the back flung open, and the other vet’s assistant stepped through the doorway and called out, “Mrs. Silverton?”


  As the woman in the waiting area stood and picked up her cat carrier, the assistant greeted Kyle. “We’ve enjoyed having Henry here. He’s such a polite guest.”


  Kyle gave Henry’s head a pat as he patiently waited for the assistant to take her next patient to the exam room so he could ask Joy to coffee before he lost his nerve.


  But instead of going back through the door, she moved into position behind the counter and spoke to Joy. “Would you take Mrs. Silverton and Bruno to room two? And then the delivery guy is at the back door with our order.” She handed her a clipboard with several sheets of paper on it. “Would you mind checking everything off our list?”


  Joy stood. “Oh…sure.” She flashed what looked like an apologetic grimace at Kyle, then disappeared into the back.


  That was it? He stood there, wondering if he should wait or just admit that he’d have to put his plan on hold until a week from Wednesday at three o’clock. That seemed so far away. He couldn’t just stand there for no apparent reason, so he picked up a brochure with a picture of a dog in a Santa hat on it.


  “Oh, are you going to our fundraiser?” the assistant asked, nodding at the brochure in his hand.


  “Fundraiser?”


  “It’s a carnival that our office is participating in this Saturday. We’re raising money for a no-kill animal shelter we partner with.”


  “A carnival, huh? I haven’t been to one of those since I was a kid.”


  “Actually, the carnival part is for the kids. But we’ll have all kinds of vendor booths with some great gift ideas for pets and pet owners. You could shop for Henry.”


  “Sounds like a good idea.” Patting Henry’s head again, he glanced at the door to the back, as if he could will Joy to walk through it. From the looks of the list her co-worker had handed her, it was going to be a while.


  “We’ll have a booth there,” she continued as she sat down and started typing. “Those of us who don’t normally work on Saturdays will be taking turns manning it.”


  “Oh?” Hadn’t Joy mentioned that she didn’t normally work on Saturdays? So maybe he would have another chance to talk to her. Away from the distractions of the office.


  He smiled as he led Henry to the door. If things were meant to work out…
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  The next morning, Joy sat in the passenger seat of Victoria’s car on their way to look at the wedding venue. While she had downplayed the significance of the gift exchange as she relayed the story to her sister, she couldn’t help but feel a hint of nervous anticipation. Kyle had actually thought about her after he’d left the other day. What did that mean?


  “So tell me the rest.” Victoria’s eyes had lit up like Christmas lights when Joy admitted to giving Kyle the ornament. “What did he say after he gave you the journal?”


  “Nothing. I had to go check in a big order of supplies, and when I came back out, he was gone.”


  “Oh.” Victoria’s face fell. “When will you see him again?”


  “His dog has a follow-up appointment next week.” The thought sent her brain into a tailspin. What would she say when she saw him? What would he say? And as much as she knew she had to stick to her guns on the no-dating thing, she had to admit that she’d be really disappointed if he acted like there was nothing special going on between them.


  “Joy, this is fantastic. You followed my advice—good job on that, by the way—and it paid off. And the best part is that now you know you’re both on the same page.”


  “But are we? He gave me a prayer journal, Vic. A prayer journal.”


  “Uh-huh. So?”


  “Think about it. Praying and journaling. Two things I never do combined into one really confusing gift that I don’t know how to interpret.”


  Victoria gave her the best eye roll she could manage while still keeping her focus on the road. “You know exactly how to interpret it. So, what are you going to do next?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, one of you needs to make the next move. Ask him out to coffee or something.”


  Joy twisted a narrow glare at her sister. “What part of ‘I’m not dating till the kids are grown’ don’t you understand?”


  “Hmm, let me think…” Victoria made a little show of pretending to consider. “Oh, I know. None of it. You can’t always control the timing of things, Joy. Some things are bigger than you.”


  “Right.”


  Victoria turned into a parking lot that sat adjacent to a harbor filled with bobbing boats—some tiny and some massive—then swerved into a spot marked Visitors Only.


  “Here it is.” The pitch of Victoria’s voice rose along with her shoulders. “I’m so excited for you to see it.”


  By the time Joy had collected her purse and gotten out of the car, she had to scramble to catch up. Victoria had wasted no time heading up the walkway that cut through the center of the lot, connecting it to a stately white building.


  “I still can’t believe that...” Joy veered as a seagull swooped down with a loud squawk. “…that Wendy managed to book the Emerald Yacht Club. This place is a Seattle legend.”


  “You have got to give her more credit.” Victoria cut across the U-shaped valet parking driveway. “I told her months ago that this was my number one choice and she got right on it.”


  “It’s not that I don’t trust Wendy…” Well, it was, but she wanted to respect her sister’s request that she be more charitable toward her. “I’m just surprised that they had an opening. I’m sure this place gets really booked this time of year.”


  “See, that’s where it helps to hire a wedding planner who has connections and knows how to make things happen. It’s all going to be perfect, Joy. You’ll see.”


  Joy followed her sister through a set of glass double doors into an elegant foyer.


  “We’ll have the guest book right here and the gift table over there.” Victoria made a sweeping gesture toward an area next to the coat check room. “Then people will be directed this way for the ceremony.” She moved to their right, into a large room with high ceilings and tall windows that looked out over the Puget Sound. “I’m so happy that we’re having the wedding and the reception at the same location.”


  “Oh, Vic. This place is perfect.” A sense of relief filled her. The fact that Wendy had managed to book one of the most popular wedding venues in the city almost made up for everything that she’d flubbed.


  Victoria let out a sigh. “I would have loved to have the wedding at our church, but that sanctuary is huge. Our two hundred guests would have felt lost in that place.”


  “I know. I’ve been to rock concerts in smaller venues. Don’t they ever have weddings in any of the smaller rooms?”


  “Yeah, but they book that place out on weekends. They’re always filling it with conventions and things like that. In fact, our wedding weekend is some kind of missions conference. We couldn’t have used the space even if we’d wanted to.”


  Joy took a couple of steps into the room to get a better look out the windows. “That view is incredible.”


  “Right? And if the weather’s decent, we can get some pictures out there while the rest of the guests move this way for the reception.” As she spoke, Victoria made a tour-guide-like U-turn back out into the foyer.


  Joy hurried to keep up, her shoes clicking on the polished floor.


  “Sorry to rush you through the tour.” Victoria spoke over her shoulder as she headed for another set of doors on the far end of the space. “But Wendy said that when she called to see when we could pop in to look around, the woman told her that Tuesday morning before noon was it. We don’t have a lot of time.”


  “No worries. I need to get back to work soon, anyway.”


  Victoria threw open both doors, and they stepped into a stunning space with the same high ceilings as the smaller room, and windows on two sides. Several glass doors led out to a deck overlooking the water.


  Wendy looked down from where she stood precariously perched on a chair on the platform stage, her carpet bag slung over one shoulder, holding a yellow tape measure over her head.


  “Hello, ladies!” Her cheerful greeting echoed through the room.


  Joy held her breath as Wendy’s weight shifted and she nearly toppled off the chair. Catching herself, she flapped a hand like that kind of near-disaster happened to her all the time.


  As the two of them started toward Wendy, Joy took in the beauty of the room. “I see why you said we wouldn’t need to do a lot of decorating. This place is gorgeous.”


  “We just have to add those extra touches that say ‘Christmas wedding.’”


  Wendy met them at the base of the stage, having managed to get herself safely back to floor level. “I’m so glad you could both make it.” She pulled a clipboard from her bag and handed it to Victoria. “I wanted to run this by you before we set it in stone.”


  Joy glanced at the top page, which had a series of circles printed on it, filled in with pencil scribblings. “What is it?”


  “The seating chart,” Victoria said as she looked from the page to the tables surrounding them.


  “Since you’re not having a head table, I’m putting Brian’s parents over here.” Wendy pointed to an area next to a window. “Would you like me to put your parents with them, or separate the families?”


  Victoria hissed in a breath. “I’m glad you asked, because we’ll need you to separate our parents.”


  “By as much distance as possible,” Joy added.


  Wendy flinched. “That bad, huh? I knew they were divorced, but I guess I just assumed that enough time had passed.”


  “No amount of time could pass that would heal that wound.” Victoria gave Joy a quick apologetic look before adding, “Our dad left when we were kids to take up with someone else.”


  “Oh.” Wendy made a face. “Is he still with her?”


  “It didn’t last.” Without looking her way, Victoria reached over and squeezed Joy’s hand. “Those things usually don’t.”


  Joy grabbed the chart. “Why don’t you put our dad over there with our Aunt Eliza’s family. That’s his sister. And you can put our mom at my table.”


  “Oh. Sorry, sis.” Victoria flashed a wicked smile. “Your table’s full.”


  Before Joy could respond, Wendy took Victoria’s arm and directed her toward one of the windowless walls. “We talked about putting the photo booth in this corner, but I’m thinking that’s too close to the buffet line.”


  While the two of them discussed various photo booth placement options, Joy searched for the circle on that chart that had her name on it.


  Oh no. She wouldn’t.


  Her teeth gnashed as she marched over to her sister, holding the clipboard with both hands and resisting the urge to clobber her over the head with it.


  “Of course, the kids will be darting in and out of…” Wendy stopped midsentence, like she’d just remembered something. “I almost forgot. I need to make a note of where all the outlets are around the room. You just never know.”


  As Wendy walked away to count outlets, Joy cleared her throat and tapped her finger on the seating chart. “Is this who I think it is?”


  Feigning innocence, Victoria looked to where Joy was pointing.


  “Mm-hm. Brian’s cousin Lance.”


  “Victoria! The cousin I met at the picnic last summer? The one who thinks he’s God’s gift to women?”


  “That’s the one.”


  “But, why would you—”


  Just then, one of the doors swung open, and a woman in a suit stepped into the room. Glancing up from the phone in her hands, she seemed a little startled, then put on a pleasant expression and veered toward them.


  “Can I help you with anything?”


  Victoria smiled. “Oh no. We’re just having another look around. Discussing some details.”


  The woman’s phone beeped and she glanced down at it, then side-stepped away. “Take your time and let me know if you have any questions.” Looking a little harried, she tapped on her phone as she made her way out the door to the foyer.


  Joy scowled at her sister, who gave her that innocent look that Joy knew all too well. She opened her mouth to speak, but Wendy cut her off.


  “Victoria! Come over here and tell me if you want to reconsider where we put the cake table.”


  Giving her a shrug of her brows, Victoria darted away, leaving Joy just shaking her head.


  She looked down at the clipboard she still held, wondering how her life had come to this. When she married Mike, she had honestly thought that her days of going stag to important social events were over. Well…she wouldn’t really be going stag. She’d have her kids in tow. But that almost made it tougher. No matter how hard she tried, the single mom mantle wouldn’t fit quite right, but there wasn’t much she could do about that.


  Looking over the rest of the seating plan, her eyes started to well up. She hadn’t seen most of their out-of-town relatives since her own wedding and, until now, it really hadn’t occurred to her that this would be the first time she’d be facing most of her family since the divorce.


  She blinked. This was not the time to worry about that. Her job over the next week and a half was to make sure that everything went exactly the way her sister had planned.


  Even if one of those plans was to seat her next to creepy Lance. She’d just have to be prepared to defend herself.
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  After her afternoon of working at warp speed to make up for taking the morning off, Joy had been too exhausted to even think about cooking dinner. So she’d treated the kids—and herself—to take-out burgers from Kidd Valley. Then they’d been so wound up from the excitement, not to mention the sugar boost from the root beer milkshake they’d shared, that it had been a challenge to get them to settle down. But as much as Joy loved spending time with them, she needed her downtime at night now more than ever.


  It had taken three stories and a slightly off-key rendition of “You are my Sunshine,” but Ty was finally settled in his little bed.


  “Mommy?” he said through a yawn.


  “Yes, baby?”


  “When are we getting our tree?”


  Ugh. The tree.


  What was wrong with her? She had always loved picking out Christmas trees. Of course, that had been before Mike had shanghaied the joy right out of the season. Thankfully, the kids didn’t seem to be making the connection between Christmas and Daddy’s leaving, so she needed to do her best to keep things normal for them.


  “Maybe this weekend.” She smiled at his sleepy little face. “How does that sound?”


  “Good.” He closed his eyes, seemingly content with the answer even though she knew he didn’t really have a concept of how many days away that was.


  She turned off his Toy Story lamp and leaned over to kiss his soft cheek, then crept quietly to the door. After taking one more look at his tranquil form under his blankets, she started down the hall.


  One good thing that had come of Mike’s no longer being there was that it had freed up the small bedroom at the front of the house that had once been his office so the kids could each have their own room. The part of the office that had been a craft room had been easy enough to transfer over to the master bedroom, now that she didn’t have to share that space either. She had been very intentional about turning her room into a sanctuary so she wouldn’t feel depressed or lonely in there.


  A little groan slipped out as she sank onto her bed, remembering her promise about the tree. Just the thought of digging all the lights and decorations out of storage made her want to crawl under her comforter and not come out until spring.


  A buzzing noise pulled her from her thoughts, and she twisted to grab her phone from where she’d tossed it on the bed. It was probably a text from Victoria reminding her of some wedding task that she’d forgotten to put on her list.


  When she looked at the screen, she groaned again. Mike.


  She laid back, holding the phone directly over her face so she could read what he’d texted.


  Charlie left her snow boots at my place. I’ll bring them by.


  Great. She couldn’t wait to see him again.


  She sat up, stretching to put the phone on the bedside table, and something caught her eye. The prayer journal that she’d left sitting next to her lamp. She picked it up and ran her hand over the soft lavender faux leather cover and across the words “Prayer Journal” that were embossed on the front. She smiled at the thought of Kyle choosing it for her.


  Maybe he was onto something. Journaling might be really good for her, even if her reasons for doing it would be different than what he assumed. She wasn’t the praying type, as she’d clearly unintentionally led him to believe. But writing down her thoughts and feelings might help her sort through some things and maybe find some peace.


  She paged through the book. It had a nice comforting feel to it, with an organization that appealed to her. There was a place to write your prayers, then a place to follow up with the results of those prayers. Maybe she could do a sort of variation on that. Write out all her problems and see if anything happened.


  She took a pen out of the drawer of her bedside table, then leaned back against her pillows and thought for a moment. Where should she even start? Then she remembered hearing that a good way to journal was to set a timer and just free write for five minutes. Something about getting the juices flowing. That made sense.


  She set the timer on her phone and started to write.
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  The following Saturday, Joy stood at a table in the middle of the gymnasium of a local high school, encouraging passersby to guess the number of dog biscuits in an aquarium for a chance to win a free dog or cat grooming. Victoria stood next to her, keeping an eye on Ty and Charlie in the bounce house across the walkway.


  “I’ve been writing every night before bed.” Since they’d both been so busy all week, Joy hadn’t had an opportunity until now to tell her about her foray into journaling. “I can’t believe how good it feels to just get it all out.”


  “The best part is that Kyle gave it to you.” Victoria got that starry-eyed look that Joy recognized from her sister’s man-crazy days. The look she now generally reserved for conversations about her fiancé.


  “I think you’re missing the point.” Joy smiled at a woman who had just dropped her dog-biscuit guess into the box Becky had decorated to look like a doghouse. “It’s helping me really understand how I feel about things.” She slipped her a cat-eyed look. “And one of the things I discovered was about you.”


  “Me?” Whatever stars remained in Victoria’s eyes burned out in a supernova of wariness.


  “Yes. I wasn’t going to mention this, but…” Folding her arms, Joy leaned a hip against the table. “Why did you seat me next to Brian’s egotistical cousin?”


  “Oh.” Victoria let out an innocent little titter. “That.”


  “Yes. You know he’s one of those men who sees every ‘available’ woman as an object to be conquered.”


  “True. Hard to believe he could be related to someone as gentlemanly as my Brian.”


  Joy shuddered. “Remember at that picnic when he tried to tie my ankle to his for the three-legged race?”


  Victoria laughed. “I forgot about that. Believe me, I don’t want that to happen to you at our wedding.”


  “Don’t tell me you’re having a three-legged race at your wedding?”


  “No, goofball.” Her voice turned sing-songy. “But there will be dancing.”


  “Ugh.” The thought of lecherous Lance putting his hands on her made her skin actually crawl. “I swear if he asks me to dance, I’m going to hide in the ladies’ room.”


  “And miss my reception?”


  “What if I wear my wedding ring?”


  “I don’t think it will be enough of a deterrent. What you need is a date.”


  “Uh-huh.” Joy folded her arms. “Just what I thought. This is just a clever tactic to try to convince me to bring a date to your wedding.”


  “It’s not too late, you know. You can bring a plus-one.”


  “You are incorrigible.” Drawing her gaze from Victoria, something caught her eye through the crowd. Was she imagining things? The blood instantly drained from her face.


  Victoria must have noticed her ghostly pallor. “What?”


  “That’s him. Don’t look.”


  “Him?” Her face lit up again. “You mean Kyle? The journal guy? Where?” Looking into the crowd, she craned her neck.


  “I said don’t look.”


  “Well, tell me what he looks like, and I promise to be more subtle.”


  Joy put her hand on her chest in an attempt to still her fluttering heart. “Just pretend you’re a talent scout for The Next Hot Male Model and you’ll spot him for sure.”


  Victoria casually scanned the crowd, then let out a tiny gasp. “Bingo! Hello, tall, dark and handsome.”


  Joy batted her arm. “Do I need to tell Brian on you?”


  “Hey, you’re the one who hired me as a talent scout. I’m just doing my job.” She grabbed Joy’s wrist. “Don’t look now, but Mr. Next Hot Model is headed our way.”


  All the blood that had rushed from Joy’s face made a quick trek back, bringing along reinforcements. Terrific. That pretty much eliminated the option of playing it cool. She busied herself with a couple who were showing an interest in the drawing, while remaining very much aware of the hottie approaching in her peripheral vision.


  In a moment, he was standing in front of their table, with his hands in the pockets of his casual khaki jacket and his dark hair just a little tousled. He waited politely while she over-explained the details of the drawing to the young couple then turned her nonchalant gaze his way.


  “Kyle.” Doing her best not to look like her radar had scoped him out from halfway across a packed gymnasium, she feigned surprise. “Hi.”


  “Hi.” He smiled that smile that was even more captivating than she remembered.


  Not knowing what else to say, she blurted out, “This is my sister, Victoria.”


  “So, you’re Kyle.” Victoria turned on her signature charm. “I’ve heard so much abou—”


  Joy kicked her under the table.


  “—out you.” She tossed Joy an irritated gaze.


  “What are you doing here?” Joy wanted to kick herself for not being able to control the quiver in her voice.


  Kyle just shrugged, looking as sweet and kind as he always had in her admittedly limited experience with him. “I saw the brochure the other day at your office. I just figured if I’m getting a tree, I should buy something for Henry so I’ll have something to put under it.”


  “Well, you’ve come to the right place. I—”


  “Mommy!”


  Apparently, both Joy and Victoria had been so caught up in this surprise encounter that they’d failed to notice the kids disembarking from the bounce house. Victoria snapped into action and met them as they bounced their way toward the table.


  “Can we get our faces painted now?” Charlie implored.


  “Sure, sweetie. If Aunt Vic doesn’t mind taking you.”


  “I don’t mind.” Victoria took them each by the hand.


  “But first, say hello to Mr. Montgomery.” Joy nodded toward Kyle. “He owns one of the dogs we take care of at Mommy’s work.” She looked at Kyle. “These are my kids, Charlotte and Ty.”


  The kids gave him a fairly distracted but not entirely discourteous greeting while Kyle lifted a friendly wave.


  “Okay, let’s go get our faces painted,” Victoria said. “And then what do you say to some corndogs?”


  The kids cheered at the suggestion and Victoria gave Joy a not-so-subtle look as she started to lead them away.


  Ty looked up at Kyle as he lagged behind his sister and aunt. “You’re so lucky you have a dog.”


  As the three of them disappeared into the crowd, Kyle gave Joy a curious look. “You mean to tell me that you work in a vet’s office, but you don’t have a dog?”


  “I have two kids. That’s all I can handle. Maybe when they’re old enough to actually take some responsibility, I’ll consider getting them a dog.” Resisting the urge to fan her toasty-warm face, she went for a change of subject. “I started using the journal you gave me.”


  “Oh, I’m glad to hear that.” He looked genuinely pleased. “I wasn’t sure if it would be up your alley.”


  “You know, I didn’t think it would be. I’ve never journaled. And I don’t really…” She stopped, just short of giving him her full disclosure. I don’t really pray. At all. “I mean, I’m not that good about getting my thoughts out. But it’s helping. I’ve actually learned a few things about myself. So, thank you again.”


  He nodded, looking at her like maybe he could read her a little better than she might be comfortable with.


  She straightened a stack of fliers they’d printed up to advertise the clinic. “I’m hoping it will help me get through the Christmas season.”


  Had she really just admitted that? The words had just tumbled out of her mouth without her consent.


  “Get through it?” His forehead creased with concern, as if her brutal honesty hadn’t been unbefitting of their strictly professional relationship. “Is Christmas hard for you?”


  “It is now.” She hesitated, but her mouth seemed to have hijacked the control panel of her brain. “My husband left me about a year ago.”


  No…!


  Staring down at her feet, she bit down hard on her lower lip, a tactic she really should have employed thirty seconds earlier, before she had completely surrendered all semblance of professionalism.


  “Oh. I’m so sorry.”


  The warmth in his voice drew her eyes to his. He was looking at her, not with the confusion or discomfort that she expected, but with genuine sympathy that put her at ease.


  “Yeah.” She huffed out an ironic chuckle. “It wasn’t the best timing.”


  “Why’d he leave?” He drew back, like he’d caught himself stepping over the wreckage of that boundary she’d just knocked to the ground. “I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.”


  “No. It’s all right. I mean, that’s what everyone wants to know. I appreciate that you actually asked, to tell you the truth.” She was doing what Mike would call babbling now, but she suddenly didn’t care. It wasn’t like she was out to impress this guy, so what did she have to lose? “Who knows what the deep-down reason was, but he had gotten involved with someone else.”


  He winced. “That’s horrible. But you’re right, that’s not the reason. That’s just a thing that people do to avoid facing their real problems.”


  “Yes.” A wave of energy that always accompanied the feeling of being truly understood filled her, and she stood a little straighter. “Anyway, I haven’t even rustled up the energy to get a tree yet. And I should because I need to make things normal for my kids, you know?”


  He nodded. “It sounds like you’re a good mom.”


  A dumb grin tugged at her cheeks. That was such a simple statement, but she hadn’t realized how much she’d needed to hear it. It hit the very core of a theme that had emerged from her journaling. That she wasn’t a good enough mom.


  Swallowing back a lump of gratitude and sorrow, she continued. “And to be honest, part of what’s stopping me is just thinking about what a big job it’s going to be. I’ve always had Mike to tie it to the top of the car and put it in the stand.” She brushed away that concern with her hand. “I know I can do it. It’s just that I’m not looking forward to that.”


  “Well, I have an idea.” He flashed a smile that could probably convince her of his idea’s validity no matter what he intended to say next. “It just happens that I was going to stop on my way home to get my tree. Why don’t I go do my shopping and meet you back here when you’re finished? Then we can go to the tree lot together.”


  She stared at him. Was he serious?


  “That way,” he went on, “I could tie your tree to your car. And if you want, I could even follow you home and carry it into your house for you.” Glancing upward, he chuckled. “That didn’t sound right. I mean, if you’d be comfortable with that.”


  She let out a laugh. “You’d do that for me?”


  “It would be my pleasure.” He gave her a little bow. “What time do you finish here?”
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  After spending a fun, stress-free hour at the tree lot, whatever trepidation Joy might have had about Kyle being either a player or a stalker had been put to rest. He had been the perfect gentleman, picking out his own little Norway spruce, then waiting patiently while she and Victoria guided the kids through several perfect-tree options. He’d joined in the conversation but hadn’t intruded. Then, as promised, he had expertly tied their gorgeous six-foot noble fir to the top of her minivan.


  Now, as she turned off Market Street and into their Ballard neighborhood, she did her best to ignore the looks that Victoria had been throwing her way since they’d left the tree lot.


  “You might as well say it.” A glance in the rearview mirror confirmed to Joy that the kids were totally absorbed in The Santa Clause, playing on their backseat DVD screen.


  “Say what?” Victoria put on that well-worn innocent-little-sister air of hers.


  Joy sighed. “That you think this means that Kyle is interested in me.” She kept her voice low so the kids wouldn’t hear.


  “Hey, I’m not saying anything.” Victoria pulled down her sun visor and dabbed at her lips. “No point in wasting my breath stating the obvious.”


  Joy gave her a sideways look. “I’m not asking him to be my date for your wedding.”


  “Fine.” She flipped up the visor. “If you’d rather spend the afternoon hiding from lewd Lance than enjoying the company of that fine man who’s following us home to help you with your Christmas tree, then that’s your choice.”


  Choosing to let that drop as she turned into her driveway, Joy’s heart did a perplexing flutter at the sight of Kyle’s shiny red SUV easing next to the curb in front of her house. As she shut off the car, she caught Victoria’s arm. “Don’t make a big deal out of this, okay?”


  The who, me? look that Victoria shot her before exiting the vehicle did nothing to reassure her.


  Together, they unbuckled the kids, ignoring their grumbling about their movie screening being cut short. As they piled out of the sliding door, Kyle approached, slipping his gloves back on and seeming to admire how well his knots had held.


  “Come on, you guys.” Making a shooing motion to the kids, Victoria took her keys out of her purse. “Let’s go in and get some hot cocoa started.”


  Instantly shedding their crankiness at the promise of more sugar, the kids raced toward the house.


  Kyle chuckled as he reached up to undo the first knot. “You know, this tree has a nice solid trunk. Nobles make great firewood if you have someone to chop it for you after the holidays.”


  She stood back, grateful that he seemed perfectly capable of handling this task on his own. “The man knows his trees.”


  “Well, I do work with wood.”


  “You do?” She knew he was an architect, but now that she thought about it, that was all she really knew. “You never told me what your new business is.”


  “Have you heard of the tiny house movement?”


  “Tiny houses?” She almost laughed, but caught herself. “That’s a real thing?”


  “Oh, yeah.” He regarded her house as he crossed to the other side of her van. “I’m guessing your place is around, what? Two thousand square feet?”


  Following him, she nodded. “I guess so.”


  “So tiny houses run from about a hundred up to five hundred square feet.”


  “What? People actually live in structures the size of playhouses?”


  He chuckled. “They sure do.”


  “But, why?”


  “Lots of reasons. Cost. Mobility. The desire for a simpler life.”


  “So, you design these houses?”


  “Yep. My partner, Wes, and I are turning my designs into pre-made kits that people can put together themselves. The whole idea is to create affordable housing.”


  She smiled, thinking about Brian. Her future brother-in-law ran an organization that built homes for people in need, and Victoria had taken on the job of decorating. Joy was about a millisecond from saying that the two guys should meet when her good sense kicked in.


  Don’t mislead this guy, Joy. He was just a client doing her a friendly favor. She didn’t need to be suggesting that he should meet her family.


  Instead, she said, “Do you have a factory or something?”


  “We will. We just signed the papers on a building in South Seattle.” He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a business card. “I just had these printed up this morning. You’re the first person I’ve gotten to hand one to.”


  “I’m honored.” She looked down at the card. “Think Tiny. Nice name. It’s in SoDo?”


  “Yeah. Close to Pioneer Square. It’s one of those funky old brick buildings that’s been around forever. It used to be a garment warehouse.”


  “Nice. It sounds like you’ve got your life on track.”


  “I like to think so. How about you?” He tugged the tree a little closer to the edge, then got a firm grip on it and lowered it to the pavement. “Have you always worked at a vet’s office?”


  “Not at all. I was a receptionist for a mortgage company before I had kids. So when I had to go back to work, I answered an ad for the vet’s office. Dr. Collins hired me as a receptionist, but Becky’s starting to train me to be a vet’s assistant. I’m hoping to eventually go back to school to earn my associate’s degree so I can become a veterinary technician.”


  “Nice. Working full time, going back to school, and being a mom.” He made a clicking sound. “A real-life superhero.”


  “Well, I don’t know about that. School’s just a dream right now. And I have a ways to go before I can cut back on the hours for the mom job.” She looked away, suddenly ultra-aware of all the self-imposed implications attached to that statement. At this moment, Ty’s high school graduation seemed like a thousand years away.


  Catching herself before that particular train of thought made it too far down the track, she shifted her focus to the tree, which looked surprisingly diminutive next to Kyle’s masculine frame. “Thanks again for doing this.”


  “Do you want me to get it set up inside for you?”


  “That would be amazing. I just need to get the stand from the garage.”


  While Kyle moved the tree onto the grass and started to free it from its netting, Joy went around to the side of the detached garage that stood a short distance from the house. Taking out her keys, she reached for the knob to the small door on the side of the building, then jumped back as it opened and a man appeared, looking as startled as she felt.


  “Mike!” All the air left her lungs and her heart just about flew out of her chest. “What are you doing here?”


  A smile lifted one corner of his mouth, like he found it funny that he had startled her. “You knew I was dropping off Charlie’s boots.” He stepped back around the door, then reappeared holding the ladder.


  “Y…yes, but you didn’t say when.” Looking past him, she saw that his Lexus was in the spot where he used to keep it. “Why didn’t you park in the driveway?”


  He shrugged. “It looked like rain.” Making a move to shove the ladder through the doorway, he gave her a raised brow look that told her to move or get knocked down.


  As she realized the awkwardness of the situation, she stepped into the doorway instead, effectively blocking his exit. “What are you doing with my ladder?”


  Huffing out a slow breath, he set the ladder down and paused, like he was gathering his patience so he could explain what, to his way of thinking, should be obvious. “I noticed that the drainpipe in front was loose and I thought I’d fix it. Then when I came in here to get the ladder, I saw that both of those lightbulbs were out.” He raised his finger toward the ceiling in a slow, deliberate point, as if explaining the situation to someone who was even dimmer than the burnt-out bulbs. “So I replaced them for you.”


  “Oh.” She nodded, feeling like the ungrateful dummy that he had been implying she was.


  Giving her a satisfied? sneer, he pushed his way past her and out the door. He rounded the corner, then slowed at the sight of Kyle shaking out the tree. He threw a suspicious glance back at Joy, then pasted on a friendly smile and continued down the driveway.


  Seeing him, Kyle cast a questioning look at Joy. Before she could speak, Mike shifted his grip on the ladder and shoved his hand out at Kyle.


  “I’m Mike. Mike Bennett.”


  His emphasis on their shared last name was subtle, but the message was clear. She gave Kyle an apologetic look as she hurried to position herself between them, like they might require a referee. “This is Mike. My ex-husband. Mike, this is my friend, Kyle.”


  Mike worked his jaw, seeming to roll her word choice around in his head.


  “Kyle was just helping me with our tree.” Why did she feel like she’d done something that needed defending? She had every right to have a friend help her pick up some of the slack that Mike’s absence had created.


  “Thanks.” Mike ran a territorial gaze up and down the tree before returning his focus to Kyle. “I’ll get it from here.”


  He reached out and took the tree with the hand that wasn’t gripping the ladder, which struck Joy as both ridiculous and a little funny. Kyle released his hold and took a polite step back, allowing Mike to stand there holding the tree like he was some kind of conquering hero.


  Joy thought fast. “Mike, the tree stand is on a shelf in the garage right next to the back door. Would you go get it, please?”


  He hesitated, then made an unruly three-point turn and headed back toward the garage. He stopped on his way to lean both the tree and the ladder against the side of the house.


  As soon as he was out of earshot, Joy lifted her hands to the sides of her face. “I am so sorry. I had no idea he would be here.”


  Kyle gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s really okay.” He nodded toward the house. “The kids will be happy to see him, right?”


  “Yes. They do enjoy spending time with their dad.” She swallowed a sigh. Why did she feel so disappointed? It wasn’t like they had planned for Kyle to stay. “Thanks again for helping me with the tree. That was huge.”


  “My pleasure.” He half turned and took a step, then looked at her again like maybe he felt the same inexplicable disappointment. But all he did was give her a little nod and head for his car.


  She just stood there, watching him walk away, feeling helpless against that all-too-familiar loneliness that threatened to quietly overwhelm her.
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  As Kyle got into his car and went through the motions of making his departure, he wanted to kick himself. What was he doing? He had just inserted himself into a situation where he had absolutely no business.


  The smell of pine wafting up from where his tree rested in the backseat just made things worse. He had to admit that the only reason he had told Joy that he was getting a tree was because it sounded like a plausible reason to offer to help with hers. What a lunkhead.


  Letting out a sigh that threatened to morph into a groan, he turned the corner at the end of her block. Who was he trying to kid? Yeah, Joy was great. Fantastic. Plus, her kids were about as adorable as any he’d ever met. And her sister? He chuckled, in spite of himself. She had made it pretty clear that she liked the idea of his tagging along. It had been hard to miss the little looks she’d given Joy at the tree lot. Looks that, if he had any kind of discernment when it came to reading women, were meant to encourage Joy to keep talking to him.


  Now that he thought about it, maybe that meant that he had an ally on the inside. Joy and her sister seemed really close, so maybe if he’d made a good impression on Victoria, that might work in his favor.


  He stopped at a red light and rubbed his hand across his jaw. What good was that going to do? He hadn’t even gotten Joy’s phone number. It wasn’t like he’d expected to be invited to stay for dinner and the trimming of the tree, but he had at the very least planned to ask her out for coffee if things went well. And they had been going well, until Mike showed up. That was when he had realized that Joy’s life was probably difficult enough without him getting in the way.


  According to what Joy had told him about Mike, he wasn’t exactly a prince. But they had kids together, and he was clearly still very present in her life. The last thing Kyle wanted was to cause any kind of trouble for her.


  Still…Joy had been giving all the signs that she was interested in him…hadn’t she?


  The light turned green and he took the turn onto Market, heading for home and Henry, who was uncomplicated and easy to understand. If only he could say the same for women.
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  For the second week in a row, Joy had gone to church with Victoria and Brian, and this time she had taken the kids. Last week, she’d felt a little lost, but today the sermon had made more sense to her. And the kids had been chattering since they’d gotten into the car about the fun they’d had in their classrooms.


  Stopping at a red light, she shifted in the driver’s seat. She’d felt so restless ever since her confusing encounter with Mike the night before. After he’d fixed the drainpipe and set the tree up in the living room, he’d been unusually cheerful. The kids had been so excited to see him that Joy had felt compelled to ask him to stay for dinner, inciting more than the usual number of stink-eye glares from Victoria. And when the kids had begged him to stay to help decorate the tree, she’d been shocked when he hadn’t come up with some excuse to say no. He had actually stayed. And participated. Cheerfully.


  Joy sighed at the memory as she turned onto their street. What had gotten into him?


  He had never been an enthusiastic participant in that ritual before. In fact, most years she and the kids gave up on waiting for him to get home from work and just went ahead without him. That had pretty much been the story of their lives.


  “Mommy, look at our house!”


  Charlie’s excited exclamation, accompanied by her brother’s squealing, gave Joy a start. She braced herself, like she might look up to find their house either on fire or gone.


  “What, honey?” Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, Joy wondered for a second if the kids were playing some kind of game. But as they got closer, she saw it.


  “The lights!” Ty announced.


  Following his gaze upward, she saw that the eaves of the house were indeed perfectly lined with rows of unlit lights. What was going on?


  As she pulled into the driveway, she considered every possible explanation for the Christmas-ification of her house, including elves and charitable neighbors. By the time she got the kids out of the backseat, she had her answer. Mike had come around the corner of the house and was standing there with a big grin on his face.


  The kids ran over to greet him then jumped up and down, shrieking with delight. Mike looked up, admiring his work, then turned to Joy, who just stood there, speechless and confused. Mike had actually done this on his own, without being asked or letting her know what important thing wouldn’t get done if he took the time to do this. There had to be a catch.


  “Turn them on, Daddy!” Ty bobbed on his toes, clapping his mittened hands together.


  “I’m not quite done yet.”


  “You guys go in and get washed up.” Joy handed her keys to Charlie. “Then after lunch, you can come back out and see the lights.”


  They gave their usual protest, which was met with Joy’s usual mom-glare, and they ran to the house.


  “Mike, what…” She held a hand up toward the house.


  “I know how much you like the lights. I wanted to make you happy.”


  She raised her eyebrows, fighting the urge to point out that if he had really wanted to make her happy, he wouldn’t have cheated on her then walked out. Instead, she settled on a mostly sincere, “That was thoughtful.”


  Wanting to know what his motive was but not wanting to be so blunt about asking, she tried a different approach. “What’s with the sudden interest in home projects? Are you turning over a new leaf?”


  A wounded look crossed his face. “I thought you’d be impressed.”


  “Oh, I am.” She thought about the lesson in church that morning. It had been about replacing anxiety with gratitude, something she could stand to work on. “Sorry, I don’t mean to always be critical. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” He dipped his chin toward the porch. “Hey, do you want to sit and talk for a few minutes?”


  “Talk?” A sharp arrow of dread grazed her gut. “What about?”


  “Not about anything. I just thought that might be nice. We don’t really talk anymore.”


  Anymore? They hadn’t talked much before the divorce either, or hadn’t he noticed? She couldn’t help but eye him with suspicion, but she shrugged. “Okay.” She made her way to the top step and sat, shivering as the cold of the wood passed through her wool slacks.


  Ambling behind her, like he wasn’t in his usual hurry to get to the next important thing he had to do, Mike admired the front window. “The tree looks nice.”


  She nodded, pleased that she’d remembered to set the timer for the lights to come on shortly before they got home.


  He sat next to her and let out a long breath. “I know this must be hard for you, considering the circumstances.”


  “The circumstances?”


  He drew in a long breath then let it out slowly, like he might be hoping that if he gave her enough time, she’d say it so he wouldn’t have to. When she just looked at him expectantly, he continued. “Because of me leaving last year in the middle of the holidays. That was terrible timing on my part. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


  This sounded awfully insightful for a guy who hadn’t thought about anybody but himself at the time. She didn’t want to start a fight, so all she said was, “I’ll be fine.”


  “I know. But I could have handled things differently. I’ve been wanting to say that for a while but last night when I saw the tree…it just got me thinking.”


  His gaze tracked toward the driveway, to the spot where he had first seen Kyle holding the tree, leading her to wonder which one had actually gotten him thinking.


  “I’m sorry.”


  Her eyes narrowed on him. Had he actually just apologized? And was it for his entire list of misdeeds, or just the timing of his exit? Not that it really mattered at this point.


  Her stomach growled, reminding her that the kids were inside, unattended and waiting for lunch. “I accept your apology.” It seemed close enough to saying she had forgiven him, which wouldn’t actually have been true. She still needed some time on that one.


  Nodding, he looked at her again. “Anyway, I want to be here more for the kids. And for you.” He twisted just a little so that his knee touched hers, but she quickly drew hers away. “It wasn’t fair of me to just leave you to shoulder all the parenting on your own.”


  “Not all the parenting. You get to do it every other weekend.”


  He let out a sardonic chuckle. “You and I both know that filling them up with pizza and ice cream and taking them to the movies and the aquarium isn’t the same as being there for the day-to-day in-the-trenches parenting.”


  That was true. And not something that she had expected him ever to realize on his own. But her blood sugar was dipping, and she didn’t have the strength for psychoanalyzing.


  “So, if there’s anything you need,” he went on, “just ask.”


  She had heard that from him before. Like he thought offering to do something was heroic all on its own, and he resented the expectation to actually follow through. It was like Lucy holding the football for Charlie Brown. And she wasn’t in the mood to land on her backside.


  Besides, she had already told him what she needed, and he had acted like it was an imposition. So, rather than reminding him that she could use some extra time this week to help Victoria with the wedding, she just smiled tightly and said, “I don’t need a thing.”


  He nodded, seemingly satisfied and probably relieved that she hadn’t taken him up on his offer. Now he could feel good about himself without having to be inconvenienced.


  “I should go finish the lights.” He stood, then reached down to give her a hand.


  She stood there for a moment as he descended the steps. She was about to head for the door when he turned and looked up at her.


  “What am I thinking? You said you needed me to pick the kids up from after-school care this week.”


  “Oh…yes. That would be really helpful.”


  “Consider it done.”


  Joy stood there in a sort of shock. He’d remembered on his own. As he went to go finish the lights, that warm feeling that she used to get when he claimed to have done something to please her washed over her. Why did it still feel so good to believe that it might be real?
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  Late the next afternoon, Joy and Victoria stepped out of Beverly’s Bridal Boutique in Pioneer Square, flush with the excitement of having just tried on their dresses one last time before the big day.


  Scanning the historic brick buildings lining both sides of the street, Joy felt a little adventurous. She hadn’t been to this part of town since she and Mike were dating. Suddenly, the temporary freedom of having kid-free time on a weekday made her a little giddy.


  “It’s almost five,” she pointed out as they started down the sidewalk toward the lot where they’d both parked. “You want to grab something to eat?” The idea of being served something delicious and eating it without having to stop to take someone to the restroom sounded like the ultimate luxury.


  “I can’t.” Victoria tapped at her phone as she walked. “Brian and I are meeting with our pastor before you and the other girls come over to work on the wedding favors.” She glanced up from her screen. “Wait, don’t you have to go get the kids?”


  “Actually…” Joy snagged her own phone out of her purse and gave it a quick check. She’d been expecting a cancellation message all day, but so far there hadn’t been one. “Mike is picking them up for me.”


  “What?” Victoria stopped short, staring at her like she thought she might be joking.


  “It’s true.” Joy paused, waiting for Victoria to move again. “He’s taking them to his place and feeding them dinner. I don’t have to get them till later.”


  “But…why?”


  “Because he’s helping me out this week so my evenings will be free for you. Seriously, he’s acting like he might actually be…what’s the word? The pastor used it yesterday.”


  “Repentant?”


  “That’s it. He actually said he was sorry.”


  “He said he was sorry? For leaving you?”


  “Yes. Well, sorry for leaving us at Christmas.”


  “That’s not quite the same.”


  “Maybe not, but it’s a start. And he put the lights up on the outside of the house. Without being asked.”


  “Joy. What’s going on?”


  “He said he wants to be there more for the kids. And for me. I don’t know, Vic. Maybe he’s realizing he made a mistake. Some people have to hit rock bottom before they’re motivated to change.”


  “Somehow, I don’t think that living in a swanky bachelor apartment with a view of the sound, driving a Lexus, and having a blonde girlfriend at his beck and call is what any man would see as hitting rock bottom.”


  “You never know. Maybe he’s realized that those aren’t the things that really matter.”


  “Joy. This is the man who snuck around behind your back and lied to you. For years.”


  “I know.” A pain twisted Joy’s gut. “But sometimes people change.”


  “Yes. And sometimes people only pretend to change.”


  “Look, if it means he’s spending time with the kids, I’m open to seeing what happens. And I’ll appreciate the extra help from him. Especially this week.”


  “Well, if he actually comes through for you, I’ll be impressed.” They reached the lot, and Victoria leaned over to give her a hug. “I’ll see you tonight.”


  As Joy fished around in her coat pocket for her car keys, something grazed her finger and she took it out. Kyle’s card. Huh. Then it occurred to her that his building wasn’t far from here.


  She waved to Victoria as she pulled past her on her way out of the lot, then glanced down at the card again. She didn’t have to be at Victoria’s till seven. That gave her some unexpected time to herself. She might as well take a little walk.


  Feeling a misty rain starting to touch her cheeks, she looked down at the wool peacoat she’d put on earlier when she’d irrationally believed the weatherman’s prediction for a dry day. Shaking her head, she opened up the back of the van and grabbed the only raingear that hadn’t been put away in the house. She groaned. It was Mike’s old navy-blue coat that he kept back here in case he’d ever gotten caught in the rain on one of the rare occasions when he drove the van. She yanked it on. So what if it was huge on her? At least she’d stay dry.


  After transferring her phone and her wallet into the roomy pockets of the jacket, she pulled up the hood and set off.


  Several minutes later, she’d left the fun shops and trendy restaurants of Pioneer Square behind and entered the more industrial area near the stadiums. She checked the address on the card again then looked up as she approached an abandoned-looking brick building. That was it.


  A feeling of awe moved through her. These old structures were so vulnerable to the wealthy out-of-town investors who made a fortune by tearing them down and replacing them with overpriced condos that stripped the city of its history and character. Just knowing that Kyle was going to breathe new life into this historically significant neighborhood with his cutting-edge business increased her admiration for him.


  Moving forward down the uneven sidewalk, she took in the architectural details of the weather-worn building. Tall windows with ornamental detailing at the top of each. A strictly decorative cornice at the roof edge that distinguished it from the plainer building next to it.


  As she got closer, the evidence of disuse and decay came sharply into focus. Weeds sprouted all around the edges of the foundation, and boards covered the small windows in the front doors. Kyle had said that he’d just closed on the building, so it made sense that no effort had been made yet to restore it.


  Except for a distant siren and the occasional car driving past, everything was so quiet, giving the impression that this block was fairly unoccupied. Feeling a little clandestine thrill, she moved closer, hoping to find a way to see inside.


  Glancing up at the closest window, she huffed out disappointment. Even standing on her tiptoes, she wasn’t quite at eye level with the stone sill. But beyond the front doors, she saw that there was some sort of rail next to the building that ran along the edge of what appeared to be a basement window well. Intrigued, she hurried over to it.


  The metal railing had two very handy horizontal bars that practically begged to be used as a step ladder. A little laugh puffed out at the thought. She’d come this far, and she so seldom got to do anything more adventurous than trying a new recipe she’d found on the internet. Stuffing her cautious-mom instincts, she glanced over her shoulder. No one was around, but she’d have to be quick.
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  Pleased with himself for having found a decent espresso place within walking distance from what would soon be his new workplace, Kyle took a sip of cappuccino and enjoyed the interesting architecture of the neighborhood as he walked. This place was inspiring his creativity already.


  Rounding the corner onto his street, he admired his new building from a distance, something he really hadn’t taken the time to do yet. He had to smile at the rustic charm of the place. It wasn’t hard to picture what a little innovation and elbow grease would do to bring that old structure back to life. As an architect, he liked to think that buildings were a lot like people. They did significantly better with regular time, love, and attention.


  A movement caught his eye, stopping him short. Someone in a dark hooded jacket stood on the railing that surrounded the sunken area in front of the basement windows. Terrific. They hadn’t even moved in yet, and already they were about to be cat burgled.


  Shaking his head, he reached for his phone and kept an eye on the would-be burglar as he continued walking. Considering the person’s size, it was probably just a kid looking for trouble. Maybe if he introduced himself instead of calling the cops, he could nip this situation in the bud without inviting future problems. Approaching silently, he said a quick prayer that this wouldn’t take an unfortunate turn.


  Planting his feet firmly about five feet from the railing, he rallied his best authoritative but friendly voice. “Can I help you with something?”


  Clearly startled, the person jolted backward, while at the same time making a twisting motion to face him. In an awful split second, Kyle realized two things. The person was going to fall, either into the pit or onto the sidewalk. And the person was Joy.


  “Joy!”


  His coffee cup went flying, and he lurched forward just as she tumbled backward with a force that knocked him to the pavement where they landed together in a heap.


  All he could do for a moment was lie there in a stunned silence. Then adrenaline kicked in and he sat up, lifting her feather-light form with him so that they were positioned like a sidewalk Santa and a kid with a wish list.


  After giving her a quick once-over and silently wondering why she was wearing what he assumed was her ex’s jacket, he looked into her eyes, but she seemed to be dazed from her fall.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Huh?” She looked at him then, still not seeming to focus.


  Gripping her shoulders, he inspected her eyes, assessing them for signs of concussion, even though her head had hit his chest and not the sidewalk. Her pupils were normal, and her eyes looked…well…greener than he’d realized. And she smelled like some kind of flower that made him think of spring.


  Then those green eyes widened and she jerked back. “I…I…uh.”


  Her gaze darted around, then she pushed her weight off of his lap, which only served to land her even more awkwardly next to him with her legs splayed over his. Looking horrified, she tried to stand, but made a pained little gasp and held up the palm of her hand, which he now realized was scraped and bloody.


  “All right.” He stood, then held out his hands to help her to her feet. “Come on.”


  “What are you doing?” Instead of accepting his offer, she shrunk back. “I’m fine.”


  “Obviously, you’re not fine.” Kneeling next to her, he jutted his chin in the direction of the front door. “I haven’t moved anything in there yet, but I did notice a first aid kit.”


  “Well…” Wincing, she picked some gravel off her hand. “I guess I could use a Band-Aid or two.”


  “That’s the spirit.”


  A few minutes later, they sat on a couple of old wooden crates in what was otherwise a huge, mostly empty room that would soon be Think Tiny’s production floor. Joy had allowed him to clean and disinfect her hand, then cover it with a large bandage.


  “There.” He smiled, pleased that he’d had the supplies needed to take care of her. “That should at least get you home.”


  “Thanks. That was awfully nice of you.”


  “Well, I do feel partially responsible. That was my building you were climbing, Spiderman.”


  “Hey, you’re the one who told me I was a superhero.” She made a cute little grimace. “Clearly, my superpower has nothing to do with defying gravity. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay.” He picked up the wrappers from the medical supplies and crumpled them in his hand. “So, what were you doing up there, anyway?”


  She let out a sigh. “Believe it or not, I was in the neighborhood and I just thought I’d drop by.”


  “So, you’re a superhero and a comedian.”


  “Seriously. Victoria and I had the final fitting for our dresses at a shop in Pioneer Square. I was looking for my keys, and I found your card in my pocket. I noticed that the address was close, and I wanted to see the place.”


  “You know, if you wanted a tour, all you had to do was ask.”


  “You’re busy. I didn’t want to bother you.”


  “Well, you’re in now. You might as well let me show you around.” He stood, then offered her a hand, which she accepted with her unbandaged one.


  “Actually…” She reached into the pocket of the oversized raincoat she’d set aside and checked her phone. “Can you give me the abbreviated version? I’m due at my sister’s at seven to work on wedding crafts.”


  “One short tour, coming up.” He made a sweeping gesture with both arms. “Welcome to the production floor. This is where the kit components will be made.”


  “Nice.” She looked around. “Great that your workers will have all these windows.”


  “That was a real selling point. Well, that and the price. We got this place for a song.”


  “I’m shocked. This has got to be prime real estate. So close to downtown. And the stadiums.”


  “That’s what happens when you pray, right? God manages to work things out in the most unexpected ways. We really thought we’d be setting up shop down in Kent or Burien. This was like a gift.”


  She nodded. “A gift?”


  “Well, practically. My partner, Wes, and I looked at about a million places. None of them were right. Then my neighbor happened to have an extra ticket to a Seahawks game, and he asked me to go. I almost said no, then I thought, why not take one night off and go to the game. And we happened to park in front of this building. I noticed a little sign in the window and something told me to take a closer look. Sure enough, it said that the place was for sale.”


  “Good thing you looked.”


  “Yeah. I called the number and the guy said his dad had put it on the market but hadn’t really pushed it. I’m telling you, it’s a miracle that this place didn’t get snapped up for a lot more money and turned into expensive condos. It’s totally in our price range, and it has everything we need.”


  “Amazing.”


  “It’s so encouraging to see what happens when you give something to God.”


  Nodding, she surveyed the space but didn’t say anything.


  “There’s a full kitchen and an employee break room in the basement. Upstairs looks pretty much like this but with a slightly lower ceiling. We’ll be dividing that space up into offices. Then there’s the rooftop deck.”


  “Get out.” She turned to him, her eyes wide with disbelief. “A deck?”


  “I’m serious. It needs some work, but we’re already planning a Fourth of July barbecue up there. You can imagine the view.”


  “Spectacular, I’m sure.”


  “Now that we have a space, we can take delivery of all our equipment. By this time next week, the place will be transformed. In the meantime, I have to hire a cleaning crew. As you can see, it hasn’t been really cleaned in a while.”


  “It’s not so bad.” She picked up her jacket and batted a little dust off of it, then started to make her way toward the door. “At least the previous tenants didn’t leave a lot of stuff behind for you to haul out.”


  “True.” He kept pace, not wanting her to go yet, but understanding that she needed to. “Anyway. I’m glad you weren’t really hurt. I’d hate for you to not be able to dance at your sister’s wedding.”


  “Oh, I don’t dance. Not even at my own wedding.”


  “No? Why not?”


  “Because you saw for yourself how uncoordinated I am.”


  “Dancing isn’t so much about how you look. It’s about how you feel.” He stopped and turned to her, holding up his hands. “Come on. I can show you.”


  “How to dance?” Her face lit with amusement. “Who are you, Arthur Murray?”


  He chuckled. “Not quite. I’m just a guy who’s been to a lot of friends’ weddings.” He waved her closer. “It’s fun. Nothing fancy, I promise. Just the basics.”


  She paused, seeming to consider, then draped her jacket over another crate and stepped into his hold.


  “Now, all you have to do is follow me.” He started to move, allowing the soft sound of traffic and other city noises in the background to serve as their music.


  Shuffling her feet, she giggled. “What if I’m dancing with someone who isn’t as forgiving as you?”


  “The unforgiving could learn a lesson from having their feet stepped on.” He smiled, daring to pull her a little closer. “You’re not so bad.”


  “Thanks, I think,” she said, following his lead perfectly in spite of her apparent lack of self-confidence.


  “I know I promised nothing fancy, but…” Removing his palm from her back, he raised his other hand and spun her under his arm.


  She laughed as she twirled, then got a little too much momentum behind her and stumbled, slamming into his chest. Their mutual surprised gazes met and held for a moment, and he felt certain that she could hear his heart pounding to beat the imaginary band. Her expression softened, then fell before she glanced down and released her hold on him.


  “I…I need to go.” She hurried to retrieve her jacket and tried unsuccessfully to shove her arm into a sleeve as she started for the door.


  He reached for the shoulders of the jacket. “Let me help you.”


  “Thanks.” She stopped moving long enough for him to help her glide into it. “For everything. Y…you’re a very good dancer.”


  He smiled at that. “I don’t get much practice.”


  She gave him a quick smile and made for the door. Before she opened it, she paused, then swung around and faced him. “Would you like to practice? Dancing, I mean.”


  He frowned, confused. “I don’t—”


  “Because I don’t have a date for the wedding, and it might be nice to…have someone to dance with.”


  He felt a slow, stupid grin try to hijack his face. “Saturday?”


  She nodded. “It starts at two. At the Emerald Yacht Club. Semi-formal.”


  “I’ll be there.”


  She nodded again, and disappeared out the door.


  He stood back, stunned, allowing the grin to have its way. Just like that, they had a date.
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  After a couple of hours of working on wedding crafts with Victoria and her fellow bridesmaids, Joy still wasn’t sure why she had acted on the impulse to invite Kyle to the wedding. Was she crazy? Or had she just been so caught up in the undeniable headiness of finding herself in the man’s arms that her brain had taken a coffee break and left the building?


  Of course, Victoria was so ecstatic with the news that she had already started to make plans for Joy to be the next bride in the family, which did nothing to assuage Joy’s confusion.


  By the time she got to Mike’s apartment to pick up the kids, she’d convinced herself that this was nothing more than a friendly arrangement and that no one needed to read anything more into it. Kyle had said that he enjoyed dancing at weddings, and his presence would shield her from Lance’s amorous attention. It was pretty much a win-win.


  She pressed Mike’s buzzer, hoping he hadn’t filled the kids with junk food that would have them bouncing off the walls till the wee hours. The door swung open and Mike stood there, wiping his hands on a towel like she’d caught him in the middle of doing the dishes, a sight that was completely foreign to her.


  Slightly taken aback, she sputtered out, “Oh…hi.”


  “Hey.” He actually looked pleased to see her. And not in his usual uptight, distracted way that let her know he was glad she was taking the kids off his hands. “Come on in.”


  As she did so, something struck her as strange. His place was always clean and orderly, thanks to his cleaning service, but tonight it actually looked lived-in. There were coloring books and crayons left out on the coffee table, along with a nearly-empty popcorn bowl and a stack of kids’ movies on Blu-ray.


  Even stranger than that, the fireplace glowed with the almost-real looking flames of the gas insert, and the lights of a real full-size tree flickered next to the corner windows.


  She stood there staring. Who was this man, and what had he done with Mike?


  “The kids fell asleep, so I carried them into their room.” He had gone to the other side of the kitchen island and was busy doing something.


  Her heart sank. Now she was going to have to wake the kids up and haul them down to the car. Not exactly how she had hoped this would go. “I’m not late, am I?”


  “You? Are you kidding?” He sounded so cheerful. “You’re ten minutes early.”


  “Well.” She started for the short hallway that led to the bedrooms. “I’ll carry Ty, if you wouldn’t mind getting Charlie.”


  “Why wake them up?” He glanced up from whatever he was doing. “They’re fine. We can just let them stay here overnight and I’ll get them to school in the morning.”


  She stopped, letting his offer sink in. Could she actually trust him to do that? “You wouldn’t mind?”


  “No. In fact, I’m enjoying spending the extra time with them.”


  Joy felt like she should pinch herself. As she stood there, not quite knowing how to respond, Mike came back into the living room carrying a couple of steaming mugs.


  “Why don’t you sit down and have a cup of tea before you go?”


  When had he ever made her tea? Not even when she was sick had he so much as made the offer.


  The scent of peppermint drew her from her confused stupor. She nodded, then sat on the sofa as he set the mugs down. “Thanks.”


  Absentmindedly dipping the bag up and down, she studied the room again. Something else was different. The framed pictures of Mike with Cyndi—or as she was better known to Joy and her friends, the Other Woman—that Joy suspected Cyndi had strategically placed around the apartment to make her presence felt, seemed to be missing.


  “You know,” she said cautiously, “when I said I didn’t want Cyndi to be around when the kids were here, I didn’t mean you had to destroy all evidence of her existence.”


  “I’m…uh…” He glanced down, his cheerful expression dulling ever so slightly. “…not seeing her anymore.”


  “What?” Her head jerked back so fast she felt her teeth rattle. “Why? What happened?”


  Mike blew out a breath. “I just looked at her one day and realized what a huge mistake I had made. I saw what I had given up, and for what?” His gaze swept the room. “No reason. It was so selfish of me.”


  Joy wasn’t about to argue that particular point. “That’s very insightful of you.”


  “Well, my counselor has really been helping me see the light.”


  She stared, wondering if she might have misheard him. “Did you say ‘counselor’?”


  “I know. I know. You tried to get me to go with you, and I always had an excuse. But sometimes when you hit rock bottom, you see things differently.”


  Rock bottom? Had she actually been right about him? Or was this just an act to get back into her good graces so they could start this painful cycle all over again?


  Mike’s voice pulled her from her thoughts, and she realized he had continued to fill her in on his experience with the counselor.


  “He’s helped me to see that I need to do more. For the kids. I want to be a real dad to them.”


  “But…how, exactly?”


  “You know. Go over to your place in the evenings to help them with their homework. Be there for the important things. Like the tree decorating. That felt good.”


  As he went on, Joy’s mind boarded a roller coaster ride of confusion. What did this really mean, and how was she supposed to take it?
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  “He is so manipulative!”


  Entering her bedroom, Joy shifted the phone to protect her ear from Victoria’s near-scream. She should have known better than to hope that Victoria might be willing to give Mike the benefit of the doubt.


  “He says he wants to be a better dad.” Joy took her pajamas off their hook by the door and tossed them onto the bed. “How do we know he doesn’t mean it?”


  “I’m sure he thinks he means it. But he’s a classic narcissist. Even if he’s saying the right things, he’s really only thinking about himself.”


  “But wouldn’t his counselor see that?”


  “Joy.” Victoria’s voice turned scolding. “Haven’t you read any of those books I recommended? Narcissists are experts at fooling people. Even some counselors if they don’t know the signs to look for.”


  “I don’t know—”


  “Think about it. He was doing just fine with Cyndi until he saw you with Kyle. Then suddenly he dumps her, and he’s seeing a counselor. Doesn’t the timing of all of that seem suspicious to you?”


  “This isn’t about me. It’s about the kids.” Letting out a sigh, Joy lowered herself onto the bed. “And I told you. There’s nothing going on between Kyle and me.”


  “So you say. But that doesn’t mean that your territorial ex-husband isn’t going to get his own ideas.”


  “Maybe. But if that were the case, wouldn’t he be saying he wants to get back together? He didn’t say anything about that.”


  “I think he’s easing into that.” The annoyance in Victoria’s voice thickened. “You finally found a good guy, and I don’t want to see you get lured back.”


  “I’m not going to be lured. But I do have to think of the kids. If he wants to spend more time with them—”


  “Don’t you remember how hard it was for us having Dad act the way he did? And Mike is just the same. Think about how hard it will be for the kids if Mike starts making bigger promises to them. Remember, the bigger the promise, the bigger the letdown when he doesn’t follow through.”


  Joy rubbed her temples. The painful memories of the two of them as kids watching out the front window of their house waiting for their dad to show up had been seared onto her soul. So much so that it almost felt weirdly soothing whenever Mike did the same thing.


  “Oh, Vic.” She plunked herself down on the bed. “I don’t want my kids to have to deal with that kind of disappointment. What am I supposed to do to protect them?”


  “I don’t know.” Victoria’s tone softened. “But I’ll tell you one thing. Only God knows what’s going on in someone’s heart. We can’t ever know for sure, but He already knows how this is going to play out.”


  “He does?”


  “Sure. He knows everything.”


  “I need to think about this. Sorry to be all dramatic the week before your wedding.”


  “Hey, it’s okay. Honestly, things are going so smoothly with the wedding, I’d be nervous if we didn’t have drama brewing somewhere.”


  Leaning against her pillows, Joy chuckled. She looked at her journal which, as always, led to thoughts of Kyle. He was so different from Mike.


  Then a thought struck her. She didn’t know what she should do, but God did. All she needed to do was ask.


  Suddenly, the journaling made sense. Prayer wasn’t just talking to the sky. It was communicating with God.


  She picked up her pen. “Thanks, Vic. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  She grabbed her journal and sat back against her pillow. She didn’t know what to do, but now she knew who to ask. Then figure out how to recognize the answer.
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  The next day at work, Joy found herself singing along to “O Come, All Ye Faithful” as she watered the plants in the waiting area. Thanks to Becky’s transformation of the office into a Christmas wonderland, Joy was actually feeling the joy of the season.


  That feeling also might have had something to do with the time she’d spent journaling the night before. She’d written for almost an hour, directing it toward God for the first time. When she’d woken up that morning, she felt like she had a clear direction. Her job was to protect her kids. She wasn’t going to let Mike move back into their lives as if nothing had happened. He had some work to do if he wanted to demonstrate a genuine change of heart that would earn him more leeway. That would take time.


  As for Joy, she wasn’t about to waste that time. She needed to live her life. And right now, that meant attending her sister’s wedding with Kyle and letting herself have some fun for a change.


  But there was something else. Something that had taken her by surprise as she was writing, intimating to God the deepest desires of her heart. She wanted to start dating. Not later, but now. And not just anyone. Her true desire was to spend time with Kyle.


  Now, she felt more peaceful than she had in ages. Was that how God was answering her prayer about Kyle?


  The thought warmed her, bringing a goofy grin to her face as she tilted the watering can over one of the poinsettias on the coffee table. When he had brought Henry in for his follow-up appointment just a little bit ago, she had gotten the distinct impression that he was looking forward to their date on Saturday just as much as she was.


  The whoosh of the door from the back yanked her from her thoughts, and she turned to see a very enthusiastic Henry at the end of a leash held by Kyle.


  The little tingle of anticipation in her stomach that Joy always seemed to feel when he was around finally felt welcome instead of inconvenient. “Well, how did it go?”


  “The doctor gave him a clean bill of health.” Kyle reached into the jar on the coffee table to get a biscuit for Henry, then into the bowl next to it for a homemade caramel. “Along with a strongly-worded lecture about staying out of the trash.”


  “That’s good advice, Henry.” Joy watched the dog as he swallowed the biscuit whole. “You should listen to the doctor.”


  “I’m probably the one who deserved the lecture.” Kyle unwrapped his caramel. “But I did get a new can with a secure lid.” He popped the caramel into his mouth, like his own good-boy reward.


  “See.” She poured the last of the water into the potted ficus next to the front door that Becky had draped with colorful lights. “You are a good puppy parent.”


  He smiled at that, catching her eye in that maybe-flirtatious way that sent her stomach into another round of tingling.


  Then, coughing a little as he swallowed the caramel, he broke their mutual gaze and looked up at the clock. “I need to get going. I have to drop Henry at home and then meet with my contractor before five.” Lifting a wave, he opened the door. “I’ll see you on Saturday.”


  “See you Saturday.” Feeling a little giddy, she added, “Don’t forget to wear your dancing shoes.”


  She watched through the glass door as Kyle led Henry across the small parking lot to his red SUV.


  Chuckling to herself, she clutched the watering can with both hands and pivoted to return to her desk. She only took one step before stopping short, startled at the sight of Becky standing by the door to the back looking at her strangely.


  Not quite sure how to interpret the expression on Becky’s face, Joy just smiled and walked past her to get to the area behind the counter. She bent down to put the watering can away in one of the lower cabinets. When she straightened, Becky was still standing there, her face unchanged.


  “Beck?” She approached her slowly, wondering now if there had been bad news about one of their patients. “Is everything okay?”


  “Fine.” Becky shook her head, like she’d just been jolted out of a trance. She moved past Joy to get to her part of the desk and sat down.


  “Okay.” Joy sat too, then began sorting the stack of patient input forms that had been accumulating on her side of the desk all afternoon.


  “So…” Becky brought up their appointment schedule on her computer screen like she was checking to see how many more patients they had scheduled for the day, something that Joy knew she already knew. “Saturday is your sister’s wedding.”


  “That’s right.” Joy’s hands stilled. Was that what this was about? Becky had overheard her talking with Kyle about Saturday? There was no point in trying to keep it a secret. Besides, Becky would be happy for her.


  “I might be changing my mind about not dating.” Chewing her lip in a feeble attempt to stop a dumb grin, Joy swiveled her chair to face her. “I asked Kyle to go to the wedding with me.”


  With the exception of one eyebrow that assumed a barely-perceptible quiver, Becky’s expression went completely neutral. Then she looked away, the color draining from her face.


  Joy frowned. That was not the supportive response she had expected. Not by a long shot.


  “Becky…” Confused, she tried to read her friend’s response but couldn’t. “Is something wrong?”


  “Oh…nothing.” Seeming distracted, Becky’s focus shifted like she needed to find something else to busy herself with. “It’s nothing.”


  Joy let out a breath. Becky was never very good at pretending that everything was hunky dory if something was bothering her, which something clearly was.


  She tried to get her to look at her. “Don’t you think that’s good? I mean, you were a big fan of me starting to date again not all that long ago.”


  “Oh, sure.” Becky’s mouth formed a smile, but her forehead remained creased. “It’s great, sweetie.” Her eyes darted away, like she didn’t want Joy to read her thoughts in them.


  “Becky.” Joy leaned on the desk in another attempt to make eye contact. “What are you not telling me?”


  Letting out a long breath, Becky stopped her fidgeting and finally really looked at her. “It’s just that…” Her eyebrows scrunched so close together that they practically met in the middle of her face. Then just as quickly, her face returned to normal and she waved a dismissive hand. “Maybe his situation has changed.”


  “What situation? Becky. What are you talking about?”


  Becky looked at her with regret in her eyes. “It’s just that I had the impression that he was…involved.”


  “Involved?” A hot flush scorched Joy’s cheeks. “What do you mean?”


  Becky gnawed at her lower lip for a long moment, then stood and crossed back to the files. She ran her finger down one of the rows, then took one out and returned to the desk. She set the folder down in front of Joy and laid it open.


  Joy looked at it, confused. It was Kyle’s file. “So?”


  “See here.” Becky retook her seat, pointing at the top of the paper that had been filled out by hand. “When Kyle first came in, he listed two owners on Henry’s paperwork.”


  “What?” Joy read. Kyle Montgomery and Nicole Brenner. Nicole Brenner? Who was she? “Has this woman ever come in?”


  “No. I mean, Henry’s only been here just the one time before his foil mishap. Since Kyle wrote down the two names with only one address, I just assumed that she was his significant other.”


  Joy sat there for a moment, reeling like that time she got kicked in the head by Josie Wilson’s pet bunny. He couldn’t be involved with someone…could he?


  Or were all men just liars and cheaters and—what was the word that Victoria was so fond of throwing around? Narcissists.


  “I might be wrong.” Becky tried to smile, but a quiver in her voice betrayed her. “I mean, it was just an assumption.” She smiled, then frowned. “Except that…”


  “What?”


  “I remember now that when I called the number on this form on Monday to confirm today’s appointment, this woman, Nicole, answered. And…”


  “What?”


  “Well, it’s just that she said something about her adjusting to being a puppy parent, or something like that. I remember because I thought it was cute the way she said it.”


  A ‘puppy parent.’ She looked at the file. He would have said something if he was involved with someone else. Wouldn’t he? When they danced together, it had been…romantic. There was no denying it. If he was involved with someone else, that made him…not such a nice guy after all.


  Joy didn’t want to believe it. The sense of betrayal that had been her constant companion through everything she’d endured with Mike reared its ugly head.


  She had to find out the truth, but how? Asking a man if you could trust him was like asking a prisoner if he was guilty. A liar wouldn’t admit to being a liar.


  She looked down at the file, noting his address. If she wanted to know the truth, she’d have to find out for herself.
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  Joy had a date to meet Victoria and her future mother-in-law, along with their own mom at Hannah’s House of Nails at seven for manicures. That gave her just enough time to do a little detective work.


  She parked across from a lovely old brick and stone apartment building on Queen Anne Hill that, according to her GPS, was her destination. A wide grassy median dotted with gorgeous madrona trees separated the two lanes of traffic on this street, but she could see well enough to know that this looked exactly like where she would have expected Kyle to live.


  Her throat tightened at the thought. Maybe he wasn’t at all the person she thought she was getting to know. For all she knew, it was this Nicole who had the penchant for historical charm.


  He had said something about meeting his contractor before five, and it was a quarter after now. The absence of his distinctive red SUV in the lot adjacent to the building didn’t necessarily mean he wasn’t home, but it increased the likelihood of it.


  Exactly what did she hope to accomplish here? She could be bold and go inside. Knock on the door to apartment…she consulted her quickly-scribbled Post-it note. Apartment 7F, and see who answered.


  Then what? She already knew that this Nicole person shared Kyle’s address. Seeing her there wouldn’t prove what their relationship actually was. She could just be a roommate—which didn’t seem like a good idea, but who was she to judge? Or maybe a cousin? A sister? It was possible. Unlikely, but possible.


  Of course, Joy could just call him and ask. But she had learned from bitter experience that when you had to gauge if someone was lying, you needed to be able to see their face. It was far too easy for people to lie over the phone, and much more difficult to do it in person.


  Her stomach tensed. It was also much harder to confront someone in person.


  Running her fingers down her cheeks, she gazed at the lovely twinkle-lit trees shimmering in the front courtyard of the apartment building as the afternoon slipped into evening. She had been so certain that God had answered her prayer by giving her peace about Kyle, but maybe she didn’t understand how this whole prayer thing worked. Was He somehow giving her peace so she’d make a fool of herself, just to drive the lesson home that no man she’d be attracted to could be trusted?


  That too-familiar tightness in her throat that always followed a hopeless thought like that hit her, and she reached for her key in the ignition. She needed to just get out of there before she turned into a pathetic sobbing mess. Just as she moved to start the engine, a movement drew her attention to the parking lot next to the building. Kyle’s SUV!


  Instinctively, she slid down in her seat and watched as he parked and got out of the car. As he walked toward the building, she could see that he was talking on his phone.


  He stopped in the courtyard next to what appeared to be a small fountain, obviously smiling and enjoying the conversation with whoever it was on the other end. Then he put his phone in his pocket and just stood there like he was waiting for something. Or, more likely, someone.


  Her stomach tensed at the thought of him glancing over here and seeing her van. Fortunately, it was that incredibly common color—how many times had she tried to unlock the wrong navy blue van in a parking lot?—and it was dark enough now that even if he did notice the van, it probably wouldn’t strike him as strange. Still, she slunk down even lower, feeling like the heroine in one of those romantic comedies she and Victoria loved to make fun of.


  Just then, the front door of the building opened and Henry bolted out. Or did the best bolt he could manage, given the constraints of the leash that held him back. Joy watched as the person on the other end of the leash followed him outside. It was a woman and, as much as Joy hated to admit it, she was lovely. Wearing a cute coat and a hat and carrying what looked like a nice designer bag. Henry led her over to Kyle, who gave the dog a two-fisted nuzzle, and the woman…a hug.


  Trying to swallow back a wave of hurt, regret, and humiliation, Joy squinted. Had he kissed her? It was so hard to tell from this distance, but they were more than just friendly.


  Then Kyle reached into his coat pocket, took something out, and fumbled with it for a moment before handing it to her. They parted ways, Kyle taking Henry down the sidewalk while the woman went the other direction, toward the parking lot. Joy gasped as she unlocked Kyle’s car and got in, then drove off.


  Joy just sat there feeling numb. Obviously, Kyle and this woman shared more than just Henry and an address. They also shared a car. Which meant that they probably shared a life.


  As she sat there staring at Kyle and Henry making their way down the block, a new emotion crowded to the front of her heart. Anger. She had been played, and that was more than she could handle.


  Working her jaw, she reached over to the passenger seat and yanked her phone from the pocket of her purse. She didn’t need to see the look on Kyle’s face if he tried to deny this, she would know that he was lying.
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  Predictably, Henry veered off the sidewalk as they approached his favorite grassy area a block from their building. It wasn’t much, but at least it provided him with a safe place to sniff around for a few minutes when Kyle didn’t have time to take him to the dog park.


  A dumb smirk tugged at Kyle’s lips as he replayed the scene at his warehouse with Joy for about the two hundredth time. He still couldn’t believe that she had actually asked him to go to her sister’s wedding with her. Nicole, who was his barometer for things like this, had assured him that women took things like weddings pretty seriously, and that he should definitely consider this to be a date.


  As Henry followed the scent of what was probably a squirrel or a neighborhood cat, Kyle took out his phone and brought up the website for the Emerald Yacht Club. It sounded pretty swanky, but he had been to plenty of weddings so he was well aware of the meaning of the term “semi-formal.” Good thing he had a nice suit. And since it was a Christmas wedding, he could probably get away with wearing the cranberry-colored tie with the subtle holly design. He’d ask Nicole what she thought, but it seemed fitting.


  Just as he started to slip his phone back into his pocket, it started vibrating. Probably Nicole with a question about his car. Even though she had driven it before when her own car was in the shop like today, she hadn’t quite gotten used to driving a hybrid.


  But the number on the screen was one he didn’t recognize. Ordinarily, he let mystery calls go to voicemail, but since he’d been giving out his cell number for the business, he really should answer it. It might even be a potential client.


  Before he could click Accept, a text message popped up on the screen from Wes. Now what?


  He was about to swipe it to the side in favor of answering the call, but Wes had a way of commandeering his attention.


  Did you see this pool of water on the basement floor? Just inside the kitchen. Should we be worried!?


  What? There hadn’t been any water on the floor the last time he’d been down there. The inspector hadn’t found any issues. Still, water in a place where it shouldn’t be was never a good sign.


  Ignoring the call now, he tapped out a response.


  I didn’t see it. Can’t come now because Nicole borrowed my car. Send pictures.


  His phone beeped, notifying him that whoever had called had left a message. He’d have to check it later, after he calmed Wes down and got to the bottom of what was hopefully a non-issue. The last thing they needed was an expensive repair on the building they had just taken ownership of.
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  It had required all of Joy’s restraint not to tell Victoria about Kyle as they’d sat there getting their nails done. She’d have to break the news eventually, but right now Victoria was walking on air. It didn’t seem fair for Joy to put her own problems front and center so close to the wedding.


  To add insult to injury, Kyle hadn’t even responded to the message she’d left on his phone. Talk about an admission of guilt.


  Now, as she stood at her front door waiting for Mike to get the kids out of his car and into the house, she wiped her cheeks and did her best to put on a happy face. Not that Mike would detect any hint of distress in her, or care even if he did. But she always did her best not to let on to the kids when she was struggling.


  She stepped aside, allowing Mike to carry Ty—whose sleep-heavy head rested on Mike’s shoulder—and lead Charlie inside.


  “Hi, Mommy.” Charlie reached up to give her a sleepy hug, then whispered, “Ty’s all crashed out.”


  “I see that.” She gestured toward Ty’s bedroom door, and Mike nodded, veering in that direction.


  Several minutes later, Joy emerged from Charlie’s room. No surprise that she had gone down without a fight, considering that it was after nine. It would feel good to get all of them back onto a regular schedule once the wedding was over.


  As she pulled the door to a cracked-open position, her stomach growled. The tantalizing smell of cumin and curry reminded her that she hadn’t bothered to eat earlier because she’d been too upset. Why did her house smell like her favorite Indian restaurant? Confused and a bit suspicious, she crossed the hall and peered into the dining room.


  The table had been set for two, complete with candles. The only other light came from a crackling fire in her living room fireplace and the lights from the tree. Joy just stood in the doorway, not sure what to make of this.


  Mike entered from the kitchen, carrying a couple of steaming serving bowls. He smiled when he saw her. “I thought you might be hungry.” Setting the bowls on the table, he dipped a nod at the chair closest to her. “Have a seat.”


  As he disappeared back into the kitchen, Joy eyed the bowls and slowly sat. Butter chicken and salmon curry. Her two favorites. What was going on here?


  Mike reappeared and set down a bowl of rice and a plate of samosas, complete with dipping sauces, then sat across from her.


  All she could do was stare at the food. “You didn’t take the kids to India House for dinner, did you?”


  He chuckled. “I know better than to try that. I got them Taco Bell. Help yourself before it gets cold. Then I want you to tell me how the wedding’s coming together.”


  Joy gaped at him, wondering if this might be some sort of stress-induced hallucination. “Since when do you care about the wedding?”


  Spooning a large helping of rice onto his plate, he looked a little stricken. “I’ve always cared. Not enough to check out her Pinterest board or anything, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care.”


  “Huh.” Realizing now how hungry she really was, she started filling her plate as she spoke. “Actually, I’m surprised at how well things are going. I was a little concerned about the wedding planner she hired.”


  “Concerned? Why?”


  Joy lifted a shoulder. “She’s not very experienced. She messed a lot of things up at first. Little things, but still. It made a ton of extra work for me. But lately, she’s seemed to be more on the ball. Everything’s falling into place.”


  He nodded, biting off a hunk of a samosa. “Weddings are always stressful.” He swallowed. “Remember at our wedding? That little boy you wanted to be the ring bearer pitched a screaming fit about…what was it about?”


  “His shoes.” She laughed. “I forgot about that. My friend Carly’s little boy Brandon. He was the cutest thing in the world, and I thought he’d be so adorable walking down the aisle in that tiny vest and tie. But Carly bought him his first pair of dress shoes and didn’t warn him that he couldn’t wear his sneakers.”


  “I remember the guys and I were standing there with the pastor waiting for all you women to start down the aisle.” Mike smirked. “And suddenly we hear this scream like someone was being murdered. “It actually echoed in the sanctuary.”


  Joy covered her face with her hands, laughing. “Oh, that’s awful. And poor Carly. It was too late for her to run downstairs and get his sneakers, so I told her to just let the kid go shoeless.”


  “Which was why he wound up sliding down the aisle like Wayne Gretzky.” Shaking his head, he took a bite of curry. “It was the highlight of the ceremony.”


  “I haven’t thought about that in ages.” Joy wiped a tear of laughter from her eye. “Carly was humiliated, but the rest of us thought it was hysterical.”


  A comfortable silence settled for a moment, as they continued to enjoy the food. It had been so long since Joy had let loose with a good laugh, and even longer since she’d been at ease around Mike. It felt good.


  She took another bite of the heavenly food and closed her eyes as she savored it. When she opened them again, Mike was looking at her, his face more serious now.


  “Joy…” He looked away for a moment, seeming to choose his words with care. “I want you to know how deeply sorry I am. For everything.”


  Swallowing, she nodded. “You told me that the other night.”


  He tipped his head to the side. “I said a few things, but not everything. I made a huge mistake. I’m such an idiot. But I’ve learned my lesson. I don’t want to be an idiot anymore.”


  “Okay.”


  Feeling the tension seep back into her body, she reached for a samosa, but he took the opportunity to grasp her hand. Startled, she lifted her eyes to meet his intent, sincere gaze.


  “And I don’t want to be without you anymore either. Joy…” His eyes glistened in the candlelight as he enveloped her hand in both of his. “I think we should get back together.”


  She stared at him, too stunned to speak. Had she heard him right? Get back together? Really?


  “Don’t answer now. Take some time to think about it.”


  He gave her hand a squeeze, then released it and ran a finger next to his eye. Was he actually crying?


  Her appetite having fled when her stomach leapt to her throat, she placed her hands in her lap. She had no idea how to take this sharp turn in what she’d thought was a straight path they were on.


  “I know this seems sudden.” Mike gulped, as if he might need a cup of humility to wash down that pride he seemed to be swallowing. “My counselor says we need to spend time together. Both as a couple and as a family. So I was thinking…” He paused, then continued. “I should go with you to the wedding.”


  Her mouth opened to protest, but all that came out was, “Oh…” There had to be a reason for her to say no, but right now she couldn’t think of what it might be.


  “You don’t have a date, do you?”


  “Well…no. But—”


  “Then it’s settled.” He let out a breath, like he’d been holding it. Then a smile took over his face. “This is kind of symbolic, don’t you think? I mean, weddings are romantic and represent a fresh start. You won’t be sorry, Joy. We’re going to be a family again.”


  Seeming content, he continued to eat, but all Joy could do was try not to hyperventilate. This was so unexpected. Could she ever trust him again?


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter 19]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  After the night she’d had—journaling till the wee hours about the men in her life, then barely sleeping a wink—Joy thought the day at work would never end. Now, as she drove to the yacht club, where she was meeting Victoria to drop off the final payment, she stifled a yawn. What she wouldn’t give to just go home, crawl into bed, and sleep until God decided to answer her questions.


  What was she supposed to do? Mike was the kids’ dad. If he meant what he said about wanting to fly right, didn’t she owe it to Charlie and Ty to give him that chance? And if enough time went by, maybe she’d start to trust, and even love him again. Wouldn’t that be the best outcome for all of them?


  But if that was the right answer, why couldn’t she stop thinking about Kyle?


  Kyle. The shock of discovering that he wasn’t the nice guy he’d pretended to be kept hitting her fresh. It didn’t help that now every time she looked at her journal, which she had come to depend on, it made her think of him. She scoffed. Since he was the one who gave her the book, it was probably fitting that his name seemed to dominate the pages. Whether she wanted him to or not, the guy just kept showing up in her conversations with God.


  As she entered the yacht club property, the sight of Christmas lights draping everything from the trees to the ship masts and brightening the early evening heartened her. Several people wearing festive cocktail partywear made their way toward the club. Victoria had reminded her that there would be a party going on here tonight, so it was no surprise that parking was limited.


  She saw Victoria’s car angle into a space over in a corner of the lot.


  After circling the lot twice and maneuvering her van into a space marked “compact,” Joy shimmied her way out and hurried over to the center walkway. Victoria greeted her with that glow that probably wouldn’t fade until sometime long after the wedding.


  “Hey, Vic.” Joy willed herself to sound cheerful, hoping her fatigue didn’t show on her face. “Did you get everything done today?”


  Bouncing on her toes, Victoria demonstrated that she clearly had enough energy for both of them. “We picked up the rings from the jeweler’s and Brian’s cousins from the airport.” She counted each item off on her fingers. “All that’s left is to pack up the boxes and bins we’re toting over here on Saturday. I’m counting on you and Shelby to help me with that tonight.”


  “I cleaned out my van so we’ll have plenty of room for hauling.”


  “Perfect.” Seeming distracted, Victoria scanned the street end of the parking lot. “I guess we can head on in…. Oh, wait. I think I see Wendy getting off that bus.”


  “Wendy’s meeting us? Why?” Joy saw the bus that Victoria had spotted a block away from where they stood, and Wendy’s distinctive form, carpet bag and all, stepping off of it. “Aren’t we just dropping off the check?”


  “Yeah, but she wants to be sure the venue has a copy of her list of delivery times for Saturday. She’s being very thorough.”


  “It seems like a lot of work to take a bus down here. Couldn’t she have just emailed it?”


  “I think it makes her feel good to do things in person. Like she’s being more involved. Come on.” She tipped her head and took a step toward the street. “We can meet her partway.”


  “Actually,”—Joy reached out to stop her—“I have to tell you something. I guess this is as good a time as any.”


  Victoria’s cheerfulness dimmed slightly. “What is it?”


  “There’s been a change of plans.” As much as Joy hated to burst even one bubble of her sister’s bridal effervescence, she had to tell her. “I’m not bringing Kyle to the wedding.”


  “Oh...” Victoria’s face wilted with disappointment. “Why not?”


  “It’s a long story.” Willing herself not to cry, she batted her hand like it was no big deal and even managed a small smile. “I’ll tell you some other time.”


  “Okay. That’s too bad, Joy.” She reached for Joy’s hand and gave it a supportive squeeze, then glanced over her shoulder to check Wendy’s progress.


  “There’s more.” Joy bit her lip, working up her courage. “I’m going with Mike instead.”


  Victoria’s focus snapped back to Joy. Her eyes bulged and her mouth hung open, then she started to sputter. “Wha…you…” Suddenly, she dropped Joy’s hand and folded her arms. “You had better be joking.”


  “I’m not. I’m sorry. It’s just that…well…he’s been seeing a counselor.”


  “A counselor? Now?” Throwing her hands up, Victoria turned and started to walk away. “I don’t believe this.”


  “Please just hear me out.” Joy took a step to follow her, then stumbled back when Victoria reversed directions. “He says he wants to get back together.”


  Victoria stopped her pacing and stared, her face turning as red as the poinsettias lining the walkway. “Have you lost your memory? You’ve completely forgotten all the reasons you divorced him?”


  “Of course I haven’t forgotten. But he says he wants to change.”


  “Yeah, he says he wants to change. What he means is that he doesn’t want to see you get together with someone else.”


  Her words hit Joy like a splash of cold water to the face. “That’s not what this is about. He realized he made a mistake with Cyndi, and now he’s asking for another chance. And I have to think of the kids.”


  “I can’t believe this.” Folding her arms, Victoria shook her head. “You found a great guy, and you’re going to let Mike ruin that for you with his—”


  “Ladies!” From several yards away, Wendy called out as she scurried toward them.


  Victoria shot Joy a look that said to be continued, then dropped her arms along with her glare and started toward Wendy.


  “Two days until liftoff!” Wendy clapped her hands together. “How’s the bride-to-be?”


  “I’m great.” Victoria’s voice sounded slightly pinched.


  Taking in a jittery breath, Joy followed Victoria. At least Wendy’s interruption meant that Victoria would get a little cooling-down time before they continued their discussion. It was probably too much for Joy to expect her to come around to actually liking Mike, but once she calmed down, she might at least be able to see this from Joy’s perspective.


  And when the time was right, she’d share the truth about Kyle.


  The three of them walked toward the club, Wendy and Victoria chatting about last-minute wedding details and Joy trailing gloomily behind. She glanced up at the dark sky and wondered if God could hear her thoughts. If I’m doing the right thing, God, why do I feel so rotten?


  As they stepped into the foyer, the sound of music and laughter coming from the main room slightly lifted Joy’s feeling of despair.


  “Here it is.” Victoria reached into her purse and took out the check. “There’s no turning back now.”


  The woman who had spoken to them last week when they’d stopped by came through a door on the far end of the foyer, striding purposefully toward the doors to the main room.


  Taking the check, Wendy nodded toward her. “I think she’s the one we should give this to.” Waving the check in her hand, Wendy approached the woman. “Excuse me!”


  Stopping abruptly in the manner of someone who was used to this kind of interruption to her workday, she gave Wendy a pleasant but curious look. “Did you need help with something?”


  “We have the final payment for the Holman-Tremont wedding.” Wendy presented the check to her like it was an award, then started digging around in her bag. “And I have a list of all the deliveries we’ll be receiving on Saturday.”


  “I’m sorry.” While remaining pleasant, the woman’s face took on a glaze of confusion. “But…which Saturday?”


  “This Saturday.” Wendy paused then added, “December fifteenth.”


  “I’m so sorry.” The woman’s eyes widened. “We have two weddings scheduled for this Saturday, but neither are for those names. Are you sure you didn’t book the club for a different day?”


  A feeling of dread filled Joy’s chest, and she stepped closer to Victoria like she might have to catch her if she passed out or clamp a hand over her mouth if she screamed.


  “No. I booked the place for this Saturday.” Wendy’s words were confident, but her voice trembled with uncertainty. “Months ago. I spoke with a woman named Greta, and then I left a message to confirm the date.”


  “Greta’s my assistant.” The woman smiled briefly at that, as if relieved that something here made sense. “And this was…how long ago?”


  “I don’t know.” Wendy flashed Victoria a panicky look. “Two months?”


  “This venue is booked two years out. Greta would have known that. You said you left a message. Did she return your call?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t.” The color had drained from Wendy’s face. “Oh…what have I done?”


  “I’m so sorry.” The woman cast a couple of uneasy glances around, probably hoping that someone who knew what was going on would swoop in and come to her rescue. “I can go double check the schedule to see if you were put down for a different day. But I confirm all the bookings myself, and those names aren’t familiar to me.” Looking relieved to have an excuse for escaping, she hurried back through the door that probably led to her office.


  Wendy turned to Victoria, whose expression had remained remarkably placid through all of this. “I don’t know what could have gone wrong. I remember I left a phone message for Greta telling her the date we needed and that I would get the deposit check in the mail right away.”


  “And did you?” Joy glanced at Victoria, concerned that she might have slipped into some sort of shock-induced coma. “Mail the check, I mean?”


  “I’m sure I remember crossing that off my list.” Wendy hoisted her bag onto a nearby table and began rooting through it. “If I can find my list…”


  Joy clenched her teeth, trying not to lose patience. She turned to her sister, searching for the right thing to say under the circumstances. To her surprise, Victoria just stood there calmly watching Wendy like her dream wedding wasn’t evaporating right in front of her eyes.


  Just as Joy was about to take matters into her own hands, Wendy stopped burrowing and stood completely still for a moment, then drew something out of her bag.


  Joy gasped, staring at the crumpled envelope Wendy had produced. “You didn’t mail the deposit, did you? And Greta never called you back to confirm the date.”


  “I can’t believe I did this.” Wendy’s eyes filled instantly as she sank back onto a padded bench next to the front doors. “Why did I ever think I could be a wedding planner?”


  Joy wanted to scream. That was the question she’d been asking for months. Now Wendy had gone too far. She had finally messed up in a way that Joy couldn’t fix.


  As Victoria took a step toward Wendy, all Joy could do was brace herself for her sister to unleash some of that anger she’d aimed at her not fifteen minutes earlier.


  But Victoria sat down next to Wendy and put her arm around her. “It’s okay, Wendy.”


  Joy’s jaw dropped. Obviously, Victoria really was in a state of shock.


  “No, it’s not.” Wendy ran a finger under her eyes in what looked like a fruitless attempt to dry them. “I’m supposed to be in charge of the most important day of your life, and I ruined it. I ruined my own life. Now I’ve moved on to ruining other people’s lives too. I might as well take everybody down with me.”


  “Now, you know that’s not true.”


  While Victoria took a tissue from her purse and handed it to Wendy, Joy stood there gaping. Invitations had gone out weeks ago telling everyone to come to this location the day after tomorrow. Now, they had no place to hold the wedding. And Victoria was actually consoling the woman who was responsible.


  The three of them looked up as the office door opened and the woman started toward them. By the look on her face and the tentativeness in her gait, Joy could only guess that her news wasn’t good.


  “I’m so sorry,” she began as Wendy and Victoria stood, “but there’s no Holman or Tremont anywhere on our calendar. I spoke with Greta and she said that she had called you”—she directed this to Wendy—“and left a message explaining that we are booked two years out, and that she never heard back from you. I’m sorry, but I checked her notes and they confirmed it.”


  Trying to remain as calm as Victoria seemed to be, Joy kicked her brain into problem-solving mode. “Do you have a list of other venues you recommend that are similar to this?”


  “I do…but unless there’s been a cancellation, it’s very hard to find a place on such short notice.” She looked at Wendy. “If you’d like to come with me, I can print out the list for you.”


  Wendy nodded, then smiled at Victoria and accompanied the woman back into her office.


  Joy was about to commend Victoria on the way she was handling this, but the second the door shut, Victoria whipped around to face her.


  “What are we going to do?” The fire in her eyes could have ignited a unity candle. “She ruined my wedding!”


  “Come on, sweetie.” Seeing a few people inside the party turning at the sound of Victoria’s outcry, Joy put her arm around her and led her back to the bench. “Just take a deep breath.”


  “Everybody is coming here on Saturday afternoon. What are we going to do? Get married in the parking lot?”


  Joy sat her down, then perched next to her, rubbing her back the way she’d always done when she needed soothing. She couldn’t help but smile just a little in relief. Victoria was upset. She just hadn’t wanted Wendy to know.


  “It’s going to be okay, Vic.”


  “How is this going to be okay?” Victoria pulled away, not yet ready to be soothed. “You heard what she said. Nothing is available on short notice.”


  “There has to be something. We could go to a park, or maybe someone’s backyard—”


  “In December? And it’s supposed to be pouring rain. This is my wedding, not a soccer game. We have two hundred people invited. We can’t just use someone’s living room.”


  “No. I guess we can’t. But there has to be someplace that’s indoors and big enough to…”


  Then it came to her. Her stomach felt like it might turn inside out at the thought, but she knew exactly what she had to do.


  “Don’t worry, Vic.” She looked at her baby sister, who meant the world to her. She’d pretty much do anything for her, even if it meant having to humble herself. “I know the perfect place.”
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  Kyle looked up from the blueprints he’d been poring over and rubbed his eyes. Since he and Wes had spent a good part of the afternoon with the plumber discussing the stopgap solution that would hold the kitchen pipes together until they could afford to replace them, they were once again working later than they’d wanted to.


  “Man, I need to get home.” Kyle glanced out the front windows of the warehouse, not surprised that the sky, which had been bright pink the last time he’d checked, was now pitch black. “Henry’s going to wonder where I am.”


  Wes focused on his laptop, which sat on a stack of crates he’d been using as a makeshift desk. “Doesn’t Nicole go over and get him when she gets home from work?”


  “Yeah, thank goodness. I don’t know what I’d do without her these days.” He rolled up the paper at the top of the stack. “This dual ownership thing has worked pretty well.”


  “Henry’s a lucky pup.”


  A creaking sound drew their attention to the front of the building and they both looked over to see a woman enter and shake the rain off her jacket. As she lowered her hood, Kyle’s heart did a somersault.


  “Joy!” He started toward her, gesturing for Wes to join him.


  “I would have called.” She took a few hesitant steps in their direction. “But I thought I’d take my chances on you being here.”


  “I’m…uh…” His steps slowed. “…happy to see you.” Something seemed strange about the way she was looking at him. Or, to be more exact, the way she seemed to be avoiding looking at him. He half turned back to gesture toward Wes, who was a couple of steps behind him. “This is my business partner, Wes. Wes, this is—”


  “The famous Joy.” Wes offered his hand, probably a little too exuberantly.


  “It’s nice to meet you.” She shook his hand, then stood there biting her lip and looking like she really didn’t want to be there.


  What was going on?


  After an awkward pause, Wes clapped his hands together. “Well, I should be heading home.”


  “Actually…” Joy looked like she might reach out to stop him, then twisted her fingers together instead. “I have something to ask that involves both of you. It’s about this building.”


  Kyle exchanged a look of confusion with Wes, then they both gave her their full attention.


  “I know this might be a lot to ask, especially considering that…” Her eyes met Kyle’s, but only briefly.


  Considering what? Was something wrong?


  “We’re in a real bind.” She seemed to study the floor as she continued. “There was a mix-up with the location for my sister’s wedding.”


  “Oh no.” Kyle tried to catch her eye again. “What happened?”


  She finally looked up, but still didn’t quite meet his gaze. “The wedding planner thought she had booked the yacht club, but we just found out that she didn’t confirm.”


  “So you don’t have a place for the wedding?”


  “Or the reception.” Her words came out in short bursts, like full-blown panic wasn’t far behind. “And it’s the day after tomorrow.”


  He nodded. “Right.” That would explain why she was acting so strange. She was upset about the wedding. A guilty sense of relief rushed through him that this wasn’t anything more personal.


  “So we need a place on short notice that’s big enough for two hundred guests—”


  “Yes.” Kyle didn’t even have to think about it. “Of course. You can use this place.”


  Her brow furrowed, like she might be about to try to talk him out of it. “I don’t want you to feel obligated.”


  “We’re happy to help.” Kyle glanced at Wes, who looked like the wheels in his brain were running at double speed, contemplating all the possible “what ifs” that could accompany a commitment like this. “Right, Wes?”


  “Huh?” Wes gave him the glassy-eyed look that generally preceded any major decision with him. “Oh…uh…sure. Happy to help.”


  “Oh, thank you.” Joy’s look of near-panic blossomed into one of enormous relief. “You two are lifesavers. You have no idea.”


  “I’m glad we can help.”


  “We’d pay you, of course. The same rate that the yacht club was going to charge us.”


  “We can’t take your money.” He felt Wes shoot him a glare. “If you can get a few people out here tomorrow to help clean and pull weeds out front, that’s payment enough.”


  “Absolutely. I have the day off tomorrow, and we’ve got some people in from out of town who can help. We’ll clean and do whatever is needed. Then we’ll start decorating. You’re sure it’s not an inconvenience?”


  “You’ll be helping us to get the place looking presentable.” Kyle turned to Wes. “Why don’t you give that janitorial company a call and see if they can send a crew out tomorrow instead of next week. That way, they can get the windows and the bigger things.”


  “Yeah.” Wes nodded, his forehead still creased like he wasn’t yet sold on the idea. “Yeah, sure.”


  As Wes returned to his “desk” to make the call, Joy surveyed the room. “This will be perfect for the reception.” She took out her phone and snapped some pictures. “You said you have a full kitchen? That the caterer can use?”


  “Sure thing.”


  “Great.” She smiled at him. “Can I see upstairs? Maybe we can do the ceremony up there.”


  “No problem. Come on.” He started for the staircase that ran along one wall.


  “I was afraid you might not say yes…” As they crossed the room, her voice grew quieter like she didn’t want Wes to hear. “You know…given the circumstances. I’ve been expecting you to call me.”


  Call her? Should he have? Did he even have her number?


  “Is everything okay?” They reached the base of the stairs and he stepped to one side so she could go before him.


  “Everything’s fine. Great, in fact.” She took the first step then paused and turned to face him. “Mike wants to get back together.”


  Kyle heard himself make a wheezing sound, as if he’d been punched in the gut.


  “So, it all works out that you…” Her face kind of puckered and she swallowed hard before continuing. “That we…. I’m sure you can see why I won’t need you to be my date at the wedding, anyway.” She whipped around and trotted up the stairs like she couldn’t get away from him fast enough.


  Kyle stood there, unable to move. Obviously, he had misinterpreted the situation. And now, he was committed to spending the day tomorrow helping his former date transform his building into the venue for the wedding that they would no longer be attending together.


  And somehow, he would have to avoid letting on that he felt both heartbroken and a little taken advantage of. 
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  As the hair stylist worked on Victoria, Joy sat in the chair next to her having her makeup done. It was Victoria’s wedding day, and Joy was doing her best to pretend to be happy for her sister’s sake.


  Not that she wasn’t happy for Victoria, of course. She had found a great guy, and it thrilled Joy to welcome Brian into their family. Still, it was a bittersweet occasion for her personally because she couldn’t help but remember her own wedding day. She’d been so certain that she and Mike would be happy together till death do us part. Learning that life wasn’t always so straightforward had been a jagged pill to swallow.


  “Have you prayed about it?”


  “What?” Joy opened her eyes so abruptly that the makeup artist nearly jabbed her in the eye with her mascara wand.


  “You were thinking about Mike, right?” Victoria asked Joy’s reflection in the mirror in front of them. “Have you prayed about it?”


  “How did you know what I was thinking?”


  “It’s a sister thing.”


  “Well, then yes. I’ve been writing in my prayer journal and asking for some clarity. So far, I’m not really getting any.”


  “Sometimes the answers to prayer don’t come right away. And usually not in the ways you might expect.”


  “Why is this so complicated?”


  Victoria smiled. “I’m new to this too. But I think that the more you learn to trust God and to see His hand in your life, the simpler it starts to feel. You’ll get your answer. Just trust Him and trust His timing.”


  Joy closed her mouth as the makeup artist aimed a tube of rose blossom lipstick her way. Why did every relationship in her life, even the one with God, have to come down to trust?


  Looking in the mirror, she saw Wendy enter the room. She looked lovely in a pretty blush dress, with her ever-present bag flung over her shoulder. Even though she smiled as she approached them, her body quivered with her usual frenzy.


  “I’m happy to report that people seem to be responding well to the change of venue.” Her eyes flashed, crinkling a little around the edges. “I’m calling it a ‘pop-up wedding.’ That’s a thing, right?”


  “Well,” Victoria smiled, “it is now.”


  Wendy removed what was no-doubt her final checklist from her bag, then deftly plucked a pencil from the bun at the top of her head. “I asked for a volunteer to go to the yacht club and redirect any of the guests who might not have gotten the message about the location change. Brian sent Lance.” She looked up at Victoria. “That’s okay, isn’t it?”


  Joy caught her sister’s eye in the mirror, launching them both into a fit of giggles.


  “More than okay,” Victoria managed to sputter out. “All the single ladies will be grateful.”


  Looking relieved, Wendy made a large checkmark on her list.


  “Wendy, before I forget…” Victoria reached for her purse and removed a check, which she handed over her shoulder. “It’s the last installment of your fee.”


  Taking a step back, Wendy held up the hand with the pencil in it. “I can’t expect you to pay me after the way I messed up.”


  “That’s ridiculous.” The expression on Victoria’s face was remarkably serene. “We have a contract. And whatever happened to get us here, I love this place.” Her gaze traversed the cozy basement room that the girls had established as their getting-ready space. It, like the rest of the building, was made up mostly of exposed brick and hardwoods, with plenty of natural light and great features that invited candid photos.


  “In fact,” Victoria went on, “I think I’m happier here than I would have been at some stodgy old yacht club. A million people have gotten married there. But our wedding is unique. This wouldn’t have happened if everything had gone as planned. And besides…” Swiveling around, she practically shoved the check into Wendy’s hand. “…you can put it toward a good used car. You’re going to need one for your business.”


  Tears welled in Wendy’s eyes as she stuffed the check into her bag. “I’d better go see how the boys are doing.” Swiping at her cheeks, Wendy pivoted around and hurried from the room.


  Joy waited till the door closed. “Think she’ll make it as a wedding planner?”


  “She has her own system. I think she’ll get it figured out.”


  No sooner had Wendy made her exit than the door popped open again and she stuck her head back in. “Joy, there’s a man out here who’s asking for you.”


  Joy’s stomach jumped. It had to be Kyle. “Thanks, Wendy.”


  After getting the go-ahead from the makeup artist to get out of the chair, Joy gave herself a quick check in the full-length mirror. Thank goodness the deep cranberry color that Vic had chosen for the bridesmaids’ dresses flattered her coloring. With her makeup and hair professionally done, she actually looked more like a cover girl than an overworked single mom. What a refreshing change. She gave her image a little smile and stepped out of the room.


  To her disappointment, it wasn’t Kyle standing there, as she’d hoped, but Wes. He looked nice, dressed in a suit that he probably couldn’t wait to change out of. He rubbed his hands together and paced. When he saw her, a look of urgency washed over his face.


  “Joy. Have you seen Kyle?”


  “Not since yesterday. Haven’t you?”


  “No. I thought he’d be here by now.” He jabbed a thumb in the direction of the kitchen, where clanking and clattering sounds indicated that the caters were busy preparing for the reception. “I’m having a little problem.”


  “A problem?” Wendy appeared from around the corner. “Problems are my specialty.”


  Joy swallowed a laugh. That was so true, but probably not in the way she had meant it.


  Wes stopped rubbing his hands together and gazed at Wendy, the creases in his face melting away like he had forgotten all about whatever his problem was.


  Joy stepped in. “Wes, this is Wendy. She’s our wedding planner.” She turned to Wendy. “Wes co-owns the building.”


  Wes jutted out his hand in that slightly awkward way that seemed to be his style.


  Locking eyes with him, Wendy took his hand. “I…don’t remember meeting you yesterday.”


  He gripped her hand like he might be required to yank her to safety if the building flooded or caught fire. “I…I was repairing the roof.”


  A smile took over Wendy’s face, and Joy couldn’t help but notice that the frenzied quiver had all but stopped.


  “So, Wes.” Joy interceded. “You said you’re having a problem?”


  “Oh. Right. It’s in the kitchen. One of the pipes is dripping.”


  Wendy reached into her bag and produced a roll of duct tape. “Will this help?”


  He smiled and together they walked toward the kitchen.


  Joy let out a little chuckle at that unforeseen alliance.


  Since they had a few minutes before Victoria would need her help getting into her dress, Joy went up to the main floor to make sure everything was going as it should. The reception room was exactly as they’d envisioned—a perfect blend of shabby-elegance with a hint of Christmas cheer. Some of the guests were starting to arrive, and there was an excited buzz everywhere.


  Joy looked around, disappointed that she didn’t see Kyle anywhere.


  As nervous as she’d been that she’d created an awkward situation for both of them, Kyle had been great all day yesterday, supervising the crew and doing his part to get the place ready. He had even arranged for the guests to have free access to the parking lot across the street. When she had asked him about the cost, he had said to consider it to be a wedding gift, and that was all he would say about it.


  Something didn’t quite add up about this guy. He seemed so genuine. Except for the part about Nicole…


  She jumped as someone came up behind her and kissed her on the cheek, then whirled around to see Mike standing there. A strange feeling of melancholy washed over her.


  “I’m glad I’m here.” Looking around, he straightened his tie. “Where are the kids?”


  “Brian has a couple of teenage cousins who volunteered to be in charge of all the kids. They’re making a whole thing out of it.” Suddenly ultra-aware that she and Mike were standing in the room where she had shared a romantic dance with Kyle not so long ago, she made a shooing gesture toward the staircase. “Why don’t you go on up and find a seat. The wedding will be starting before too long.”


  As Mike walked away, Joy looked out the front window. Now that she thought about it, Kyle hadn’t actually said that he’d be here today. But he’d worked so hard yesterday helping them get the place ready. He should want to be here…shouldn’t he?
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  Kyle glanced at the time on his TV. One forty-five. The wedding would be starting soon. And he wouldn’t be there.


  He had planned on going, just because that seemed like the right thing to do. He’d gotten as far as taking his suit and a clean shirt out of the closet. But the thought of seeing Joy there with Mike just made him feel like either an idiot or a coward. So, he’d done something he never did. He’d sidelined himself.


  Instead of changing from his jeans into his suit, he had thrown himself down on the couch several hours ago, and the only movement he’d made was to periodically lift the remote in the direction of the TV. Self-pity was an ugly thing, but he had to admit that it felt kind of good.


  Now, Henry sat up from where he’d been sleeping on the floor by the couch, stretched, and whimpered as he rested his muzzle next to Kyle.


  “Seriously?” Kyle ran a hand over his soft head. “You of all people should understand, Henry. You know how great Joy is. I just can’t face her, buddy. Not today.”


  Henry whimpered again.


  “Of course I want her to be happy. That’s not what this is about. This is about me taking a day to wallow in my misery and to avoid seeing her with that other guy. The one who reportedly wasn’t very nice to her. The one she divorced, for crying out loud. I don’t get it.”


  A knock sounded on his door, which he recognized as Nicole’s signature rap. Henry apparently recognized it too, because his ears perked up and he trotted to the door with his tail wagging, like he might be planning on opening it.


  Kyle barely even glanced up. “Come on in, Nic.”


  The door opened, and Nicole and Henry greeted each other. “Hi, buddy.” She looked over at Kyle and frowned. “What are you doing here?”


  “I live here.”


  “I know that.” She let out an impatient breath. “Why aren’t you at the wedding?”


  “I told you. I got uninvited.” He clicked the remote, not wanting to have to explain himself. “What are you doing here?”


  “I just came over to get Henry. Jerry wants to take him to the park with me before he has to leave for the airport. I tried to call you.”


  “Sorry.” He muted the TV, which was frankly getting on his nerves anyway. “I’ve had so many meetings lately, I guess I stopped turning the ringer back on.”


  Nicole marched up to him, with Henry by her side, and folded her arms. “The wedding is at your warehouse. You should be there.”


  “Wes is there.” Kyle ran his hands over his face, annoyed at the stubbly reminder that he hadn’t even taken the time to shave yet today. “They don’t need me.”


  “You don’t want to see Joy there with her ex.”


  “Can you blame me?”


  “No. But if you’re going to just lie there like a slug feeling sorry for yourself, you should at least have your phone as close by as the remote.” She crossed to his desk and picked up his phone. “And turn on your ringer, for goodness’ sakes. Look, you missed two other calls besides mine.” She crossed back to him, then gingerly removed the remote from his hand and replaced it with his phone.


  “Thanks.” He intentionally laced his tone with sarcasm, only because he knew he could get away with that with Nic. She understood him. “When does Jerry get back?”


  “This is just a one-day trip. He’ll be home tomorrow.” She picked up the “puppy parent” backpack that Kyle always left by the door and whistled for Henry to join her. “Thanks for the security guard.” She opened the door and gave him one last pathetic look. “See ya.” She started out then turned again. “Kyle?”


  “Yeah?” He stared at the screen, not really focusing.


  “I’m really sorry this didn’t work out. Ice cream always helps. I’ve got some in my freezer if you want it.”


  “Thanks.” He set the phone down on the coffee table.


  She gave him a sad smile and shut the door.


  A sense of loneliness filled him. He didn’t mind sharing Henry, but his absence caused a real void even though he knew he’d be just down the hall. That ice cream was starting to sound pretty good.
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  The string quartet transitioned from a slow version of “All I Want for Christmas is You” into “When I Say I Do,” signaling the wedding party to start down the aisle. Waiting for her turn, Joy stole a look at her baby sister. Tears pressed at the backs of her eyes at the sight of her standing arm in arm with their dad, with the sunlight streaming in behind them through one of the tall, sparkling windows. Victoria had never been lacking for beauty, but today it reflected off of her. There was nothing more radiant than a bride on the day she married her one true love.


  “I think we’re up.” Jake, Brian’s best man, raised his left arm for Joy to take.


  Clutching her bouquet of white roses and deep red orchids, she blinked back the tears and started toward the altar at the far end of the room, which they had created from greenery, tiny white lights, and carefully-draped chiffon.


  As they walked, she exchanged a smile with her kids, then with Mike, who sat between them. Warmth filled her chest at the sight of her little family together on such an important day. Maybe Mike was right about this marking a new beginning for them. Could it be that God had answered her prayers for clarity by opening Mike’s eyes to his mistakes?


  When they reached the altar, she and Jake parted ways. She glanced over at Brian, who stood next to the pastor looking like he couldn’t wait to catch sight of Victoria. As Joy took her place next to Shelby and the other bridesmaids, the music changed again and everyone turned to witness the entrance of the bride.


  Joy couldn’t help but cast her gaze around the room. This place looked amazing. They had managed, in just a day and a half, to transform this gritty warehouse into a vintage-chic tribute to romance. That was nothing short of a miracle. And they never would have been able to do it if it hadn’t been for Kyle. Where would they even be right now if not for his generosity?


  And where, right now, was he?


  It made her incredibly sad that he hadn’t wanted to be a part of this. She’d been so busy yesterday—they all had—and the two of them had hardly spoken. Things had changed between them, which was only natural since she had caught him in a lie. Well, not so much a lie as an omission of the truth, but still.


  As the ceremony began, the feeling that she was being looked at drew Joy’s eyes to the groom’s side of the seating area. Lance slipped into one of the last empty seats in the back, his gaze fixed on Joy. He raised a suggestive eyebrow at her, then winked. It was all she could do not to roll her eyes. Why hadn’t Wendy told him to stay at the yacht club in case there were any stragglers?


  Then her eyes landed on Mike, or rather, the top of Mike’s head. She frowned, leaning a little to the right to see if she could tell why he was looking down. Was he…seriously? He was sitting there texting?


  Her mouth dropped open and she swallowed the urge to yell at him. This was the most important moment in her sister’s life so far, making it important to her too. And he couldn’t even put his phone away and pay attention?


  A couple of people in his row glanced his way, and Joy cringed. Not only was he being disrespectful to the bride and groom, but also rude to their guests.


  She glared at him, willing him to look up so she could give him some kind of sign to knock it off. For goodness’ sakes, the kids were being more attentive than he was.


  A movement in the front row hooked her eye and she glanced down at her mom, who was giving a small wave of her hand in her lap, clearly intended for Joy. Mom frowned, then subtly pointed at Victoria and Brian. Joy felt herself blush. Great. Mike had been an inconsiderate jerk and she was the one who had gotten in trouble.


  Not the first time that had happened.
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  As the episode of whatever he’d been mindlessly watching came to an end, Kyle hit the Mute button and looked at his phone. Might as well rejoin the living and listen to his messages. Maybe he could get a little work done from home today.


  He dragged himself up to a sitting position and tapped the buttons to put his messages on speaker. The first one started to play.


  “Kyle…”


  Wait…Joy? He grabbed the phone.


  “I just wanted to tell you that I won’t need you to go to the wedding with me.”


  He sat forward. When had she left this message? And why did she sound so angry?


  “I found out about Nicole. I didn’t realize that you were already involved with someone.”


  What? What was she talking about?


  She went on to utter a few incoherent half sentences that seemed to imply that he was a dog for accepting her invitation to the wedding even though he was already either living with someone or married. Where had she gotten that idea? The second the message ended, he tapped on the button to find out when that call had come through.


  Wednesday?


  He sat there, feeling numb. That explained why she’d been acting so strange when she showed up at his building on Thursday. Obviously, she had assumed that he’d already heard this. Oh…and that was what she meant when she said she’d expected him to call her. Of course he would have called her if he’d bothered to listen to his messages. He would have called her immediately to tell her that she was wrong. That he was not only single and available but that he hadn’t even dated in a while because he was, as Wes liked to remind him, too picky for his own good.


  Wait…did this misunderstanding have anything to do with her decision to give that creep Mike another chance? Maybe not, but he had to talk to her. If there was a chance for them, he had to act fast. Talk to her as soon as possible and clear this up.


  Then the next message started. Not surprisingly, it was from Wes.


  “Where are you? I thought you’d be here. The pipe in the kitchen is starting to drip again. I don’t know what I should do.”


  He grabbed his keys and his coat. He had to get to the warehouse before everything that mattered to him fell apart.
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  Seated at the reception with her mom on one side of her and Mike on the other, Joy battled a pervasive feeling of gloominess. It didn’t help that Mike had spent more time texting than talking to her. Not that she was in any mood for dancing, but it would have been nice for him to at least ask her.


  Mom let out a sigh. “Will you look at him.”


  Joy looked first at her mom, then across the room to see which “him” she was referring to. She lifted a little smile at the sight of her dad out on the dance floor twirling Charlie and Ty.


  “Sad, isn’t it?” her mom asked.


  “What’s sad?” Joy protested. “They all look like they’re having fun.”


  “What’s sad is that he gave up everything he had with us and wound up living alone.” She made a tsking sound. “The poor man.”


  “The ‘poor man’? Mom, I thought you hated him.”


  “I don’t hate him. I feel sorry for him. Look at everything he missed out on with you girls.”


  “And with you. You’re quite a catch, you know.”


  Mom gave her a slight smile, then squinted at something over Joy’s shoulder. “Who’s that attractive man over there?”


  Joy turned and spotted a very distinguished Sean Connery lookalike perusing the cupcake table. “That’s one of Brian’s favorite college professors. He retired to Seattle.” She nudged her mom’s knee. “And he’s recently widowed.”


  “Hmmm.” After a moment, her mom gave a decisive nod, then stood.


  “Mom, where are you going?”


  “I just realized something.” Mom bent down, placing a hand over Joy’s. “It’s never too late to ask someone to dance.”


  Joy wasn’t sure how to take that. Ever since Dad had left them years ago, Mom had held a grudge against the entire male half of the human race. Now, she seemed to have turned a corner. That was heartening. And strange.


  As her mom left to go strut her stuff on the dance floor, Joy turned to Mike. She was about to take another stab at conversation when his phone vibrated and he flipped it over to check his new message. Again.


  He read, chuckled, and started typing.


  That was it. Joy wanted to grab that thing out of his hand and put it into her purse like she was his mother. Instead, she leaned toward him so he could hear her over the music without her having to speak too loudly. “Mike, would you put down your phone? You’re at a wedding reception.”


  With a sigh that was obviously meant to imply that he was a hero for complying with her unreasonable demand, he made a show of putting the phone down on the table. She huffed out irritation, remembering his penchant for acting like a rebellious teen when something didn’t go his way. Apparently, some things hadn’t changed.


  “It would be nice if you’d pay attention to me,” she said as nicely as she could. “You know. The person you’re sitting here with.”


  He responded by resting his chin in his hand and leaning his elbow on the table, fixing his wide-eyed gaze on her as if to emphasize the absurdity of her request for his attention.


  She rolled her eyes and looked away. If he wanted to look like a jerk, that was his choice.


  He grunted, then pushed his chair back from the table. “I’m going to get some food.”


  She watched him walk away, irritated that he hadn’t even bothered to ask her if she wanted anything. Why on earth had he invited himself to the wedding, only to act like a bored teenager who had been forced here against his will? If they were going to give their relationship another shot, behavior like this would have to be addressed in counseling.


  Annoyed, but not willing to let him ruin this event for her, she tapped her foot to the music and looked around. Then something caught her eye out on the dance floor. Her mom was out there dancing, not with Sean Connery’s twin, but with Dad. They each held the kids’ hands, and the four of them swayed and laughed. Joy felt her eyes well. Her parents hadn’t even spoken to each other, much less had a good time together, in years.


  Joy watched the four of them, then caught sight of Victoria and Brian, dancing together like they weren’t even aware that anyone else existed in the world. She sighed. Good things were happening in her family. That should feel encouraging.


  She said a silent prayer. God, how am I supposed to know what to do? Mike seems like he wants to change, but how can I ever know if he has?


  The song ended, and Wendy and Wes, who had been twirling around out there like they thought they were Fred and Ginger, made their way over to Joy’s table, where Wendy had stashed her bag and they had left their drinks.


  Joy smiled at them as they sat. “You two look like you’re having fun.”


  “That’s all right, isn’t it?” Wendy’s eyes widened. “For the wedding planner to have some fun?”


  Joy lifted her glass of sparkling water and held it up, toast-style. “I think you’ve earned it.”


  “Oh dear.” Wendy checked her watch. “I need to go tell the bride and groom that it’s almost time to cut the cake.”


  Joy couldn’t help but smile at the undeniable glint in Wes’s eyes as he watched Wendy scurry away.


  He picked up his empty glass, and nodded to the one in Joy’s hand. “Can I get you another seltzer?”


  “What? Oh…sure.” She handed him her glass and watched as he wove through the crowd. Something wasn’t right. Wes seemed too sweet to be a guy who would cover for the antics of a playboy best friend.


  As she sat there contemplating that, Mike’s phone vibrated on the table where he’d left it. Curious, she turned it over and gasped. The text that had just come in was from Cyndi.


  She snuck a look over at the buffet table, where Mike stood with a plate in one hand studying the crudité. She looked down at the phone and clicked on the message.


  How much longer do you have to work, sweetie?


  Sweetie? Joy felt like she’d been sucker punched.


  Another quick glance at Mike confirmed that he was now busy ladling a cup of punch for himself. She scrolled up, confirming that he had been “chatting” with Cyndi all afternoon. She had been the source of his distraction during the ceremony and while he’d been sitting here at the reception.


  She scanned their conversation, not surprised that it was very comfortable and flirtatious. His final message before setting down his phone pretty much confirmed her suspicion.


  I’ll be over as soon as I can get away from the office. I know it’s been a long week but I don’t have the kids tonight. It’s just you and me.


  That rat! Not only had he lied to her about breaking up with Cyndi, but he had apparently lied to Cyndi about where he was spending his afternoon. She, evidently, thought he was at work right now.


  She wanted to walk over to the punch-bowl table and punch him.


  How could she have been so gullible? Mike hadn’t changed at all. Victoria was right. He just didn’t want her to move on. And apparently, he was narcissistic enough to believe that he could get back together with her and still keep seeing Cyndi on the side.


  She stared at the phone, tears blurring her vision. The temptation to type a response to Cyndi, the Other Woman, that would let her know she was onto them made her fingers itch.


  Then a strange feeling hit her like a tidal wave. Sympathy. For Cyndi.


  Joy hadn’t really thought about this until now, but even though Mike had left her and the kids for Cyndi, that didn’t mean he hadn’t lied to her too. It wouldn’t surprise her if he’d told Cyndi that they were separated before getting involved with her. Maybe Cyndi hadn’t known that she was seeing a married man because he’d been lying to her all along too.


  Whatever the situation, Cyndi deserved to know the truth.


  She quickly typed in a reply, said a little prayer, and hit Send. She waited, keeping an eye on the phone and on Mike, who had been cornered by one of her aunts and had apparently turned on the charm to make himself look good. As soon as the little checkmark next to the message she’d sent turned blue, indicating that it had been received, Joy deleted it from Mike’s phone. If this worked, he wouldn’t know that the message had been sent until it hit him in the face. She snorted. Served him right.


  “Here you go.”


  She looked up as Wes set her drink down in front of her, then retook his own chair.


  “Thanks.” She paused, noticing that Wes couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Wendy, who was now talking to the DJ. “Hey, Wes.” She took a sip of her water before continuing. “I do believe the two of you would make a lovely couple.”


  He looked at her like he might suspect that she was joking, then glanced down and smiled. When he looked up again, his face had turned serious. “You know, it’s none of my business, but Kyle was really disappointed when you canceled your date with him.”


  “Our date? It…it wasn’t really a date.”


  “He thought it was.”


  They were silent for a moment while she rolled that over in her head. Something just didn’t add up. “If he was so upset when I broke our date, why didn’t he return my message?”


  “What message?”


  “The one I left him, breaking the date.”


  “I…I’m not sure, but…” His voice cracked a little. “He said you broke it in person. The other night when you came here to ask if you could use our building.”


  Joy felt her face blanch. He hadn’t gotten her message?


  “Wes?” Her stomach started to do an acrobatic routine. Had she been wrong about Kyle? “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “Who is Nicole?”


  “Nicole? You mean, Kyle’s neighbor?”


  She felt her eyebrows shoot up. Had she actually had any evidence, other than Becky’s suspicion, that Kyle was involved with the woman? Suddenly, she couldn’t recall. “She’s his neighbor? That’s all?”


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “Nothing…I just…. I think I might have made a big mistake.” Setting down her drink, she pushed back her chair. “Excuse me.”


  Her mind whirling, she shoved through the crowd to where her parents were still dancing with her kids and grabbed her mom’s arm to get her attention. “Mom!”


  She turned. “What, honey?”


  “Will you keep an eye on the kids until I get back?”


  “Sure.” Mom’s brow creased. “But where are you going?”


  Joy could feel a dumb grin take over her face. “I’m going to ask someone to dance.”
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  By the time Kyle barged through the front door of his warehouse, the reception was in full swing. The DJ had the music playing so of course the area they’d designated as the dance floor was teeming with activity. Kyle did a visual sweep of the space, but there was no sign of Joy.


  He started to make his way through the crowd, not quite sure what he would say to her when he found her. But he had to find her. Even if she would have chosen to reunite with Mike anyway, she needed to know that she’d completely misunderstood his intentions. There was no way that he would ever cheat on anyone. That just wasn’t who he was.


  As he stepped around a jovial man who was laughing and tipping his chair away from his table, someone stepped directly into his path. Kyle recognized him instantly.


  “Mike.” His heart hit against his ribs. Not exactly the person he had hoped to see.


  “Well. Hello.” Mike gave him a cordial smile and thrust out his hand. “Kyle, wasn’t it?”


  “That’s right.” Feeling a little queasy, Kyle accepted his offer of a handshake.


  “Hey, I just wanted to say that I appreciate you helping Joy and her sister out by letting them use your place.”


  “It’s my pleasure. If you’ll excuse me—”


  “I also wanted to say”—Mike sidestepped to again block Kyle’s path—“that it’s really important to me that I can keep my family together.”


  “O…kay…” Kyle hesitated, listening.


  “So, bottom line. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your distance from her. This is a critical time right now. I need a chance to prove to her that I’ve changed, and if she gets distracted, that’s not going to help.” He stuck out his hand again. “So we’re in agreement, then?”


  Nodding slowly, Kyle shook the guy’s hand again, then stood there as Mike gave him what felt like a condescending pat on the shoulder and disappeared into the party.


  Kyle ran a hand across his still-unshaven face, suddenly feeling really out-of-place at the fancy event. He shook his head. Maybe the misunderstanding had happened to get him out of the way. Who was he to judge if Mike was right for Joy or not?


  And one thing was for sure, there was no way he was going to interfere with a family staying together.


  He turned around, contemplating what to do, then slowly headed back toward the front of the building.
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  As Joy pulled open the surprisingly-heavy glass and brass front door of Kyle’s apartment building, she tried to organize her thoughts. What was she going to say?


  She hurried to the elevators and punched the button, then watched as the numbers got gradually lower. The door opened and she stepped inside.


  On the way up, she did her best to keep her stomach from trying to climb faster than the elevator. All she needed to do was start from the beginning and be up front with him. Tell him that she had thought she wasn’t ready to date yet, which was why she might have seemed standoffish. But that she had grown to realize that he was someone she’d like to get to know better. Then the misunderstanding had happened, and Mike had tried to pull a fast one on her, and well…here she was showing up at his front door looking like a prom queen.


  The door opened to the seventh floor, and she stepped out into an elegant hallway that felt like it belonged in an old Doris Day movie. She found his apartment and knocked on the door.


  At the sound of locks disengaging, she braced herself, ready to face him. When the door opened, it wasn’t Kyle standing there, but the lovely woman she’d seen with him outside his building the other day, with Henry by her side.


  “Oh, hello.” The woman smiled. “I’m guessing you must be Joy. I’m Nicole.”


  Henry took a couple of steps out the door and gave Joy an enthusiastic greeting. Confused, Joy gave his head a pat.


  Nicole held up a dog toy. “I was just getting this. It’s his favorite.” She scanned the length of Joy’s dress. “You look beautiful, but aren’t you supposed to be at the wedding?”


  “Yes. But I wanted to talk to Kyle. Is he here?”


  Nicole made a face that Joy couldn’t quite interpret. “Well, he was, but he’s not now. Honestly, I was hoping he had changed his mind about going to the wedding, but since his suit’s still hanging in the bathroom—”


  Another door down the hall opened, and a man wearing a uniform stepped out into the hallway. Seeing them, he paused, then reached up to finish tying his tie.


  Nicole waved him over. “Jerry, come meet Joy.” Then she spoke to Joy. “This is my husband, Jerry.”


  Her husband?


  As Jerry made his way toward them, Joy saw that the uniform he wore was that of an airline pilot.


  “Nice to meet you.” He turned his attention to Nicole. “I don’t want to be rude, but I need to go in a few minutes.”


  “Oh, sorry, Joy. Jerry’s leaving on a trip tonight, and I like to drive him to the airport. You could wait inside for Kyle if you want to. Or leave him a message on his phone. Although he doesn’t seem to be very prompt about checking his messages lately.” She shook her head. “But I do know he’s going to be very sad that he missed you. He’s been moping around feeling sorry for himself all day.”


  “He…he has?”


  “Yeah. I hope you guys can work things out. He’s a really great guy.” Nicole lifted a hand inviting Joy into Kyle’s apartment.


  Joy shook her head. “I really need to get back to the wedding. It was nice to meet both of you.”


  Nicole shut and locked Kyle’s door, then she and Jerry headed back to what Joy assumed was their own apartment, with Henry in tow.


  “Excuse me, but…you’re taking Henry?”


  Nicole smiled. “Yeah, Kyle and I have a kind of joint custody agreement. Didn’t he tell you about that?”


  Joy shook her head.


  “Men. They never tell you what’s important unless you pry it out of them.” She handed Henry’s toy to Jerry. “Why don’t you get your bag, and I’ll meet you out here.”


  As Jerry and Henry went inside, Nicole returned to Joy. “Our neighbor had to move to a senior residence, and he needed a home for Henry. Kyle and I were both interested, but we both felt like it was too big of a commitment. So we decided to co-own him. Kyle has him most of the time, and I bring him over for security when Jerry leaves town. It’s worked pretty well.”


  Joy swallowed a sigh. Why hadn’t she just asked Kyle what the situation was? What was it that Mom used to say…when you jump to conclusions, you risk landing in a bed of thorns. This mess she’d created was thorny, to say the least.
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  The sun had gone down by the time Joy made it back to the reception. She parked in the lot across the street and gazed up at the building as she got out of her van. Twinkle lights in all the windows and glass bulbs strung across the rooftop deck made the whole place glitter. As she ambled toward it, the happy sounds of Christmas music and laughter should have filled her heart. Instead, all she could think about was what a fool she’d been.


  On the drive back from Kyle’s place, she had considered the situation from a whole different angle. She had been journaling her prayers, waiting for some kind of sign from God that would give her the answers. But maybe God was more subtle than she’d expected. Maybe He had brought Kyle into her life and created the perfect opportunity for them to start dating. Then when she canceled the date, maybe He had intervened by allowing the mix-up with the venue so that she had no choice but to involve Kyle again. How dense was she not to have seen what was going on here?


  She stepped through the front door, grateful for the wave of warm air since in her earlier rush she hadn’t bothered to take a coat. The reception would be winding down soon, but in the meantime, she should try to enjoy herself.


  Just as she moved to rejoin the party, her heart just about stopped beating at the sight of Kyle coming up from the basement. Even dressed in jeans and a button-front shirt with the sleeves rolled up, with his hair a little messy and his face unshaven, he was without a doubt the most eye-catching guy in the place.


  Shaking to beat the band, she met him at the top of the stairs. “I…I didn’t think you were coming.”


  “I wasn’t going to, but…” He looked around, like he felt uneasy talking to her. “Wes said we were having a problem with the pipes downstairs, so I came to see what I could do.”


  Joy opened her mouth, wanting to pour out everything she’d rehearsed to say to him. Before she could make a sound, Kyle saw something behind her that made him take a step backward and hold up his hands like he was under arrest. Puzzled, she looked over her shoulder just as she felt a hand on her waist.


  Mike appeared at her side, his eyes drilling into Kyle. “I thought I told you to stay away from my wife.”


  “What?” Joy pulled away from his possessive grasp and confronted him with all the anger she’d been suppressing for the past hour. “When did you say that?”


  “It’s okay, Joy,” Kyle said softly.


  “No, it’s not okay.” She cast a quick look at Kyle then turned on Mike again. “For one thing, I’m no longer your wife. You lost the right to call me that.”


  “Joy.” Mike tried to put a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down.”


  She jerked her shoulder away before he could make contact. “Don’t tell me to calm down, you two-timing liar.”


  Mike’s eyebrows shot up and he let out a dumb chuckle that implied her accusation was so absurd he found it laughable. “You…you’re calling me a two-timer?” He aimed a finger at her then flicked it back and forth to include Kyle. “You’re the one who’s two-timing me.”


  Kyle shook his head and looked away. “I don’t believe this.”


  “Yeah?” Mike widened his stance and fisted both hands like he might be getting ready to take a swing at him.


  Just as Joy stepped between them, Mike drew back an arm then stopped at the sound of his name.


  “Mike! What is going on?”


  They all turned to where a blonde woman in designer jeans and a ski parka had just stepped through the front door. Even with just basic makeup and her hair in a ponytail, Joy recognized her as Cyndi.


  Her little plan had worked. She stepped out of the way as Cyndi barreled toward Mike, not seeming to notice that he was already embroiled a heated exchange.


  “Why aren’t you at work like you said?”


  Mike stared at her, blinking rapidly. “I didn’t say I was still at work—”


  “Yeah, you did.” She planted her hands on her hips.


  Mike scratched his cheek, then his mouth formed a smile but his eyes widened like a criminal caught in the act. “I said I was at work earlier—”


  “Oh, really? When?” Joy folded her arms, enjoying the sight of him in the hot seat with someone other than just her there to witness it. “You’ve been here all afternoon.”


  Cyndi let out a gasp, and her eyes practically caught fire.


  Throwing a narrow I’ll-deal-with-you-later glare at Joy, Mike pursed his lips into a line so thin they practically disappeared. He swiped a hand across his forehead. “I didn’t lie, if that’s what you’re saying.” He shook his head as he spoke. “I was at work, then I came here.”


  “Huh.” Joy frowned. “Funny you didn’t mention that you stopped by work. Was that before or after you dropped off the kids?”


  “Why didn’t you tell me there was a wedding?” Cyndi’s voice kept getting higher and, thankfully, quieter.


  Mike shot her an angry look, clearly not happy with being confronted. Joy could tell by the way his eyes darted back and forth that he was trying desperately to come up with something he could say that would resonate as truth with everyone who was standing there looking at him. She shook her head. A liar caught in his own web.


  “Let’s go clear this up in private.” Mike tried to take Cyndi’s arm, but she yanked it away.


  “Don’t touch me. And whatever you have to say, I want witnesses.”


  “Wait.” Mike’s expression turned suspicious and he glared at Cyndi, like a magician using misdirection to distract everyone from the truth. “What are you even doing here?”


  “What am I doing here?” Cyndi splayed her fingers on her chest. “You told me to come here.”


  “Now, that’s just a lie.” Mike waved a hand at her like he’d just solved the case. “Why would I do that?”


  Cyndi took her phone from her purse, tapped at it, then held it up in front of Mike’s face.


  Taking it, he frowned, then read. “Come to 803 Second Ave. South. There’s something you need to see.” He shook his head dismissively as he thrust it back at her. “I don’t know what that’s about. I didn’t send that to you.”


  “Well, someone sure did. Someone who obviously wanted me to know that you’ve been running around on me.”


  “That’s ridiculous.” He tugged at his collar like he was having trouble breathing under the weight of his own deceits. “Running around on you?” He chuckled in a feeble attempt to make the implication of their ongoing relationship look like a joke. “And no one would have had my phone.” A beat went by, then he turned his fiery gaze on Joy. “Unless…”


  “Yes. I sent it. You left your phone on the table, and I read your messages.”


  “You did what?”


  “Oh, please. Like getting mad at me is going to make you any less guilty. I thought Cyndi deserved to see for herself what a liar and a cheater you are.”


  His eyes pleaded with Joy. “This is ridiculous.”


  “No, you’re ridiculous.” Joy folded her arms. “I think you should leave. No one wants you here.”


  He worked his jaw, then slowly nodded, clearly out of ammunition. “Just give me a minute to say goodbye to the kids.”


  As Mike turned to go back into the party, Joy reached out a hand to Cyndi. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way. But I didn’t want him stringing you along for years the way he did me.”


  “I’m sorry too. Wait…you…” Cyndi’s look softened from anger to fear. “You did get divorced, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.” Joy nodded. “But he was trying to get back together. He told me he had stopped seeing you, but I’m guessing that’s not true?”


  Her mouth dropped open in rage. “That bum. We never broke up. In fact, he’s been hinting that I should be expecting a ring in my Christmas stocking. Now I’d like to ‘wring’ his neck.”


  “You and me both.”


  “I want you to know that I never would have gotten involved with him if…. I knew he had kids, but I thought…” Her voice trailed off, and she started to cry.


  “There, there.” Suddenly, Lance appeared from out of nowhere, honing in on Cyndi like some superhero Casanova. “If there’s one thing I can’t stand to see, it’s a woman in tears. Come on, honey. There’s music in the air.” He held out a hand to her. “Let Lance cheer you up.”


  Cyndi looked from Lance’s outstretched hand to Joy, then shrugged. “Well, since I’m here.” She removed her parka and draped it over the banister. “And I’m available. I might as well enjoy a dance.” She took Lance’s arm, and the two of them headed for the dance floor.


  Joy looked at Kyle, and they both released a chuckle. Then she got serious. “I owe you an apology. I left you a phone message the other day, but according to Wes, you didn’t hear it.”


  “I heard it, but not until today.” Stepping closer, he eyed her cautiously. “I have to apologize to you for not realizing it was there. We could have cleared up this misunderstanding sooner. Nicole is just—”


  “Your neighbor. I know. Wes told me.”


  “Good ol’ Wes.”


  “Yeah. So…” Feeling a rush of warmth that seemed to emanate from the middle of her chest, she inched a step closer. “There is music in the air.”


  He made a show of considering that. “And we’re both here.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “And I’m available.”


  “Coincidentally, so am I.” She felt like she could just melt under the heat of his gaze.


  “Well then.” He held up his arms and drew her into them. “We might as well enjoy a dance.”
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  One Year Later


  Joy sat back in her seat, satisfied both by the meal she’d just enjoyed and by the comfort of having her family and friends gathered in her home for Christmas dinner. Under the table, she felt a hand on her knee, and she looked over to see Kyle giving her a sideways smile. She placed her hand on his and their fingers interlaced. It had been a year of contentment, love, letting go of the past, and building trust.


  “So, according to Seattle Today magazine,” Victoria lifted her water goblet, “our own Wendy Milan is the city’s hottest wedding planner.”


  Wendy covered her face with her hand as everyone else lifted their glasses and made sounds of celebration and approval. “I don’t know how that happened, really.”


  “Well,” Joy said, “you hit on a trend with your pop-up wedding idea.”


  “It’s because of all of you.” Wendy blushed, making a gesture that encompassed Victoria and Brian, then Joy and Kyle. “It really wasn’t my idea in the first place, but thanks to all the shots from the warehouse wedding on social media, I’ve been bombarded with clients. You wouldn’t believe all the amazing places I’ve found that are perfect locations for weddings.”


  “But the big question is,” Joy spoke over the round of commentary circling the table, “who are you going to hire to plan your own wedding?”


  “All I know is, I’m hiring someone who knows what they’re doing.” Fanning her face with her hand, Wendy nonchalantly displayed the pretty diamond on her finger. Then she looked lovingly at Wes, who sat next to her polishing off a turkey leg. “Maybe I can learn a few things.”


  As the room erupted in happy chatter. Joy gave an assessing glance down to the far end of the table, where her dad and the kids pretended not to be sneaking treats to Henry under the table, and where Mom and Sean Connery—otherwise known as Professor Kent—made lovey-dovey eyes at each other.


  Nicole and Jerry both turned to steal a look at their new baby—a German Shepherd puppy named Byron—who was sound asleep in his crate in the living room.


  Victoria exchanged a few whispered words with Brian, then picked up a spoon and clanked it against her water glass. The room fell silent, and everyone gave her their attention.


  “Brian and I have a gift for everyone. And since Joy is our hostess, I think she should be the one to open it.” She handed an envelope to Joy like she was bestowing a major award.


  Eying her narrowly, Joy took the envelope and slipped a card out of it that had a picture on the front of Mary holding baby Jesus. She gave Victoria a questioning look, then opened the card and read. “Our gift to the family is a new family member.”


  A hush fell as the meaning of the message sank in.


  Then Joy squealed. “I’m going to be an aunt!”


  She jumped to her feet and threw her arms around her sister. Then she took a step back, as Victoria and Brian were caught up in a flurry of congratulations and hugs. This was an amazing ending to their stellar year.


  The guests broke into individual conversations about the baby, the upcoming wedding, and about Think Tiny’s collaboration with Home Base—Brian’s ministry that built affordable housing. Joy took her cue to begin collecting plates to take to the kitchen. As she made space to stack them on the counter next to the sink, the door from the dining room swung open. Victoria and Wendy entered, also laden with dishes.


  The two of them were in the middle of discussing wedding plans and baby names, but as Wendy set the soup tureen down, she turned to address Joy. “Thanks for inviting us to dinner. It means a lot to be included.”


  “We’re happy to have you. You and Wes are like a part of the family.”


  Wendy rolled in her lips, her eyes glinting with emotion. “I wasn’t going to tell you this, but…I wanted you to know how grateful I am to both of you.” She paused, like she might be gathering her nerve. “I started my wedding planning business as a way to get back on my feet after escaping an abusive marriage.”


  Taken aback, Joy stood from where she had been pouring detergent into the dishwasher. She looked at Victoria, who seemed equally surprised by this bit of news.


  “Ironic, isn’t it?” Wendy went on. “I mean, the one skill I managed to walk away with after almost being destroyed by the man I’d promised to love, honor, and obey was the ability to plan weddings.” Her attempt at a laugh came out sounding like a sob, and Joy and Victoria each reached out a hand to comfort her.


  Wendy gathered her wits and went on. “Your wedding was my first gig, and when I messed up the yacht club booking, I started to think that my ex-husband was right about me being a loser. If you hadn’t been so patient with me, I wouldn’t have had the courage to put the past behind me and continue. Or to start dating again.”


  She looked at her ring then her face puckered. As Joy and Victoria pulled her into a hug, Joy gave her sister’s arm a squeeze. Somehow, Victoria had sensed that she’d needed to go easy on Wendy and now they both knew why.


  They peeled away from their hug at the whoosh of the door opening again.


  Kyle chuckled as he entered the kitchen carrying a stack of empty serving bowls. “What’s going on in here?”


  “Oh, nothing.” Joy waved her hand in front of her face to keep from bursting into happy tears. “We were just having some girl talk.”


  Victoria leaned against the counter. “I’d offer to help with dishes, but your kitchen is way too small. What else can I do?”


  “Let me see…” Joy plunked her hands on her hips and surveyed the mess that was, amazingly, the result of her attempt at cleaning up as she cooked. How did Ree Drummond do it? “How about if you and Wendy take the coffee stuff out to the living room while Kyle and I get the pie?”


  As Victoria grabbed the coffee pot and Wendy picked up the tray of cups and saucers, the door from the dining room opened again. Dad entered carrying a wriggling Byron, followed by the kids and Henry.


  “Mommy! It’s snowing!” Both of the kids squealed the news as they headed for the back enclosed porch and started to put on their coats.


  Joy noticed then that Dad was already decked out in his coat and gloves.


  “I thought the five of us would burn off some of that dinner and make room for pie.” He patted Joy on the shoulder as he and the dogs trailed after the kids.


  Not a minute later, the back door banged shut, leaving Joy alone with Kyle, a situation that was perfectly fine with her.


  She chuckled as she set a stack of china plates in the sink she’d filled with sudsy water. “They make quite a team, don’t they?”


  “That they do. You know,” Kyle grabbed a dish towel and waited to start drying, “I was thinking we should get the kids a dog for Christmas.”


  Joy let out a laugh. “Are you crazy? I work full time, I go to school.” She rinsed off a plate and handed it to him. “I’m a single parent. And you want to add caring for a dog to my list of duties? Besides, the kids get plenty of dog time when you bring Henry over.”


  “That’s what I meant, actually.” He placed the dry plate down on the counter and waited for her to hand him the next one. “I think we should give them Henry for Christmas.”


  She stared at him, confused. “You’re giving us Henry?”


  “Sort of.” He put down the towel and reached into his pocket. “He and I are a package deal.”


  The next thing she knew, he had lowered himself to one knee and was holding a sparkling diamond on a platinum band.


  Her wet soapy hands flew to her face. If she could have found her voice, she would have screamed, but instead she garbled out a little choking sound.


  Ever the gentleman, Kyle ignored her inelegant response. “Joy, from that day I first met you, I wanted to believe that you were the one for me. And now that I’ve gotten to know you and your kids, there’s nothing I want more than for us to be a family.” He paused, his eyes glistening. “Will you marry me?”


  She lowered her hands as the reality of his question sank in. Then, fighting back a rush of tears, she nodded, still unable to form words.


  Letting out a little breath of relief, he stood, then grabbed the towel again so he could use it to dry her hand. He slipped the ring onto her finger, then took her by the shoulders and gave her a long, lingering kiss. When their lips parted, she gazed at him, feeling like they were the only two people in the world.


  Pulling his eyes from hers, he looked around the room. “I know this might not be the most romantic setting, but I told myself I should ask you as soon as we had a moment to ourselves. It’s like you said, you’re a busy woman.”


  She followed his gaze. To the piles of dishes and the freshly-baked apple pie waiting to be sliced. To the snow falling and the kids playing outside with the dogs. To life happening all around them. “You know,” she draped her arms across his shoulders, “this is absolutely perfect.”


  “I was thinking…” Shifting them, he leaned his back against the counter. “You should consider going part time at your job. At least until you finish school. You’ve got me now to help carry the load.”


  She opened her mouth to object, but he silenced her with another kiss. Then he leaned in to speak close to her ear. “It’s a good idea. Trust me.”


  And she did. She had finally let go of the past, and their future together looked as bright as the diamond sparkling on her ring finger.


  The End
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  Joy finds comfort in writing out her thoughts and feelings in a prayer journal. In fact, it becomes the catalyst for her finding a true understanding of the meaning and power of prayer.




  
    1. Have you ever kept a prayer journal? If so, what has your experience with it been? Has it made your relationship with God feel more personal?



  


  Kyle’s friendship with his neighbor, Nicole, leads to a misunderstanding with Joy that almost destroys their budding relationship.




  
    2. Were there things that Kyle could have done to prevent Joy’s misunderstanding of his relationship with Nicole? In your opinion, are opposite-sex relationships unadvisable?



  


  While Joy continues to have problems with her ex-husband, she does her best to help her kids maintain a relationship with him.




  
    3. In your opinion, were there more things that Joy could have done to prevent her divorce? Is there ever hope for a healthy marriage with a person who has a history of lying and cheating with no demonstration of true repentance?



  


  When Kyle sees that Joy’s ex-husband is still in her life, he wonders if he should step back and not interfere if there’s a possibility of her family reuniting.




  
    4. In your opinion, should Kyle have resisted becoming involved with a divorced woman in the first place?



  


  Because of Joy’s comment about the need for prayer, Kyle assumes that she’s a believer. She allows him to go on thinking this as she gets to know him, and in the process actually grows in her understanding of what it means to have a relationship with Jesus Christ. Although her spiritual journey is downplayed in this story, we can assume that by the time they commit to a relationship with each other, they are both believers.




  
    5. Did you feel that Kyle and Joy were “unequally yoked” at the beginning of their relationship? Should they have been more upfront with each other about their spiritual beliefs when they first met?
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  Introducing April Hayman
By Lesley Ann McDaniel





  Merry Christmas! Thank you for reading Comfort and Joy, and for celebrating the Christmas season by reading the Under the Christmas Star collection. I pray that it will not only entertain you, but bless you in a profound way.


  It’s my pleasure to introduce the next author in this set, April Hayman. Even though April is a new-to-me author and writer-friend, I know she and I have several things in common. For example, we’re both homeschooling moms who hate exercise and love coffee. I like her already! We also both love God and write for His glory.


  Knowing that to be the case, I’m looking forward to reading her book, Brushed With Love, which paints the portrait of Shelby, a young artist who must overcome many odds to find and keep love. May you be richly blessed by her story.




  Lesley Ann McDaniel
Author of Comfort and Joy
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  Copyright Notice


  Brushed with Love, original copyright © 2018 by April Hayman, all rights reserved.


  Description: An unlikely couple? Perhaps, but when Shelby Matthews and Beau Wright work together to reestablish the Wright family annual Christmas pageant, a beautiful picture of love, family, and commitment emerges in this modern retelling of Ruth and Boaz.


  Disclaimer: Each book in this collection is the intellectual property and copyrighted material of the respective author and/or publisher and is reprinted as a part of this collection (anthology) only once, only for a limited time, and only by permission of the owners. Olivia Kimbrell Press™ makes absolutely no claim on, or to, the property of the owner(s) which exceeds that permission.
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  Shelby’s forehead rested on the steering wheel. Of course, the car wouldn’t start. Not after she’d yelled at her boss and gotten fired. She took a quick peek. Nope, her former boss, Sam Pavey, was still scowling at her from where he sat behind the registration desk in the office. She wouldn’t be getting a ride home from him, even with the dark clouds threatening rain. Nothing for it. She’d have to walk home and get her car later. Maybe Ed, friend and local mechanic, could give her a ride later to pick it up.


  She grabbed her backpack, swung out of the car, and met Sam’s eyes for a second. Did she dare step inside to grab her paintings? One look at his sour face decided it for her. It was bad enough that she’d yelled at him, but she’d sealed the deal when she’d insulted his wife, Dana. She slammed the door shut with more energy than she felt and began a quick march to the highway. When she looked back over her shoulder, the doorway stood empty. She’d definitely have to come back in the morning to get her stuff back.


  Shelby had asked at every store in town for a job, but only Sam offered her one. If there were other options, Shelby would’ve quit sooner. Unfortunately, her long purple hair, nose ring, and tattoos made her utterly un-hirable in the small mountain town. The close-knit community frustrated her and charmed her all in one breath. She could see how they cared for each other. They were a family. She wanted that, too. As a stranger to the close-knit community, no one trusted her. Only her second mom, Anne, vouched for her.


  Sam’s offer of a maid’s position at the Pineridge Motel had been a gift from God, and Shelby had accepted it with grace borne of thankfulness. A job was a job was a job. Money from a maid’s position could buy groceries as well as money from one of her unsold paintings. With Christmas coming, it didn’t leave much for extras, like Christmas presents.


  She snorted, sending a bead of water flying off the tip of her nose. Who was she kidding? Her paycheck wouldn’t cover the price of a Christmas tree or a ham dinner for two.


  She didn’t mind cleaning rooms for a paycheck. They were hideous, and it killed her to see such wasted potential. So, she’d started sprucing them up. It was a little thing here and there, a vase or a new sham. Eventually, Sam had noticed—for once—that the sheets on the beds had gone from two hundred thread percale to one thousand. She’d had to confess to the crime before he went through and fired all the staff. Then, when she pointed out that the Yelp scores had skyrocketed, mostly because of the decorating she’d been doing on the side, he’d had a change of heart. Eventually, Sam and Dana allowed her to paint the walls and hang her paintings in the rooms and the lobby. It was a thrilling moment, having her artwork displayed in public, even if that public was a second-hand motel in the back of beyond.


  Then everything changed. Dana decided that she could do a better job than Shelby and began to tear apart the hotel and remake it in her image. When the Yelp reviews began to drop, Dana blamed Shelby. To keep the peace, Shelby had helped Dana, and it seemed like things were settling down again. She didn’t complain about Dana’s sly remarks or her terrible taste in décor. She needed the job.


  But after Dana’s remodel was completed they received a particularly nasty comment on Yelp. Dana tail-spinned into a fury, blaming everyone in sight. Sam finally had to step in. He told Shelby to fix the mess that Dana had made and do it fast.


  Shelby did her best to do as he asked. The final restoration to a room Dana had destroyed was just about finished. She’d walked in that morning and found Dana vandalizing the room. Again. They’d had a fight over it, thankfully Sam had stepped in before it got physical. Relief was short lived when he took Dana’s side instead of Shelby’s.


  Anne had counseled patience, and a Mississippi uppercut if Dana got out of hand again. A smile crept onto Shelby’s face. Anne’s feistiness kept her young. She certainly acted more like Shelby should be acting at twenty-five years old than a senior citizen in her eighties. Fortunately, she hadn’t had to take Anne’s advice.


  Instead, she’d come to work and stepped into a maelstrom. One of the maids had been cleaning earlier and the paint had begun to strip from the wall. Another had found a crack in a poorly made wall decoration. Dana had pointed to Shelby and blamed her for the shoddy work. After all, it was Shelby who had redecorated it. Sam refused to take a side this time. He cowered in his chair, refusing to say anything for fear of setting Dana off. So, when Dana verbally attacked her, Shelby retaliated and began a shouting match to end all ages. When Sam tried to break in and calm things down, they both shouted him down.


  Then Shelby had done the unthinkable. She insulted Dana’s taste and decorating abilities. Dana had stopped screaming and her tone dripped ice when she fired Shelby. Sam hurried to cut Shelby her final check and then she was told to leave and never darken their doorstep again.


  She’d argued that her paintings were still inside and that they were her property. Dana didn’t want to give them up, but Sam stepped in and agreed to let Shelby come back the following day to get them. It was probably better that the paintings stayed at the motel, considering the clouds hung low and dark in the sky.


  A pattering of raindrops hit her face right before the late-November storm broke with a fury. The sudden cold numbed her legs, bare beneath her maid’s uniform. She should have stared Sam down and taken the time to change into her jeans. Too late now. She didn’t dare get off the side of the highway to change. There were too many stories of people getting lost in the woods.


  She opened her backpack, unhappy with the thought of her sketchbook getting wet, and pulled out an emergency flashlight. She flicked it on and yanked the hood of her sweater up before pulling one hand into the sweater’s arm. The other side got pulled down over her hand and the barrel of the flashlight. Her sweater would be twisted out of shape but it was better than a blue, frozen hand. Her toes, though, were a different story. The white tennis shoes wouldn’t keep her toes warm.


  What if I freeze out here on the side of the road? Anne will be devastated.


  She picked up the pace. As Shelby struggled against the howling wind, she realized it would take longer, much longer, than normal in the foul weather. Definitely not a one-hour amble.


  Shelby sent a silent plea to the Almighty. If it isn’t too much to ask, may I please get a ride home? A safe one that isn’t Dana Pavey? In your son’s name, Amen. She lifted her head—receiving a face full of water—and saw nothing but road, trees, and wind-swept rain. Oh well. It wouldn’t be too long before she came to the turnoff to Cottonwood Cottage.


  She lost track of time, with her head bent down and her thoughts turned inwards. Her foot caught on a piece of rough asphalt, causing her to stumble. Her hands went wide to catch her balance, but she lost her grip on the flashlight.


  It spun a few times, the light beam bouncing off the trees like a Roman candle before settling on the center yellow line. She sighed. At least it landed where she could get to it, instead of in the forest. She shivered at the silent trees standing sentinel. They scared her. The light pointed out toward the forest and bounced off a familiar tree. Its crooked trunk marked the halfway point between the cottage and the motel. Almost there.


  With that cheerful thought, she looked both ways. Wouldn’t want to be hit by traffic. Shelby snorted and stepped out into the highway to retrieve the flashlight. Once back in her hand, the light began to flicker. Shelby’s eyebrows came down as she thumped it against her palm. After a moment, the beam strengthened. Relief flooded her as the thought of walking home in the dark faded away.


  She took one step over the dividing line toward the side of the road when the trees were suddenly illuminated by a light beside her. Shelby jerked around and threw her arms up to ward off the huge pickup barreling down on her.
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  Beau’s head throbbed in time with the rain hitting the truck’s cab roof. The storm broke as he ran from the hotel registration desk to his beat-up truck. The heater took forever to get going, and he sat there wet and miserable. It should have been snow falling, not rain. It wouldn’t fall anytime soon, according to the weather forecasts. Rain would continue until the new year unless some kind of miracle happened. No snow meant no spring thaw. The grazing would be bad for the cattle next year in the high Sierra Nevada mountains.


  With weathercasts in mind, Beau had gone down to the cattlemen’s meeting in Bishop to negotiate feed and hay for the winter months. To say it didn’t go well would’ve been an understatement. Prices were high—too high—and he refused to pay. He thanked the dealer one by one and left discouraged and empty-handed.


  A yawn cracked his jaw, and he shook his head to clear it. He should have stayed at the hotel in town and gone home tomorrow after a good night’s sleep. Except he couldn’t kick a nagging sense that he needed to get home. Must be the “honey-do list” the length of his arm. His lanky height of six foot two made the list pretty long.


  The corner of his mouth quirked up at the irony. He didn’t actually have a honey to make the “honey-do list.” Instead, his half-sister, Elizabeth, had moved back onto the ranch in March and announced things were going to change. Some of those changes were admittedly good. First, the kitchen got updated. At least he could brew a cup of coffee and toast bread at the same time now without worrying about electrocuting himself. He liked the greenhouses she designed and built. Fresh veggies in the winter? Yes, please. On the other hand, she tore apart the front part of the house in her need for renovation, making it difficult to get into his room.


  Elizabeth teased him that she would reveal all in good time, but as the construction continued, Beau reached the limit of his patience and demanded an explanation. Elizabeth handed him a photo album coming apart at the seams and primly informed him they were having a Christmas party. Filled with photos of happy faces, presents, and a beautifully decorated home, the album showed that the Annual Wright Ranch Christmas Pageant lived in people’s memories. Those memories passed to those who weren’t old enough—or had been born—to attend one. She informed him the traditional Christmas pageant needed to happen, whether he liked it or not. When he appealed to his ranch foreman, Gus, for help, he soon realized none of the ranch hands were on his side. They were wrapped around the willowy blonde’s pinky finger.


  The strains of the Nutcracker Suite filled the cab. He grimaced. Elizabeth had changed the ringtone on his phone. Again. He really needed to change the code on the stupid thing. Answer or not? Maybe talking to her would keep him awake. Another yawn stretched his face. Yep, the radio wouldn’t be enough this time. He jabbed the green button to accept the call and gripped the wheel. There was a tricky spot coming up on, a blind corner, and he didn’t want the truck to slide on the slick asphalt.


  “Hey, sis. What can I do for you?”


  “I am so happy to hear your voice,” said Elizabeth, her rich voice filled the cab with enthusiasm.


  His back straightened. Oh, no. An eager Elizabeth meant trouble.


  “What are you up to, Elizabeth Jo Wright?”


  There was a pause, long enough for him glance down and to check to see if the call dropped.


  “I don’t know what you mean. There isn’t anything ‘up.’”


  A cold splash of wakefulness wiped out Beau’s fatigue. “I know you. You have to tell me something, and you really don’t want to. What happened? I can take it. Did the bull get loose and demolish the greenhouse?”


  “No, that’s not it. I…”


  “Did the workmen stage a mutiny and make you walk the plank?”


  “Of course not,” said Elizabeth, all eagerness in her voice was now drowned out by an edge of annoyance. “I just want to…”


  “Did the police call about my fight?” He could imagine the frown wrinkling her forehead.


  “No, they … wait. What fight?”


  “Dale Jackson wanted another shot at Harvey.” Just the thought of their prize-winning bull in Jackson’s clutches made his stomach hurt. The man ran his ranch like he ran his corporation: ruthlessly and with as little overhead as possible.


  “You didn’t let him, did you?”


  “What do you take me for?” Beau shook his head. “Don’t answer that. But for your information, I turned him down flat.”


  “That’s not a fight, Beau. A disagreement maybe.”


  “It was definitely a fight. Sort of. He didn’t take kindly to another ‘no, thank you,’ and sucker-punched me.” Beau rubbed his still tender jaw. “Had to defend myself. I’m not ashamed to admit it wasn’t my finest moment.”


  “Did you press charges?” Elizabeth’s voice had turned hard. She didn’t like Jackson either, but Beau knew it was a lot more personal. “Never mind. I know you didn’t. It’s always ‘turn the other cheek with you,’ isn’t it?”


  “Now, Elizabeth,” said Beau, hoping his tone would warn her off from nagging him. The Lord said to turn the other cheek, so he turned the other cheek.


  “I swear you are a trial to me, Beau,” said Elizabeth, her heavy sigh reverberating through the speaker. “But I’m not going to let it upset me. I’m much too happy.”


  “Too happy, huh?” Beau’s fingers tightened reflexively on the steering wheel, and his body braced. The last time she was ‘too happy,’ he’d ended up digging ditches on the ranch for a week as punishment from Dad. “Should I guess?”


  “No!” Elizabeth cleared her throat. “What I mean to say is that I have good news. One I’m sure you’ve been waiting for.”


  “Okay,” said Beau, drawing out the two syllables. He prepared himself mentally before saying, “Hit me.”


  “I’m getting married!” Her voice turned dreamy like it always did when she began to talk about her wedding to Chris Tomlinson. Beau would’ve felt bad for the guy, but it meant he’d get the ranch to himself again. He winced a bit at the uncharitable thought and asked the Lord for forgiveness.


  Patience might be a virtue, but mastery of it eluded him. Maybe that’s why God put Elizabeth in his life. Beau let the tension ease from his shoulders. Patience. He could do this.


  “You know I’m happy about you and Chris getting married. He’s a good guy. But the wedding is months off.”


  “It was, but Chris showed up on the doorstep this morning and asked me to elope! Isn’t it romantic? We’re flying to the Bahamas tonight.”


  “What do you mean you’re going to the Bahamas?” Beau didn’t shout. Much. “What about Dad?” He paused for a moment. “What about the absolute mess you’ve made of my house?”


  “Our house,” said Elizabeth, dreaminess fading from her voice. “Besides, Daddy’s coming for Christmas to help with the pageant. You’ll have fun together. Think of all the male bonding time.”


  “I don’t want bonding time,” said Beau, grinding his teeth. “I want you to finish the remodel and host the humongous Christmas party you invited the entire community to.”


  “You don’t want me to get married?” Sad baby deer and kicked puppies didn’t sound nearly as pitiful as Elizabeth did in that moment. Beau raised an eyebrow. Seemed like Elizabeth pulled out all the stops and went for full manipulation mode. He felt flattered. Sort of.


  “No, of course not,” said Beau, running a hand over his face. He definitely wanted her married.


  “Oh, good.” Her business tone snapped back on.


  Beau rolled his eyes. Yep, definitely manipulative. “Glad you think so, sis.” He silently wished Chris good luck.


  “Now, now. You’ll do fine. I’ve got an entire three-ring binder full of all the plans, contractor phone numbers, swatches. Everything from A to Z that’s supposed to happen from now until Christmas. Think of it as a recipe. Just follow the directions and voilà.”


  “I hate cooking,” said Beau, not caring if he sounded grumpy or not. She’d just dumped a ton more work on him. The work already on his plate would keep him busy until spring. How was he supposed to do her share too?


  Maybe he could hire someone else to do it. He perked up. “On second thought, I’ll do it. I really am happy for you, sis. Really. Congratulations and all that.”


  “Uh. Well. Thank you,” said Elizabeth. “I think. Are you sure? Because I could…”


  “Seriously. I got this,” said Beau, breaking in. “You just go have fun and send lots of photos.” He mentally patted himself on the back at the brilliance of hiring an event coordinator. The party would be perfect, and he wouldn’t have to lift a finger.


  “Okay, well, I have to go.” He could hear a horn honk in the background. “Chris is waiting for me. Love you. And thanks, big brother. You’re the bestest.”


  “Be safe.” The corner of his mouth quirked up. She only called him ‘big brother’ when she got what she wanted. His amusement lasted for about five minutes when he remembered his “honey-do list” had just doubled in size.


  He sighed and reached over to turn the radio back up again, not paying much attention to the curve in the road. A flash of white jumped out at him, and Beau reflexively jerked the wheel to the side, sending the truck into a slide toward the edge of the road and the massive pines beyond.
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  The hard, wet asphalt pressed up against Shelby’s jaw and cheekbone. She wasn’t dead. Thank you, God! The white truck swerved to the left as she threw herself away from it. I can’t believe that worked. A laugh bubbled up. What if that was Sam? He had a white truck, too. The laughter died immediately. Got to get off this road, now. She rolled over onto her back, not suppressing the painful groan as she did. The truck may have missed her, but the road certainly hadn’t.


  She tried to move faster, but the burning sensations along her right side made it impossible. Shelby pushed herself up into a sitting position and screeched as a sharp pain lanced through her hands. She cradled the palm of her hand against her chest and tried to assess the damage. It was too dark to see how bad it was. Where was that stupid flashlight?


  It only took her a second to locate the cause of her current predicament. Rather than standing up, Shelby scooted over and stretched her hurt hand into its light. The sight made her want to scream at the unfairness of it all. Her palm was scraped and bleeding with bits of what looked like pavement stuck in the deeper cuts. It didn’t look like she’d be sketching or painting until it healed. A wave of misery swamped her as she checked for damage on her left hand.


  It was scraped but not nearly as badly as her right hand. Maybe she could learn to be ambidextrous. The image of her wielding a paintbrush in each hand startled a harsh laugh from her throat. She wasn’t da Vinci.


  Snorting at the thought, Shelby pushed herself off the road, wincing as she found her feet. Putting weight on her right side caused a shooting pain down her hip. If she was a mess, what kind of condition was the truck’s driver in?


  The taillights were still on, a solid red that lit up the surrounding area like a macabre scene from a horror film. Shelby shivered at the mental picture but summoned up her courage, wished for a working cell phone, and limped toward the truck.


  It had slid off the road into the ditch, front lights shining into the dark forest. As she got closer, the details of the truck didn’t match Sam’s old white one. This was a different make and model, and silver rather than white.


  She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Not Sam. With more confidence, she took stock of what she was seeing. None of the doors were open, and there wasn’t any movement. Maybe the driver had been knocked out. What if there were children in the truck? Or an entire family on their way home?


  All dead.


  The sudden, horrible thought stopped her cold in her tracks. What if she been the cause of someone else’s death? Her chest constricted. She prayed that wasn’t the case, despite the truck remaining still. She stayed where she was, shivering so hard her teeth chattered. All she needed to do was look inside the cab. Scenario after scenario played like a movie on the big screen of her mind.


  Shelby squeezed her eyes shut, before covering them with her scraped hands. It helped hide the truck from view, but not from her mind. Why did God curse me with such an active imagination?


  A sudden crack and thunk from the truck popped her eyes open. She limped as fast as she could toward the driver’s side. Maybe the driver was alive after all. Before she could move forward to help, the driver side door fell open and bounced back on its hinges. A man’s hand whipped out to catch the door before it slammed shut. He pushed the door open so that it wouldn’t slam back in his face and then retreated back into the truck. Moments later, he half clambered, half fell out of the cab onto the side of the road.


  Shelby watched with a mix of awe and terror as the driver unfolded himself. His head was nearly at the same height as the cab. Shelby got the impression, by the weak light of the cab, that he had a clean-shaven jaw and the corner of his eye had plenty of smile lines. There was a bit of gray at the temples of his hair, which needed to be cut, as it curled around his ears and touched his collar.


  She found it much more attractive than she should have considering he nearly killed her on the road. He was definitely not a potential boyfriend.


  He held onto the door for a moment to balance himself, patted his head, looked up, and sighed. He dove back into the cab, only cowboy boots showing. Was he alone? Shelby tensed as she realized, belatedly, that she was a woman by herself and injured to boot. Not the best situation to be in. The man scooted out of the cab and dusted off a Stetson before placing it on his head. At least it’s not a gun.


  The man adjusted the hat once, winced, and looked straight at her. The intensity of his gaze etched itself into her imagination, and her fingers itched for her paints and canvas. Brooding man, backlit by the truck lights shining forest? Definitely a great subject.


  He strode toward her, and all musing fled. The corners of his downturned mouth did not look as if he wanted to sit for her. She backed up until she was about five feet away from the truck’s bumper.


  He stepped toward the end of the truck bed and looked both ways. Shelby realized she had just put herself back into the road. Stupid. She limped toward the side, keeping one wary eye on the stranger. He took a few steps in her direction, hands out with palms down.


  “Hey there,” he said. His calm voice still carried through the noise of the weather. ‘Are you ok? Injuries?’


  She studied him. The heavy jacket he wore covered a plaid collared shirt, one button open at the neck. The tail of a tie hung out from the coat pocket. No big buckle like she saw other men in town wear. Work boots instead of cowboy boots. His hand rested on the tailgate of his truck.


  “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t see you. I just want to make sure you’re ok. Do you need medical attention?”


  The frown on his face deepened and his eyebrows lowered. He looked concerned. But still. He was a stranger.


  “I’m fine, no thanks to you.” She took a step back. “Don’t come any further. I don’t know you from Adam.”


  He scratched his chin. “Fair point. Let’s start over. I’m Beau Wright. And you are…?”


  “Uh…” Shelby didn’t want to give him her name. He was a stranger after all, but she didn’t want to lie either. “Shelby Matthews.”


  “It’s nice to meet you, Shelby,” said Beau, the corner of his mouth quirked up and the smile changed his face completely. “Now we’re not strangers.”


  Shelby’s breath caught. How could she capture that smile in a painting?


  “Let’s see. Are you injured?” The smile was still there, but he’d tipped his head to the side. “Need a ride home? A young girl like yourself shouldn’t be walking in a rainstorm. Your parents will be worried about you.”


  All thoughts of painting his smile fled, and she could feel the blush racing along her cheeks. Why did everyone assume she was sixteen? It must be her five-foot-two height. She had to start wearing heels, or elevator boots.


  “I hurt my hand when I fell,” she ground out, ignoring his comment about her age. “And yes, I need a ride home.”


  Beau jerked his thumb over to the truck. “I need to get it out of the ditch.” He squatted down to look at the wheels. “Doesn’t look like it’s in too much mud.” He straightened up and opened the passenger side door. “Hop in. I’ve got a med kit in here.”


  She clutched her arms about her, trying to decide whether to trust him or not. He leaned into the truck and pulled out a heavy wool blanket and held it out. That settled it. Shelby moved as fast as her frozen legs would allow and pulled the blanket from his hands. She mumbled a thanks and dodged his open hand to clamber up into the truck on her own. The door shut behind her with a thunk.


  Shelby reveled in the warm air. As the constant shivering lessened, though, the pain from her tumble increased. She flicked the cab light on and took a good look at her hands. As expected, her right hand was worse, the palm raw and bleeding.


  “Looks bad,” said Beau, giving Shelby a start. She hadn’t heard him open the truck door, much less get in. “May I?” He gestured toward her hand. She slowly gave him her hand and, with a gentle touch, he examined it. “I’ll clean it up, but you may want to have a doctor check it out, just in case.” He glanced up and did a double take.


  After a few seconds, Shelby wiggled in her seat, uncomfortable with the scrutiny. “See something you like?”


  “Uh, no. I mean, yes. No, I mean, you’re a lot older than I thought.” His neck flushed red and crept toward his cheeks. “That’s not exactly what I meant to say.”


  “It’s okay. I get that a lot from people.” Shelby shrugged. “I guess it’s the hair. Maybe the nose ring? I don’t know.”


  “You’re the first person I’ve met with purple hair,” said Beau as he bent back over her hand. He snapped the med kit open and pulled out an alcohol swab. “This might sting a bit.”


  “Really?” Shelby sucked in a breath as he swept the burning liquid across her palm. “Surely not with all the tourists Bristlecone gets.”


  Beau chuckled. “Grew up here and been in the military, but you’re right. I’ve seen some pretty wild hair. Never did meet any of them, though.”


  Silence fell as he quickly finished up bandaging her hand. Her hand looked like it might belong to a mummy, but at least she didn’t have to worry about infection. Not with all the alcohol he rubbed into it. She wiggled her fingers to loosen the bandages some.


  Beau snapped the med kit closed and tossed it on the back seat. “Let’s see if we can get this beast out of the mud.” He put the stick shift in gear and began to alternate between forward and reverse. After a few moments of rocking back and forth, the truck shot backward onto the road. He put in gear, and they headed toward Bristlecone and home.
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  “So which way are we going?” Beau put the truck into first gear and guided it to the edge of the road. He glanced over at Shelby, who was studying the poor wrap job he’d done on her hands. Her pansy-bright hair dried into curls along her temples. “Back towards the motel…?”


  “No!” Shelby’s back straightened and pressed against the door. “I don’t want to go back there.”


  “Any reason why not?” Her insistence was odd, considering what Beau knew of Sam Pavey. Although, if she’d had a run in with Dana, that might explain it. Most people avoided working for the Paveys because of Dana’s legendary temper. Every once in a while, a stranger needing a job would get hired on at the Pineridge and quit nearly as quickly. “Do we need to call Sheriff Morton?”


  She shook her head, nearly dry strands falling against her cheek. She shoved the errant strand of hair behind her ear. “No, we do not need to call Sheriff Morton. It’s nothing that I can’t take care of myself.” He didn’t quite believe her, but she was pretty earnest.


  “If you’re sure…”


  “I live that way,” said Shelby, not answering his question. She didn’t want help, and he couldn’t force it on her. He wasn’t sure why it irritated him so much. Maybe he didn’t like Sam Pavey or the way he treated his employees? Shelby pulled the blanket closer about her shoulders. Maybe.


  Beau put the truck into first and headed in the direction of town. “Which part of town, Shelby? I can drop you anywhere.” He took another quick glance at her. “Maybe we can stop by the diner and have a burger? You look like you could use a good meal.”


  Shelby stilled and then turned away. “I’m a vegetarian.”


  “Oh. I just thought you might be hungry,” said Beau, wondering when he had begun to babble rather than converse with women. Maybe his dad was right. He needed to get out more. “I provide the beef to the diner. You know, a ranch to table thing.”


  She shrugged, the blanket slipping over her shoulder. Apparently, she wasn’t impressed with his concern for the environment. He wasn’t either, really, but his sister said that it would help with public relations. Unfortunately, she hadn’t mentioned that it also came with other useless events that he’d sooner forget about.


  “I’ll eat when I get home. Turn right onto Cottonwood Lane.”


  “Cottonwood Lane?” He knew where it was, anyone going out of town had to pass by it. Why did he feel like he knew there was something more about it? He racked his brain for an answer.


  “Yeah. I’m at Cottonwood Cottage,” said Shelby with a small snort. “Silly, isn’t it? Using a name like that twice? Must have been really important to whoever named it.”


  The answer popped into his head. Cottonwood Cottage. Tom Morris’ old place, before he ran off with Anne all those years ago. If he hadn’t been driving Beau would have slapped his forehead. Of course. Anne Morris had moved back earlier in the year and brought a young woman with her. Most people thought the girl was odd, but no one questioned her devotion. Elizabeth had even made a comment about how the girl—Shelby—stood up for Anne when a few of the older ladies at the thrift shop had been less than kind.


  Beau had never bothered to ask Elizabeth about Shelby or Anne. He didn’t even know if Elizabeth had welcomed her home or not. Probably not. Their family history was complicated at best.


  Shelby’s stiff shoulders relaxed as they turned onto Cottonwood Lane. Her whole countenance smoothed out and the pinched look left her face. Beau tried very hard not to notice how lovely that made her. Moving on from that train of thought. A few minutes later they pulled up to the cottage. It was mostly as he remembered it.


  “Something’s not right.” Shelby leaned forward, a frown on her face. Her hand pulled on the door handle. “The lights are off.”


  She flung the door open and bolted from the truck. Beau muttered under his breath and threw the truck into neutral before jumping out after her.


  “Wait, Shelby!” A few long strides and he was at her side, pulling her back. “Are you insane? You just said something’s wrong.”


  “Let go of me,” said Shelby, wriggling in his grasp. He let her go but flung an arm in front of her to keep her on the porch. “What if Anne’s in trouble? Or there’s an ax murderer in there?”


  “You just said something is wrong,” repeated Beau, jerking his head back at the truck. “Remember? That ax murderer?”


  Shelby’s eyes went round. Finally, he had gotten through to her. He relaxed his arm a bit. She ducked under it and threw open the door.


  “Anne! Anne!” She rushed through the door and hit the light switch. “Where are you?”


  Beau, blinded by the sudden light, grit his teeth and hurried after her. “It’ll serve you right if there is a rabid murderer in here.”


  A gasp and a squeak sent him into overdrive and he nearly fell over her as he entered the short hallway. She was kneeling in front of an upended box with silver tinsel, white lace ribbon, and red bead strings scattered around it. “Did you trip?” He knelt on one knee and righted the box before picking up the spilled items.


  “No, this wasn’t here when I left this morning,” said Shelby, her eyebrows lowered. “Anne’s been wanting to bring down the Christmas decorations for the past few days. I’ve just been so busy I haven’t been able to bring them down for her.”


  “I don’t think she’s here, Shelby.” Beau put the last piece of tinsel in the box and shoved the flaps together so they wouldn’t pop open. He picked it up. “Where to?”


  “Oh.” She pushed herself off the floor and stood for a second, head cocked to the side. “Maybe in the living room?”


  “Back the way we came in then.” He took as step out of the short hallway and looked over his shoulder. “Maybe she left a note? My sister tends to do that to me.”


  “Maybe,” said Shelby, and watched her disappear into an open doorway. He could just see the end of a bed covered with a thick quilt. He took the box into the living room and sat it down on the coffee table.


  The whole room was like stepping into one those magazine spreads Elizabeth was forever looking at. He hadn’t noticed on his way in, between being blinded by the light and Shelby’s discovery. He took a turn. It wasn’t just Pinterest-perfect—another term picked up from Elizabeth—but it felt like a home. Anne had done a great job with the old cabin. It certainly didn’t look like the abandoned hunting cabin from his youth.


  Beau followed the sounds of Shelby moving around and headed back into the short hallway. The door to the left was now cracked slightly, and he pushed it open. Unlike the rest of the cottage, this room was still shrouded in darkness. He felt along the wall and flicked the light on. It took him a second, but eventually, he recognized stacked canvases against a wall. A paint-splattered drop cloth covered the floor and, near the window, was a large object covered in a cloth. He took a step in, just to see what it was.


  “Don’t go in there,” said Shelby, pushing past him, blocking him from moving further into the room. She narrowed her eyes at him and placed her hands on her hips. “This is off limits.”


  Beau rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry. I didn’t know where you went to.”


  “The kitchen is that way.” She pointed at the door. “I’ve already looked in here for Anne… and a note. I didn’t find either.”


  “Okay,” said Beau holding both hands up. He heard the door snick closed behind him as they made their way to the kitchen. “Anyone you can call?”


  She began to run her hands through her hair tangling her fingers in it. Shelby growled as she finger-combed it and pushed it behind an ear. “Yeah. I mean it’s a long shot but…” She went to the drawer nearest the stove and pulled out a cracked, black leather address book. “May I use your phone, please? I’d use mine, but it died on me earlier.”


  “Sure.” He pulled it out of his pocket and tapped in the code before handing it to her.


  “Hmmm wouldn’t have pegged you for a fancy phone,” said Shelby, looking from the address book to the phone.


  “And what kind of phone am I supposed to have?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. A flip phone. Seems more appropriate for a rancher.”


  “I haven’t used a flip phone in years,” said Beau with a snort. “That one works best, is relatively cheap, and has good service. I think I did pretty good picking it out.”


  “I stand corrected.” She held the phone up to her ear. Beau could hear the faint ringing on the other end. After four rings, it went silent, and he could hear a man’s voice on the other end.


  “Peter! I’m so glad I got a hold of you,” said Shelby, relief evident in her voice. “Hey, are you with Anne? She’s not here.”


  Beau leaned against the edge of the kitchen table and crossed his arms over his chest. Emotions raced across Shelby’s face as she listened intently to Peter. He couldn’t help but be fascinated by it. How is it that one person can feel all those things at one time?


  “I’m sorry, Peter, it couldn’t be helped.” Shelby quickly glanced at him and then turned her back to Beau. He could hear her furiously whisper at the other person. “No, I’ll be there as soon as I can. It’ll be tomorrow. I need Ed to fix my car first. Don’t you dare tell her that. I’ll be there at nine.”


  Beau straightened from the table. Shelby’s shoulders began to shake, but she didn’t say anything, just held out his phone. He hesitated for a moment before taking it from her.


  “Everything okay?”


  She shook her head and sniffled once. “No, not really.” She sounded so forlorn that he wanted to hug her and let her know it would be okay.


  “What happened? Shelby, come here and sit.” Beau pulled on a kitchen chair, scraping it against the floor. “Tell me.”


  She sniffled once more and scrubbed her hands across her eyes. “Sure, why not?” When she turned, he could see her small nose had turned red, and her eyes were wet with tears. She slid into the chair and leaned her arms on the table. Beau snagged a chair, turned it around, and straddled it. She kept her eyes on her hands and fiddled with the white lace cloth that covered the warm wood of the table.


  “I guess she was tired of waiting for me to come home, so she climbed up into the loft to bring down the decorations. She tripped and fell down the last few feet of the stairs. If Peter hadn’t stopped by for dinner, she would have laid there for another hour or two with a broken leg.” Her composure cracked. “And it’s all my fault.”


  She laid her cheek on the table and covered her head with her arms. “I was supposed to be home hours ago. But my boss—sorry, former boss—and I had a disagreement, I lost my job, and my car broke down and I had to walk in the rain, and I nearly got hit by a truck.” Her shoulders shook with the force of her sobbing.


  Guilt swamped Beau at the mention of his part in her very bad day. He rubbed the back of his neck. “That sounds like a pretty rough day, but doesn’t Anne take some of the blame? She did go up into the loft on her own.”


  The sobs tapered off as soon as they’d begun. Shelby lifted her head, tear tracks running down her face, and narrowed her eyes at him.


  “You don’t understand. She just wanted to help make her cottage pretty. And I didn’t want her to because,” she hiccupped, “I had just finished getting everything just the way I wanted it. Me. I didn’t want her to ruin it.” She turned away from him.


  Beau crossed his arms over the back of the chair and leaned his chin on his forearm. He didn’t agree with Shelby, but it didn’t sound like she wanted to hear what he had to say about it.


  “I think that you need a hot shower, a decent meal, and a good night’s sleep. My mom always said there wasn’t anything that couldn’t be fixed by a decent night’s rest.”


  When she didn’t turn around, Beau got off the chair and went looking for the coffee. “I’ll make some coffee and see if I can’t find something for you to eat. Why don’t you go get something dry on?”


  Her hair bobbed as she pushed back from the table. “You’re right.” Small teeth tugged on her bottom lip. “I don’t know why you’re being so nice to me. But thanks.”


  She hurried from the room before Beau could disagree with her. He turned back to the coffee and got it going. He opened the oven and found a Dutch oven with the lid on. That was the source of the delicious dinner he’d smelled earlier. He grabbed a pair of oven mitts sitting on the counter and put the warm dish on the stove. A moment of rummaging through the shelves yielded a plate and some silverware. He set the table and was putting coffee in two mugs when she appeared, shifting from one sock-clad foot to the other.
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  Shelby’s toes curled in the heavenly warm socks. They’d been a great bargain at the thrift shop, and she’d bought them at Anne’s insistence. Guilt and grief flooded her at the thought of Anne. Peter had been right. She was to blame for Anne’s accident because she’d handled herself poorly at work. Now she had to go face a strange man in her kitchen. A slip of paper was stuck in between the mirror and the frame of the dresser. Anne’s handwriting declared the words of Isaiah: Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee.


  She gripped the edge of the dresser and bowed her head. Dear God, help me with these worries. Lend me your strength. In Your Son’s name, amen.


  With less trepidation, Shelby pulled on her favorite sweatpants, long-sleeved T-shirt, and heavy knit sweater. God wouldn’t give her more than she could handle. She could deal with at least one of her problems. Namely, the man in the kitchen. She plaited her hair and squared her shoulders. She could do this.


  But as she neared the kitchen, she hesitated when she saw him pouring coffee, absorbed in what he was doing. His tousled dark hair definitely needed a cut, and his clothes were spattered with mud. Stubble covered Beau’s jaw, and there were definite dark circles under his eyes. She felt guilty about that, too. She sighed, catching his attention. She met Beau’s direct gaze and felt her cheeks heat up. Maybe she’d put on too many layers.


  “Thanks again,” said Shelby, breaking the awkward silence. “I don’t normally dump my personal tragedies on total strangers.”


  The corner of his mouth quirked up, and he turned back to the coffee. “Told you earlier my name was Beau.” He held out a mug to her. “We’re not strangers anymore.”


  “Right,” said Shelby as she took the mug from him and blew across the top before taking a sip. She immediately regretted it. “Ouch.”


  He chuckled. Great. Now she looked like a clueless, babbling idiot.


  “Dinner’s on the table.” He nodded to the single setting, filled to the top with a hearty stew. “Seems your friend left it in the oven.”


  Beau pulled a chair out for her to sit on. Shelby hesitated for a moment before sliding into it and allowing him to seat her at the table. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on the receiving end of such courtesy. Not for a long time. She glanced at him as he sat down too, but this time properly.


  “Would you mind if I said grace?” His eyebrow raised but he nodded to her. Shelby bowed her head and offered a short prayer of thanksgiving. He echoed her soft amen, and his eyes were soft when they locked gazes.


  “I take it that Anne is in the hospital for tonight?”


  Shelby blinked. “Um, yes. Peter was pretty clear on that point.” As he’d been on several others. She stabbed a chunk of potato with a fork, trying not to think about Peter.


  Beau took a sip of coffee and watched her eat. It should have felt odd, but it didn’t. It felt comfortable, and that made her uneasy. She raised the fork halfway to her mouth and lowered it again.


  “She’s in Bishop. I don’t know how long she’s going to be there for, though.” The thought of all the hospital bills piling up soured her stomach. “Just that the doctor wanted her to stay until the leg was healed.”


  “Right,” said Beau, holding the coffee cup in both hands. His fingers wrapped around it, making it look smaller than it was. “Do you need a ride down? I’d be happy to help.”


  “Oh no.” The silverware clattered against the plate. His eyebrow shot up. “What I mean to say is that I can get a ride with Ed.”


  “Ed Sharpe?”


  “Yeah, he’s worked my car before. I’m sure he’d be willing to help me out,” said Shelby, picking up her fork again. “You don’t have to worry about me.”


  He made a non-committal sound before taking another sip of the coffee. “I’ve been thinking about something you said earlier.”


  “What’s that?” Shelby popped a piece of carrot in her mouth and tried not to roll her eyes in ecstasy. Anne did make a mean vegetarian stew.


  “You said you decorated this place,” said Beau, his eyes thoughtful as he gazed about the room.


  She nodded as guilt crept back in, pushing aside the warm glow the food had made.


  “Well here’s the thing.” He sat his cup down and leaned forward on his arms, face earnest. “I need some help. Decorating and such. Elizabeth was supposed to finish it. But she decided to elope and left me holding the bag.”


  “Who’s Elizabeth?” A sudden rush of jealousy hit Shelby out of nowhere, shortly followed by pity. Had this woman left Beau at the altar? If so, it was awful. “And why did she elope?”


  “Elizabeth?” Beau blinked, his eyebrows scrunching in confusion. “She’s my sister. Her fiancé swept her off to the Bahamas to get married.”


  Relief broke through Shelby. Then she berated herself for even feeling jealous in the first place. She must be much more tired and worried than she thought.


  “Let me back up.” He gave her a wry grin before settling back in his chair, holding the coffee cup between his hands. “Elizabeth renovated our ranch house. Mostly anyway. Problem is that she’s invited half the town to a Christmas party and left before she finished doing what she said she would. So now I have to pick up where she left off and truthfully, I’m not” he waved his hand, “a decorator like you are.”


  Shelby straightened up in her chair. “You want me to renovate your house for Christmas?” A vision of a bachelor pad with a sad string of lights blinking along a bare, eggshell white wall came to mind. She swallowed hard. “I think you’re overestimating my abilities.”


  “I can handle the renovating. There’s not much more to do, anyway. But the rest?” Beau raised the coffee and saluted her with it. “You’re just what I need.”


  Butterflies fluttered in Shelby’s stomach, and she dropped her eyes to the table. She picked at the napkin next to her soup bowl.


  “Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Shelby, mumbling. “I just like my space to be pretty.”


  She didn’t mention that creating a beautiful space helped her work through artistic blocks. Considering how much decorating she’d done during the past two months, she would have thought her artistic blocks would be gone.


  They weren’t, and it was more than a bit frustrating. No point in telling him that, though. He wouldn’t be interested in her art—or lack thereof—anyway. Time to change the subject.


  “More coffee?” She dropped the napkin so she could hop off of her chair. She pulled the pot off the burner and brought back to the table. “There’s a bit left.”


  He shook his head and pushed the chair back. “Thanks, but no. I’ve got to get back to the ranch. Long day ahead of me.” He pulled his wallet out of his pocket and picked out a small white card from it. “I’m serious about the job. I’d pay well. And you’d have help toting and carrying if you need it.”


  She stared at the card he held out to her, frustration and anger warring inside her. Take the pity job or beat the streets in town to look for a job. “I’m not a charity case. You can give the job to a professional.” She stepped back from the card.


  The faint smile that hovered at his mouth disappeared. He put the card back into his wallet and slid it into his back pocket.


  “I’m sorry to hear you think that.” Beau looked like he wanted to say more. Instead, he gave his head a little shake. “Get a good night’s sleep. And lock the door behind me.”


  Before she could take her rudeness back—or apologize for it—he took one long stride through the doorway into the other room. Seconds later, she heard the front door open and close again. Her shoulders drooped with sudden exhaustion. What would Anne have done in her place? Probably take the job and have done such an excellent job that she’d have her own decorating show on television.


  The front door snicked open and then thumped shut. Shelby hurried into the living room but only found her bag just inside the door. She felt the shadow of a smile curl her lip before she squashed that flat. No. He had just offered a pity job, for heaven’s sake. He was probably dating someone, if not married. Also, he was a rancher. She rolled her eyes at the excuses that flitted through her mind. It really had been a long day.


  She flopped onto the old sofa covered with a vintage quilt she’d found in a trunk in the cottage’s loft. There was no point in any kind of relationship, anyway. She owed too much to Anne to abandon the woman for a guy. Even a handsome one.


  The bag had dried out and, when she peeked inside, Shelby found that everything appeared to be dry as well. A sigh of relief hissed from her as she pulled the undamaged sketchbook from its depths and opened it. With the sketchbook balanced on her lap, she rummaged inside the bag until she found her fountain pen. Thinking over her day, Shelby popped off the pen’s cap and allowed it to glide freely across the page.


  A single image repeated then formed from the swirls and swoops of the ink across the creamy page. Beau’s eyes looked back at her. Shelby groaned. Sketching usually helped her process the day, but apparently, it wasn’t going to happen that evening. She snapped the journal shut, flicked the lights off, and went to bed.
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  The storm played itself out overnight, a fact for which Shelby was incredibly grateful. It may not have snowed, but the promise of a chilly winter hung in the crisp air. Keeping in mind how cold she’d been in the rain the night before, Shelby dressed for the day. She was warm and snug in a heavy wool pea coat, white knit beanie, and a long scarf wrapped around her neck.


  Shelby bounced down the side of the highway, keeping well to the side of the road. It felt like she could take on the world this morning. Beau was right. A good night’s rest made a world of difference.


  His offer had been on the shadowed edges of her mind since she’d woken up. To work for him or not. She couldn’t decide on a good answer, either way. Maybe because it was a pity offer. She flinched from the thought and then berated herself. She wasn’t above pity offers, not if she needed to pay the bills. Still, it pricked her pride.


  Shelby was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she didn’t see the large bear of a man until she was nearly on top of him.


  “What’s this?” rumbled Ed, the lingering traces of a Scot’s accent curled the edges of his words. “Now what in the wide world could possibly make a pretty girl look so disgusted with it?”


  He took one long step toward her, wiping his hands on a filthy red rag, and opened his arms. Shelby didn’t need another invitation. She hurried to him and let his arms enfold her in a big hug. Despite his resemblance to a brick wall, Ed was a gentle soul and hugged her carefully before setting his hands on her shoulders. He peered down into her eyes from his great height, a merry twinkle in his eye.


  “It wasn’t me that put that look on your face was it, lass?”


  “No, it wasn’t you, Ed,” said Shelby, patting his arm. “I’m mostly disgusted with myself.”


  “Hmm, come inside and tell me about it, then.” He put a beefy arm around her shoulder and herded her into his office. “Here, have a cup of tea.”


  She took the hot beverage gratefully. Her fingers were almost numb, despite the gloves she put on before heading out the door.


  He settled into the beat-up office chair behind the metal desk left over from the first world war. “Now girl, tell me what’s on your mind.”


  “I’ve some bad news,” said Shelby, twisting the cup in her hands. She really didn’t want to have to tell him about Anne, but better from her than someone else. Like Peter. “Anne fell down the stairs last night.”


  Ed blanched, his fingers digging into the wooden arms of the chair as if holding on for dear life. “Is she... did she…”


  “Oh no! No, no.” Shelby set the cup down and rushed around the desk to put her arms around his shoulders. “She’s fine. Well, she broke her leg, and she’s at the hospital in Bishop, but she’s fine other than that.”


  She gave him a squeeze and let go. His fingers uncurled from the arms of the chair. It was sweet the way he cared so much for Anne. She hoped one day that Anne would see it too.


  “I didn’t mean to scare you, Ed, but that’s why I’m here. My car wouldn’t start last night, and I had to leave it at the motel. Is there any way you can fix it for me, so I can drive down to see Anne?” She pulled out the—very—thin wallet from her coat pocket. “I have some cash for a down payment. I’ll have more once I find a new job.”


  Ed wiped his hand over his face, the square-ends of his fingers making a mess out of the shaggy eyebrows. She wanted to lean over and smooth them back into place but didn’t dare. He was fussy about them for some reason.


  “Did you just offer to pay me to fix your car?” He slowly turned his head, rheumy blue eyes slightly narrowed at her. He stood from his chair, making Shelby take a few steps back. Leaning over her, he said softly, “Tell me I didn’t hear that.”


  Shelby stood straighter and held onto her wallet for dear life. She could see why his employees both loved and feared him. Taking her own life into her hands, she nodded once. “I did. I’m not begging for handouts.”


  He growled, but the expected roaring did not commence. “You’ve hurt me, lass. Cut me to the core.” He thumped his chest. “Have I not been a good friend to ya?”


  “Yes, Ed, you have, and I’m blessed to know you,” said Shelby, still clutching the wallet. Thoughts raced through her head, and she grabbed hold of the first one that seemed like it would help. “I didn’t mean to insult you. As a matter of fact, it was really a compliment—that you are worthy of payment.”


  She nodded so hard the pom-pom at the top of her beanie whacked her in the nose. She pushed it back with an annoyed flick of her hand. “Tell you what I’ll do. How about I give you a down payment of,” she looked in the wallet and, with her stomach clenched, pulled out the only large bill she had, “fifty dollars.”


  “Flattery isn’t going to get you anywhere today, lass,” said Ed, stroking his chin and smoothing the hair back into place. “No, I think I’ll be needing a painting from ya.”


  Shelby’s chest tightened, and it hurt to breathe. “You want… one of my paintings?”


  “Yes, that’ll do.” He gave her a decisive nod, ignoring her spluttering. “A painting for a car repair.”


  The door swung open, and the bright morning light streamed through, blinding Shelby. Then, like a rain cloud blocking the sun, Beau stepped into Ed’s office. He looked at Ed first then at the cash Shelby clenched in her hand. One of his dark eyebrows shot up. Great, just what she needed. A witness to her humiliation.


  “Thank you so much, Ed,” said Shelby as she thrust the cash at him. He took it reflexively, rather than because he wanted to. His surprise turned into a long frown, making his beard droop alarmingly low. “Now about a loaner car…”


  “Actually,” said Beau taking a step forward and blocking Shelby from talking to Ed. “I’ll need the loaner today. Seems my truck needs some work done to repair a dent in the front fender, and I’ve got to go back to Bishop.”


  Shelby felt flames heat her cheeks and hoped that Ed hadn’t noticed. That was too much to ask for because they were both staring at her. She clenched the wallet, ignoring how the zipper pressed into the scrape along the palm of her hand.


  “Well isn’t that a great coincidence,” said Ed, clapping one bear-sized hand on Beau’s shoulder. “Shelby’s got to go to Bishop, too. Why don’t I let you both borrow the loaner since you’re going in the same direction?”


  “Oh, no. You don’t have to do that.” Shelby shook her head, sending the tail of her braid flying and giving Ed her most pathetic look. She did not want to be stuck with Beau in the car for two hours. “I mean, surely there’s another way to get down to Bishop to see Anne.”


  “There’s always the bus.” Beau leaned one shoulder against the wall, his lips shaped into a sardonic smile. “It’ll only take you four hours with all the stops it makes along the way.”


  Ed snorted a laugh as he dug around the big desk drawer and, for a moment, Shelby seriously considered telling Ed that’s precisely what she was going to do. Then the memory of the one and only bus ride she’d taken flashed through her mind. She shuddered. It was better to ride with Beau.


  She was about to tell them that when Ed cried out in triumph and shook the loaner car’s keys. He tossed them to Beau, who caught them in one hand.


  “Thanks, Ed, I’ll get her back to you in one piece,” said Beau. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his sheepskin jacket and pushed the door out of his way. He squinted against the sunlight streaming into the office and was gone. The door swung shut, dimming the room.


  Shelby took a step to follow him when the weight of Ed’s hand fell on her shoulder. She tilted her head back and wasn’t surprised to see his eyes glossy with tears.


  “Shelby, say hello to Anne for me. And tell her,” he hesitated for a second and shook his head. “Just tell her that she will be missed.”


  “I will.” Shelby gave him a quick hug and hurried out the door after Beau. He was probably on the road by now, the way he high-tailed it out of the office.
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  She raised her hand to block the bright sunlight in the small parking lot. She scanned the cars and found him standing by the passenger side of the car, fingers tapping against one jean-clad thigh. She slowed down when he pulled the car door open for her.


  “Thanks,” said Shelby, coming to a standstill in front of the car door. She shifted from one foot to the other when the silence became too much. “I need to go to the hospital to see my friend.”


  “The one who broke her leg,” said Beau, frowning as he pulled the passenger door open further. “I remember. Hop in. I’m already late.”


  “Late for what?” Shelby ducked inside the beat-up car. At least the inside was cleaner than the outside. She chided herself for thinking that of Ed. It might not be pretty, but it was well taken care of.


  “Was supposed to be in Bishop at nine,” Beau grunted as the car started right up. She guessed he had the same reservations about it as she did. Gravel crunched as the car pulled out of the drive and onto the highway. “Have a meeting with a feed supplier.”


  “Oh.”


  That was the sum total of their conversation for a while. If he’d been Ed or Anne, she could’ve poked him into talking to her. He wasn’t, so she silently rehearsed her apology to Anne. It didn’t take her long to get bored with it, though. She peeked over at Beau. He was still lost in his thoughts.


  He had such a strong profile. Her fingers itched, so she gave in to the urge to sketch him. She pulled the small sketchbook and fountain pen from her coat pocket. She held the pen awkwardly since the wrap job she’d done on her hand that morning wasn’t nearly as tight as Beau’s from the night before.


  It took only a moment to flip the journal to a clean page and begin to lay down a line. Every few moments, she’d look up and still find him lost in his thoughts. Finally, the jumbled mess of ink began to form a cohesive image. That’s when Shelby discovered that she’d drawn a bump on the bridge of his nose. She glanced up to study him and found him giving her a sideways glance.


  “What are you doing?”


  She saw that his nose did indeed have a small ridge where it had been broken at some time. At least she wasn’t imagining things.


  “Did you break your nose at some point?”


  “My nose?” Beau turned his gaze back to the road and shrugged. “A couple of times. Every kid does.”


  “I never did,” said Shelby, tapping the bridge of her nose. “But I did break my arm once. Taught me not to climb trees after the cat.”


  “I did too. Twice,” said Beau. He added, “Although, it was different times on opposite arms. You didn’t answer my question.”


  “It’s nothing, really.” She closed the journal and wound the band that kept it together back around it. “Just some sketching. Keeps me occupied on long drives.”


  He made a noncommittal sound in the back of his throat and looked back at the road. If there had been crickets in the car, they would’ve been the only thing making a sound.


  Beau cleared his throat, pulling her attention back to him.


  “So, tell me about yourself, Shelby. I like to know something about my employees, other than their first and last names.”


  “I’m not your employee,” said Shelby, irritation slashing through her. She’d have to remind him that she wasn’t his employee after all. “Remember? I didn’t take the job.”


  “Not yet, anyway,” said Beau, giving her a sidelong glance. “I’m still holding out hope, though, because despite what you think, it’s a real offer. Not one offered out of pity.”


  “Right.” She refused to meet his gaze. Instead, she looked out the window at the rapidly-passing scenery. The leaves had fallen from the trees, and only the pines held any color. She focused her attention on the road ahead, hoping Beau would get the hint that she was ignoring him.


  “Okay, you don’t have to work for me. Still, I don’t know anything about you. Well, other than what I’ve heard around town.”


  Apparently, he hadn’t gotten the hint. She whipped her head around to see if he was serious. His facial expression hadn’t changed. It seemed like he was telling the truth.


  “What did you hear about me?” Better to ask now than to find out later.


  “Only that you and Anne moved into this cottage earlier in the year.” He shrugged one shoulder, the sheepskin jacket moving easily. “And that you take care of her, despite her… oh, what’s the word I’m looking for?”


  “Grumpiness?”


  “I guess that’s one word for it,” he said, his tone amused even if he hadn’t cracked a smile. “And that Mrs. Tulare crosses the street when she sees you coming.”


  “She shouldn’t have been mean to us then,” said Shelby, huffing and crossing her arms across her chest. “It’s amazing what people think they can get away with because of their age.”


  “I think it’s more of her social standing than her age,” replied Beau, his mouth set in a firm line. “From what I understand, you’re doing a great job helping Anne.”


  She couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. His face was set into a serious expression, like it had been made of stone. What would it take to make it crack?


  “Anne needs it,” said Shelby, turning her attention to the radio. She tapped the on-off switch and static immediately filled the car. “Otherwise it’s just Peter.”


  “You don’t like him?” Beau, keeping the steering wheel steady with one hand, reached over to turn the radio off. The static disappeared, and silence descended.


  “Peter and I both love Anne.” That was about as tactful a way as she could put it. She reached over and tapped the on button again. Static rose but with an occasional voice coming through.


  He didn’t even look at the radio when he reached over to shut it off.


  “He’s had some rough times too,” said Beau, tapping the wheel with his index finger. “Anne’s all the family he’s got left. I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes.”


  “Family is important to you?” She leaned forward and tapped the radio once more. He, just as quickly, shut it off again. She grinned as she reached forward.


  He blocked her hand just before she could press the power button again.


  “Would you please stop doing that?” His voice was strained as he glared at her. “It’s ridiculous.”


  She burst out laughing, unable to contain herself anymore. Tears of mirth fell down her face until she was totally spent.


  “Are you done?”


  “Yes,” said Shelby, hiccupping. “I haven’t laughed that hard in I don’t know how long. Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome… I think,” said Beau, rolling his eyes. “Do you really want to listen to the radio? There isn’t much signal until closer to Bishop.”


  Shelby felt the laughter begin to bubble up again and fought to stop it from spilling forth.


  “No, it’s fine. I just was teasing you.” She studied his serious expression. “That doesn’t happen to you much, does it?”


  “Not often enough, I suppose.” Beau ran a hand over his head. “And yes, family is very important to me.”


  “Good to know,” said Shelby, switching mental gears on the fly. She settled back into her seat, a smile on her face. “I haven’t any family.”


  She blinked slowly. Now, why did I tell him that? Only Anne knew about her family—or lack of it. The words had just slipped out without her thinking about them.


  “My mom and my step-mother have both gone home to be with the Lord,” said Beau, his voice strained. A few seconds later, he said in a softly added, “It’s not easy, is it?”


  She shook her head. “No, but at least we know where they are, right?”


  “Yes, we do,” said Beau and gave her a lovely smile. He nodded to the road sign that declared Bishop was ten miles away. “Almost there.”


  Disappointment crawled through her and settled on her heart. She was finally enjoying herself, now that she’d managed to crack Beau’s serious facade. She stole a glance at him as he was navigating the town’s streets. Her attention was finally grabbed by the large, modern-looking building surrounded by grass lawns.


  “Ask Peter about me,” said Beau, breaking the silence. “He’s done a few odd jobs for me in the past. He can recommend me as an employer.”


  Shelby pulled her attention away from the large hospital and considered his offer once more.


  “And we were doing so well, too.”


  “Can’t fault a guy for trying, right?” He hopped out and swung her door open. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Meet me out here, okay?


  “Will do,” said Shelby, snapping a poorly formed salute. He stepped back so she could slide out. She meant for it to be graceful, like a swan gliding on the still surface of a pond. Instead, she felt more like a dozen clowns disembarking from a tiny car. She gathered her dignity around her like a shield and, ignoring Beau’s amusement, headed into the hospital.
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  Shelby stepped through the sliding glass doors and located the front desk. It stood to the side of the lobby, manned by a small, white-haired lady wearing a pink smock. She was reading a mystery by Louise Penny and not paying attention to the lobby. Shelby stopped in front of the attendant and waited to be noticed. It took a few page turns, but finally, the lady glanced up.


  “Hi there,” said Shelby, with some relief. I’m here to visit Anne Morris.”


  “Sign in, please.” The attendant handed her a generic white name badge. “Here’s your badge. Please wear it while in the hospital. Visiting hours are from eight to eight. And Ms. Morris is on the second floor, room two-two-three.”


  “Thanks,” said Shelby as she pinned the badge to her shirt. She turned and nearly ran into a large, red-faced man striding through the lobby at full speed. She took a step back and gave him a weak smile. “Excuse me.”


  He barely nodded at her before walking past the front desk and the disapproving look of the attendant. Shelby gave her a reassuring smile and headed to the elevator, thankful for the short ride. Any longer and the muzak piped through would have turned her brain into mush.


  “The food isn’t fit for dogs,” said Peter, his reedy voice carrying along the white-tiled hallway. Shelby winced. If she didn’t know which room Anne was in, she did now. All she had to do was follow his voice. “And I’ll tell you another thing…”


  Shelby hurried down the hallway and found Peter standing toe-to-toe with a short but very broad nurse, shouting at her. The litany of wrongs done to him by the staff could have filled a book. The nurse’s impassive face gradually gave way to a disgusted sneer. She didn’t even look like she was trying to hide her frustration with Peter. Of course, that wouldn’t faze him one bit as Shelby knew from past experience. Best to put herself in the line of fire before it got out of hand.


  “Hi there, Peter,” said Shelby, stepping between the irate man and the nurse. “Is there something wrong?”


  He glared at her, the wispy remains of his gray hair stuck out in all directions like he’d put a finger in an electric socket. If the smell was any indication, he hadn’t changed his plaid shirt in a few days. Soap and Peter were not on speaking terms again, it seemed.


  “Annie needs something more than a few bites of food,” said Peter, jabbing a finger at the nurse. “And she refuses to feed my sister. It’s criminal!”


  “Sir, like I said before, meals are served at specific times of the day. We served breakfast an hour ago. And,” said the nurse, eyebrows lowered, “her food disappeared completely from her plate.”


  “Are you implying that I ate her food?” Peter’s question ended on a high-pitched squeak. “That’s slanderous! I won’t have it.”


  “Whoa there, Peter,” said Shelby holding a hand out to ward him off. “No one is saying that.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that.” The nurse crossed her arms over her chest. “Seems like a pretty healthy appetite for a woman who weighs a hundred pounds soaking wet. Especially for food not fit to feed to a dog.”


  “Well, it’s obvious to me,” Shelby gave the nurse a look that she hoped would translate into ‘trust me, I know what I’m doing,’ “that Anne’s appetite is a great indicator of how well she’s being taken care of. Is it possible that her body needs more calories to heal well?”


  Oh please say yes. Shelby gave the nurse an encouraging nod. Play along.


  “Anything’s possible, I guess. But,” said the nurse, “hospital rules state we can’t give her another meal until lunch.”


  “Now see here, you,” began Peter and any gratitude Shelby felt toward the nurse evaporated.


  “Not a problem,” said Shelby, interrupting Peter’s burgeoning tirade. The smile she gave everyone began to tighten until she knew if she didn’t do something soon, her face would crack into a million pieces. “Would buying something from the hospital cafeteria for her be against the rules?”


  “No,” said the nurse through her teeth. “She’s not on any restrictions.”


  “That’s solved then.” Shelby barely restrained herself from clapping like an overeager sorority girl. “I’ll just pop downstairs and grab some sandwiches. Problem solved.”


  “That’s on you then.” Peter shifted from foot to foot, looking everywhere but at Shelby and the nurse. “I won’t pay for it.”


  “Not a problem.” Shelby held onto her last thread of patience. “It’s on me. For Anne’s sake.”


  Peter’s magnanimous nod made Shelby’s stomach clench, and she could have sworn she heard a snort as the nurse hurried back to her station. Definitely going to have to do something nice for her after Peter leaves.


  “Let me just pop in and say hi to Anne first,” said Shelby, trying to look into the room around Peter’s shoulder. “Then I’ll run downstairs and grab some sandwiches.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Peter took a small step to the side, effectively blocking Shelby’s view into her room. “She’s been feeling really down since they brought her here last night. It was a nightmare for her, laying at the foot of the stairs, her leg twisted under her.”


  Each word was a blow, rocking Shelby to the core. He tried to pat her on the shoulder, but Shelby took a step to the side avoiding his hand. That put him squarely between her and Anne’s room.


  “If only you had been there,” said Peter, a smirk hovering around the edges of his mouth. “She would be home and not in constant pain. After all, you knew there was something wrong with the car. You could have put it into the shop at any time. Heck, I bet you wouldn’t have to pay for repairs. Ed would do it for free.”


  Shelby went cold all over. Any explanation she gave, he would just twist to suit his own needs. There was no way to win with him.


  “So, about those sandwiches,” said Peter. “I prefer ham and cheese. No mayo.”


  “Right,” said Shelby, faintly. “Ham and cheese. No mayo. Anything else?”


  “Nah, I’ll head outside for a bit.” He patted his pants and then his shirt, emphasizing the outline of a pack of cigarettes tucked in the shirt’s chest pocket. “You know, to stretch my legs.”


  “Of course.”


  Peter raised an eyebrow, then jerked his head toward the elevator.


  “Sandwiches ain’t going to make themselves.”


  Shelby was pretty sure the smile she gave him was more sickly than sunny. She headed to the elevator, looking once over her shoulder. He stood in front of the door, a watchdog in human clothing. When the elevator doors closed behind her, she let the disappointment and frustration well up. Peter would continue to be nasty until Anne said something. Not that she would. Shelby squeezed her eyes shut to stop the tears from flowing.


  The elevator thumped to a stop, and the doors slid open. Shelby sniffled once, surreptitiously wiped her nose on her sleeve and stepped out into the first-floor lobby. She followed the signs toward the cafeteria. She’d only been upstairs for ten minutes, but in that time, it appeared that every hospital employee had taken their mid-morning break. She sighed but joined the line, hoping for the best and expecting a long wait.


  Shelby wasn’t disappointed. By the time she got to the front of the line, all the employees had gone back to work. And they’d taken all the good sandwiches with them. She glanced at the sad looking ham sandwich with its wilted lettuce and hoped that Anne wouldn’t mind eating it. More than likely Peter will eat it when you leave, said a small, mean voice in the back of her head. Shelby didn’t want to agree with it but found it difficult not to.


  The coffee, hot when she started the journey back to the second floor, had stopped steaming a few minutes ago. Shelby juggled the tray as she opened the door with an elbow and was particularly pleased with herself when she managed not to drop anything on the floor.


  “Well there you are,” said Anne, beaming at her from the bed. The elderly woman was dressed in a frilly blue housecoat, buttoned all the way to her neck, with a matching cast on her leg. Someone must have combed her snow-white hair because it looked like she’d just gone to the salon. “Where have you been?”
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  “Put the coffee there.” Anne pointed to a table lowered to the same height as the bed. “You brought the sweet stuff?”


  “Of course.” Shelby put the tray down where directed and lay a hand on her heart. “What kind of monster do you think I am?”


  All humor fled as a hush fell between them. Shelby swallowed hard before busying herself with getting Anne’s coffee just right. One pink, one yellow. A touch of cream. She handed it carefully to Anne, who instead of taking it from her, covered Shelby’s hands with her own.


  A tear slipped down Shelby’s cheek. Her head was suddenly a hundred tons heavy, and for the life of her, she couldn’t raise it to meet Anne’s eyes.


  “Shelby, this isn’t your fault. Now, look at me.”


  She did, although it was difficult. When their eyes locked, the rest of the tears fell.


  “Oh, now, I knew you’d feel guilty.” Anne squeezed Shelby’s hands and slipped the coffee from her hands. “It was my own stupid fault. I wanted to help.”


  “But…”


  Anne shifted the coffee to one hand and stopped her with the other.


  “No buts about it. I knew better. And yet,” said Anne, with a sigh, “I wanted to take some of the burden from your shoulders. You work too hard for someone your age, between extra hours at the motel and then painting at night. Didn’t seem right that I sat around being waited on.”


  She reached out to Shelby, who caught her hand and held on to it like a lifeline.


  “I needed to be doing something.” Anne gave Shelby’s hand a squeeze and let go. “But I’m paying for my hubris, I suppose. I’ve been having a long talk with God about that.”


  She patted the open bible on the bed next to her. She’d underlined the second half of Proverbs 16:18—a haughty spirit goes before a fall.


  “Too bad you took it literally.” Shelby felt the guilt drain away, leaving her lighter. “Would’ve saved you some pain.”


  Shelby couldn’t keep a straight face—not with Anne’s merry eyes dancing. Anne broke first and let out a girlish giggle so loud she placed her hand over her mouth. That only provoked Shelby’s own giggle. After the wave of humor, Shelby felt better. Maybe Beau was wrong. Maybe instead of a good night’s sleep, one needed laughter.


  “No doubt you’re right. I’ll keep that in mind for next time.” She winked at Shelby before taking a sip of her coffee and immediately spit it back into the cup. “That was disgusting. I thought the hospital’s job was keeping people alive, not killing them with their coffee. Here, take this.”


  “Are you okay? Want some water?” Shelby took the coffee cup from Anne as she scanned the room for something else for Anne to drink.


  “Not right now. Although,” Anne added, in a conspiratorial whisper, “if you want to run out later and get some of that fancy coffee, I won’t stop you.”


  “I think I saw one on the way into town. I’ll see if I can’t get some.”


  She’d forgotten to get Beau’s number from him before he dropped her off. Shelby mentally berated herself as she checked the time on the room’s round clock. She’d only been there for an hour. She still had time to hang out with Anne. Maybe he’d be willing to make a detour before heading home later.


  “Earth to Shelby, come in Shelby.” Anne waved a hand at Shelby. “You were a million miles away. What are you thinking on so hard?”


  Shelby hesitated to tell her. Anne patted the bed next to her, Shelby didn’t have much choice but to sit down. Seemed like she was going to have to tell Anne about the lost job, dead car, and Beau all in one go.


  “Here’s the thing,” said Shelby as she settled herself on the bed. “I lost my job, and the car broke down. Again.”


  “Oh good. You got the sandwiches.” Peter’s voice broke in, making Shelby jump as he walked into the room without any kind of announcement. It was as if he had an antenna for food and bad timing. “You’ll never believe who came to visit.”


  “Peter!” Anne’s smile ratcheted up a few notches. “Who’s come to visit me?”


  Peter headed directly to the tray with the sandwiches. He picked one up and waved it toward the door.


  “It’s cousin Dale.” Peter peeled the plastic wrap off the ham and cheese sandwich. He took a bite, chewed it slowly, swallowed, and then shoved the rest of it into his mouth.


  “Hey, there cuz.” The red-faced man that Shelby had bumped into earlier pushed his way into the room. “Long time no see.”


  Anne’s humor was nowhere to be seen as she nodded at the big man standing at the foot of the bed.


  “Dale.” Anne’s sharp tone caught Shelby by surprise. She checked to make sure it was really Anne speaking. It was, but all of Anne’s humor had fled, leaving behind a stony expression. “I’m surprised to see you here.”


  “Bygones, Anne, bygones.” He waved a hand at her. Peter brought a chair around for Dale to sit on. “Thanks, Pete. ‘Preciate it.”


  Dale lowered himself into the plastic chair, which groaned under his weight, and scooted it closer to the bed. The noise of the chair scraping along the tile floor sent shivers of disgust down Shelby’s back. Even pressing her hands against her ears couldn’t keep the nails-on-chalkboard noise out.


  “And who’s this?” Dale leaned his arm against the foot of the bed. Anne tried to shift away from him but was limited by the cast on her leg. “Wait. Let me guess. She’s another stray you picked up in SoCal. Has to be with that purple hair. Right, Pete?”


  Dale’s hearty laugh at his own bad joke reverberated around the room. A few seconds later, Peter joined in with a hyena-like laugh. Shelby resisted the urge to tug on the end of her braid. Most people didn’t have the gall to comment on her hair. For a second, she wondered if he was related to Mrs. Tulare.


  “Shelby Matthews, may I introduce Dale Jackson, our cousin twice removed on our mother’s side?” Anne folded her hands on her lap. “Dale, this is my friend, Shelby.”


  “I’m joking,” said Dale, waving his hand toward them. “You’re Shelby… what was that last name?”


  “Matthews,” said Peter. “That’s right. She’s the artist I was telling you about.”


  That can’t possibly be good. Shelby stood a little straighter. Peter never said anything nice about her. Not unless he wanted something.


  “Right, right.” Dale rubbed his chin. “When I heard Anne was rushed to the hospital last night, well, I just had to get down here to see if you were all right. When I ran into Pete here, and he told me about your friend,” he nodded at Shelby, “I just knew it was meant to be.”


  “And what was that exactly?” The frostiness in Anne’s voice should have given Dale frostbite.


  “I’m expanding my holdings.” Dale shifted his weight back, causing a pitiable groan from the chair. “I’m taking over an office there in Bristlecone—the old pharmacy, you know the one—and it needs some artwork. You know, to make it look…”


  “Rich?” Peter licked his lips as if tasting something particularly sweet. Shelby’s stomach turned at his obvious fawning over Dale.


  “Successful, more like,” said Dale. His reprimand stopped Peter’s fawning in its tracks. Oblivious to the hurt on Peter’s face, Dale charged on. “Need to make people think I’m a dependable, stand-up guy. I figure hiring a local artist would help with that. Plus, it’ll help attract the kind of people I want to sell to.”


  “And who’s that?” The words slipped out of Shelby’s mouth, and she wasn’t certain she’d asked it until Dale’s eyes shifted to her. His eyes were flat, despite the smile wreathing his face. She felt a chill sweep over her.


  “Them with deep pockets who’re lookin’ for lumber. Lots of it. I can see it now,” said Dale, his hand waving in an arc as if parting a curtain. “All the dead wood on the forest floors sent out to lumber mills across the country. Maybe even overseas.” He rubbed his hands together, really getting into his vision. “Tell everyone it’s specially seasoned or something. I’ll make a killing on it. That’s for sure.”


  “And it’ll help the environment too,” piped in Peter. “More room for new trees to grow and it’ll help stop wildfires. It’s a good thing, don’t you think, Anne?”


  “I suppose so.” She tilted her head, eyes boring into Dale’s. “But selling it as something it’s not. Well that’s greedy, isn’t it.”


  It wasn’t a question so much as a statement. Dale’s eyes narrowed for a brief moment before his jovial mask slid back into place.


  “Ain’t greed.” He flicked his wrist to the side, dismissing Anne with a single movement. “Just good business sense. So, don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”


  The revulsion Shelby had felt intensified. In a crystal-clear moment, she knew without a doubt she would never sell a painting to Dale Jackson. Not even if it meant that the bills went unpaid or she starved.


  Her pickiness as to who bought her paintings was one of the reasons most of them were leaned against the wall of her studio rather than hanging in someone’s home. It was something Ya Ya kept telling her. In this case, she wouldn’t help him dupe people into buying what he was selling.


  “So, sweetheart, what’ll it be?” Dale’s smile was wide, like a crocodile, and just as trustworthy. “Wanna make a name for yourself?”


  “I do,” said Shelby, turning over the phrases in her head, looking for just the right one.


  “Well hot dog!” Dale slapped his knee with a beefy hand, the sound reverberating through the room like a gunshot. “I’ll have my secretary call you, and you can get started on it.”


  “But not like this. I won’t help fool people into buying into a lie.” Shelby shook her head. “So, thank you for the offer, but I have to decline.”


  Dale’s look was comical as she looked back and forth between Shelby and Peter.


  “She’s joking, right Pete?”


  Peter’s jaw dropped so far down, Shelby was certain that someone could have landed a Boeing 747 in there and still have room left over. It took him a few opening and closings of his mouth to get the words out.


  “Sure, she is. Ain’t you, Shelby.”


  It wasn’t a question so much as a statement. Peter’s weasel stare promised retribution. Shelby shook her head anyway, the tail of her braid sliding back and forth along her spine. In for a penny, in for a pound.


  “I’ll leave you to convince her,” said Dale as he used the footboard of the bed to leverage himself into a standing position. “Got a few weeks until the office is ready, anyhow.” He gave them all a flat stare and then stomped out of the room.


  “Wait, Dale.” Peter reached a hand out toward the door. When he turned back around, his face was twisted in rage. Shelby stiffened when he leaned in close. He hissed in her ear, “I hope you’re happy with yourself. Your selfishness has ruined everything. Everything!”


  He stomped out of the room with a mutter that he was going to catch up with Dale. Shelby had a feeling that Dale wasn’t about to listen to Peter, but stranger things had happened in the world. None of which she could bring to mind at that exact moment. She reached down and squeezed Anne’s shoulder gently.


  “That little episode is why I never like Dale much.” She tilted her head to look up at Shelby, her eyes narrowed enough to make Shelby nervous. “He always sat right up against the right side of God’s law. Sit down, girl, and stop hovering over me.”


  Her sudden command startled Shelby into movement, and she picked up the chair Dale had just vacated. She placed it next to Anne before perching on the edge of the seat.


  “And you have some explaining to do, young lady. What do you mean you lost your job and the car broke down?”


  “Yeah, well, it had been making some funny noises lately. But between shifts and whatnot, I haven’t been able to get it over to Ed’s shop.” Shelby twisted the hem of her sweater. “It wouldn’t start yesterday. I had to leave it at the motel and walk home.”


  Anne’s eyebrows shot up.


  “You walked home in that nasty storm?”


  “Yes,” said Shelby, pulling the syllable out. “I cleaned up the mud though that I tracked into the cottage.”


  “Shelby, stop. I don’t care about the mud.” Anne tapped a finger against the metal railing of the bed. “Take that back. I do care about the mud. But what I want to know more about at this exact moment is why you got fired.”


  “Fired? I didn’t say anything about being fired.” Anne’s stare took seconds to break Shelby down into a mournful slump. “Okay, I got fired. It was just one too many changes I guess. His wife put her foot down, and it was either her or me. And you can guess who he chose.”


  “Sam Pavey never did have the sense God gave a goose. You’ll find something else soon, dear. You just have to trust the good Lord to know what He’s doing.”


  “Funny you should say that,” said Shelby, as she fiddled with the tip of her braid. “I met someone yesterday on my way home from the motel.”


  Anne blanched. Shelby hurried on. “I mean, he picked me up. No that’s not right either.” She tossed her braid over her shoulder. “I was walking home in the rain, and a truck nearly ran me over. See?”


  She held up her wrapped hand, which only made Anne scoot back against the raised head of the bed.


  “But I’m okay! Anyway, he drove me home and liked the way I made the cottage look and asked me to decorate his house. I think for a party.”


  Anne blinked a few times and then nodded slowly. “Okay, I think I understand all of that. You really need to stop babbling, dear. So, who is this mystery man of yours?”


  “His name is Beau Wright. Do you know him?”


  Anne’s eyes widened until they resembled saucers. “Are you sure it was Beau Wright?”


  “No, I don’t think it was anyone else,” said Shelby, searching her mind for any other name he may have mentioned. “He did say he knew Peter.”


  “Well I should say so,” said Anne, eyes still wide open. “He’s my cousin. Well, a cousin on my husband’s side of the family, anyway. His land butts up against mine. It used to belong to his great-great-grandparents, but it’s been parceled out over time.”


  Anne’s speculative glance made Shelby uneasy. Maybe it was because after all this time she still couldn’t figure out what the old woman was thinking. Anne thumped the bed with one hand, breaking the silence and making Shelby jump.


  “Well, that’s settled then.” Anne pointed one finger at Shelby and jabbed it for good measure. “You’re going to accept the job. He’ll at least appreciate you.”


  Shelby shrugged one shoulder. “I hope I’m not taking on more than I can chew.”


  “I doubt it, dear. You’ll be fine.” Anne leaned forward and stage-whispered, “Plus he’s awfully good looking too.”


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” mumbled Shelby. Her face unbearably hot and wondered if she looked like a tomato too. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, distracting her from the conversation. She touched the button and answered it.


  “Is that you, Shelby?” Beau’s rich voice flowed from the phone, curling her toes. “I’m ready to leave. Are you?”


  “Hi there. Yes, this is Shelby. I’ll be downstairs in about five minutes. Will that work for you?”


  “Yes, it will. See you in a few.” She heard the line click off and wondered how he’d gotten her number. She hadn’t given it to him. Maybe Ed gave it to him. She shook her head and slid it back into her pocket. “Looks like I need to head out.”


  Anne broke eye contact with Shelby. “That’s okay. You’ll come back soon won’t you?”


  “As soon as I can.” Shelby leaned over the bed and gave Anne a gentle hug. Had the old woman been that thin this whole time? One last squeeze and Shelby stood up to leave.


  “Be safe, dear,” said Anne, her voice thick. “I’ll miss you.”


  “I’ll miss you too. Maybe Ed will come visit tomorrow. He said to tell you that they all miss you and hope that you’re feeling better soon.”


  Anne nodded her head slightly. “That would be nice. Now shoo, sounds like you have a ride to catch.” She tilted her head to the side. “You never did say who you were riding with.”


  Shelby gave Anne’s forehead a quick kiss. “I didn’t, did I? Something to guess about when I come next.” She gave Anne a wink and headed out the door and ignored Anne’s snort of frustration. She allowed herself a smile as she waited for the elevator. It was rare that she got one up on Anne. Beau would’ve played along. The smile slipped from her face. She’d have to take back what she’d said and work for him. If the job was still available. She stepped into the elevator to go find out—and to try to sweet talk him into letting her get Anne “one of those fancy coffees” before they headed out for good.
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  “I had no idea there were any Victorian homes this far into the mountains.” Shelby tried not to be overwhelmed by the sheer presence of the house in front of her. She twisted back in the loaner car’s seat to face Beau. “Are you sure about this?”


  “Yes, I am. Come on, let me show you around.”


  This time, Shelby didn’t wait for Beau to open the door. Instead, she flung it open herself and scrambled out. Beau strode past her onto the porch and opened the front door.


  “Now this is the living room and office area.” Beau skirted a pile of lumber and pointed to the rooms from the foyer. “From what I read of Elizabeth’s notes,” he pulled a white three-ring binder off a stack of boxes and handed it to Shelby, “most of the construction is done.”


  Shelby held the large binder in one arm and turned the pages with her free hand. Elizabeth was thorough. She’d give the other woman that much anyway. It was when she got to the last section of the binder that she stopped in her tracks.


  “This isn’t just decorating in this binder.” She tapped the section marked ‘Christmas party.’ “You may want to pull that out, so it doesn’t get lost or damaged while I’m working on the rest of the house.”


  “Here’s the thing,” said Beau, rubbing a hand across his neck. Shelby’s stomach began to sink. “I also need help planning this party too. It kind of goes hand in hand.”


  Her stomach hit the basement. “I’m not a party planner, Beau. I’m not even a decorator. I’m a…” she couldn’t get artist past her lips, “person trying to help you out.” Her breath was ragged, and she felt lightheaded.


  “Whoa there, Shelby.” Beau guided her to a wooden chair and sat her down. “You’re going to pass out if you don’t calm down. Here, put your head between your knees.”


  He gave her back a few pats and let her be for a few minutes. “You’re thinking too hard about it. This party is supposed to be like a dinner party. Elizabeth has most of it outlined. All I need is an extra set of eyes and hands to keep things moving along. I’m pretty sure you’re more than capable of that.”


  The vision of the fancy Christmas ball and accompanying fanfare faded from her imagination. Her pulse was no longer racing, and she sat up straight. Only to stare directly into the eyes of an incredibly short man with bowed legs.


  “Don’t mind me, miss. We get all sorts out here. You just go back to your yoga.” He nodded to the chair. “If I could have a moment of your time, Boss?”


  Shelby looked at Beau for more information, but he just gave her a small shrug instead. Some help he was. She was about to get off the chair and introduce herself when Beau stepped between them.


  “Stan, this is Shelby,” said Beau, sweeping his arm toward her. Stan stepped forward and held out his work-roughened hand. “Shelby is going to finish up what Elizabeth started.”


  “Oh, is that right?” Stan gave Shelby’s hand a firm shake. “That’ll be something, won’t it? If you need any help, you just ask one of the boys or me. We’ll make sure you get what you need.”


  “Stan is our ranch foreman.” Beau clapped the small man on the shoulder but didn’t budge Stan from where he stood. “He’s been with us as long as I can remember.”


  “Yep,” said Stan. “Now that word, Boss?”


  “Excuse me, Shelby.” Beau gave her an apologetic nod. “I’ll be right back. Feel free to wander the house and look at what you’re working with. Stan.” He jerked his head to the office just off the main door and strode toward it. Stan tipped his cowboy hat to Shelby and followed.


  Alone in the great house, Shelby suddenly felt very small. It had been there for a hundred or more years. Seen more generations than she could put a name too. It deserved better than her. So did Beau.


  Do all things to His glory. She nodded. She could do this. After all, Elizabeth had a lot of notes. Shelby wandered into the dining room and flipped to that section of the notebook. Color swatches and magazine cutouts were taped onto the page. Elizabeth’s handwriting detailed the things that she wanted to do to the room.


  Shelby went from room to room, taking a mental catalog of what needed to be done. By the time she wandered to the back of the house, she’d made a task list longer than her arm. The good news was that it was doable. The bad news was that it might take her until next July to get it all done. She twisted the knob of the closed door in front of her. It swung open easily, and she stepped into the dark room.


  She flicked on the light and knew immediately whose room she was in. If the dark grays and muted blues didn’t indicate that this was Beau’s room, his hat hanging off the end of the four-corner bed sure did. The fact that it was cozy and peaceful surprised her. She looked over her shoulder and didn’t see anyone, so she took a few steps inside to take a look around. Not that she was being nosy. No, this was reconnaissance.


  She had to know how the end product of Elizabeth’s process ended up. Didn’t she? There was no doubt that a woman created this room. Most men wouldn’t even consider adding matching lamps on the bedside table or hanging primitive signs on the wall indicating this was a “man cave.”


  “See everything you needed?” Beau leaned on the door jamb, arms crossed over his chest. “Elizabeth finished this room for me. It was the only room she finished, actually.”


  “She did a good job,” said Shelby turning in a circle. “Do you like it, though?”


  He stood straight and let his hands fall to his hips. He took a few steps in so he was next to her and did a slow turn. “Yeah. Not much junk to dust and the bed is comfortable.”


  “Wow. Stop,” said Shelby, deadpan. “You’re overwhelming me with your praise of her abilities.”


  Beau rolled his eyes and nodded to the door. “Have you seen the kitchen yet?”


  “No, I haven’t made it that far. Although, I could use a cup of coffee.”


  “This way, then, ma’am.” He ushered her through the door and down the hallway. It really was a large home, and Shelby got the sense that although he felt comfortable there, he was lonely.


  They emerged into the kitchen, a bright space filled with all the current technology in cooking appliances.


  “I feel like I’ve stepped into the space shuttle.” Shelby opened the fridge and, when it asked her what she was looking for, closed it just as quickly. “Did that just talk to me?”


  “Yeah.” Beau reached around her and tapped a button on the fridge door. “Stan thinks it’s a hoot to turn it on. Anyway, let me get you that coffee.”


  “Sure.” Shelby sat down at the small round table, not unlike the one she shared with Anne at the cottage. This one was much nicer, though. “I’ve been looking over your sister’s notes, and I have to say she had some ambitious plans.”


  “Yeah? How so?” Beau poured the coffee into two huge mugs, adding cream to one. He handed her the one without cream and sat down across from her.


  “Well, this is a lot of work, even if she was working on it day and night until Christmas Eve. As it is, I don’t know if you’ll get half of it done.”


  His frown disappeared behind the edge of the cup. “But can some of it be done at least?”


  “I think if we modify her plan—a lot—we can make it work. It’s just not going to be the full ‘Elizabeth vision.’ Is that okay with you?”


  “Yeah, definitely,” said Beau, nodding so hard some of his hair fell onto his forehead. Shelby had the sudden urge to stroke it back into place. To cover her sudden embarrassment, she opened the folder and plunked it down on the table. “Here’s what I’m thinking.”


  For the next hour, they discussed the changes that needed to happen to make the house not only presentable but habitable. Shelby stood and stretched, her spine cracking. “That felt good,” she said, grinning at Beau.


  “Which part? Your spine or having a project to work on?”


  She chuckled. “Both I guess. Mind if I take this home with me? I want to review some stuff before we get started in the morning.”


  “Sure,” said Beau, taking both their mugs and putting them in the dishwasher. “I’ll walk you out.”


  Shelby pulled her coat on in the foyer where she’d left it. She held the white binder under one arm, suddenly feeling awkward. “Okay, well I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “Bright and early.”


  He held out the loaner keys to her. “You take the car. Stan can give me a ride tomorrow if I need one.”


  “Okay. See you.” Shelby waved one last time and trotted down the steps. She slid into the driver’s seat and saw Beau standing on the top step, hands pushed down in his pockets, his hair tossing in the stiff breeze. Shelby knew that was what she would be sketching in her journal that evening.
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  Shelby stared at the calendar hanging in Beau’s office. Each day that passed was marked off with a red X. Right now, there were three rows of solid X’s marching across the page. Only two more to go before the big party. Now that she’d had some time to consider it, and a lot of coaching by Anne, the party plans were coming together as well as they could. She’d definitely have to thank Elizabeth when they finally met. The woman could put together a great project plan like no one else.


  She heard Beau turn a page in the report he was reviewing. She glanced over her shoulder and watched him push his hair out of his eyes. Definitely time for another haircut. She’d have to remind him. That’s how it had been the past few weeks. They’d fallen into a comfortable routine. He’d show up early at the cottage to pick her up and then drop her off precisely at six fifteen. Now that she was on the tail end of the project, she would have to start looking for another job, and not see Beau every day. Her stomach tightened.


  But that was a worry for another day. She slipped out of the room so as to not disturb Beau and headed into the living room. What she needed at the moment was a decent cup of coffee and something for the blank spot on the living room wall. She flipped open Elizabeth’s binder and stared at the design. It really was a great idea. Unfortunately, Shelby had no way of pulling it off at the moment.


  The lighting made the paint in that corner change depending on where she stood in the room. If there was something there, then the eye would shift, and the color change wouldn’t be so obvious. What Elizabeth wanted would have taken weeks longer than they had. She needed a stop-gap solution until the handmade armoire could be ordered, made, and shipped to them. Maybe if she put a small table there with a framed painting of some kind.


  “Oh. Why didn’t I think of that sooner?”


  Because she didn’t want to, that’s why. Her paintings were a source of joy and terror for her. She wanted people to like them but showing them exposed her to critique. Not something she looked forward to. Shelby tugged at the end of her braid. But Beau wouldn’t.


  Trying not to overthink her solution, Shelby marched back to Beau’s office and stood in the doorway until he noticed her. It didn’t take long. He always seemed to know when she stepped into a room.


  “Hey there, Shelby,” said Beau, stretching his arms above his head, so the fabric of his shirt stretched across his chest. Shelby looked down at her shoes as if they were the most fascinating thing on the planet. The man really needed to get bigger shirts that fitted him like a tent.


  “I was wondering if you could run me over to the cottage.”


  She heard his chair scrape across the wood floor. When she looked up, Beau had already pulled on his sheepskin coat.


  “I need something from there to fill in a gap in the living room.” She grabbed her coat from the peg on the wall and wrapped a scarf around her throat.


  “There’s a gap in the living room?” He snagged his truck keys and phone from their resting place on a small table under the window. “I thought we had all that covered.”


  “Well, we did.” Shelby wobbled her hand back and forth. “Kind of.” She motioned for him to follow her into the living room and pointed to the gap between the couch on one side and the fireplace on the other.


  “Do you see?” When he nodded, Shelby explained, “Had Elizabeth actually ordered the piece she wanted for it, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. But I can’t find any receipts, and when I called the artisan, he didn’t have a record of a purchase, either.”


  “So, we have a gap in the wall.” Beau and Shelby said it together like they were speaking in stereo.


  “Right. But I do have a solution. I just need a ride and your muscle.” She took a big breath and added in a rush, “And your opinion.”


  “If that’s all,” said Beau, smiling down at her. “I don’t know how much of my opinion is going to matter. But if you’ve got a plan, then let’s do it. Will I need to bring any of the guys to help move it?”


  “Oh no, it’s not that heavy,” said Shelby as she hurried after him to the truck. “The two of us can move it with no problems.”


  Beau didn’t say anything when Shelby turned the heater up full blast. Just walking from the ranch house to the truck had sent her teeth chattering. Maybe a shopping trip was in order. It was all about the layers. And while it was certainly cold enough to snow, it hadn’t. She kept praying for a white Christmas, but with it coming up quick and the forecast still calling for clear skies, it didn’t seem like it would happen that year.


  “I don’t want to put Anne out of her things.” Beau broke into her thoughts. “I’d rather ask her permission than beg forgiveness.”


  “Don’t worry. What we’re picking up isn’t Anne’s.” Shelby fiddled with the edge of her scarf. “It’s mine, and I’m just loaning it until your sister can get what she really wants in that spot.”


  “Hmmm… if you say so.” Beau turned the truck toward the highway but slowed down when they saw Stan flag them down halfway down the long drive. He pulled the truck over and rolled down the window. “What’s up, Stan?”
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  “You heading into town, boss?” Stan leaned against the truck door. George, one of the young ranch hands, stood at his shoulder. “George, stay here. I need to talk to the boss.”


  “Be right back, Shelby.” Beau swung out of the truck and walked with Stan over to the fence. Their voices were low so she couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Beau looked grim.


  George gave his boss a sidelong glance and then sidled over to Shelby’s side of the truck. She barely concealed a wince. It wasn’t that she didn’t like George. He was nice enough, but they had nothing in common, and any conversation they had always trailed off. He kept trying though. She didn’t know how to let him down and was afraid that she was encouraging him rather than the opposite.


  He knocked on the window. She debated not opening it, but that would have been rude. She rolled it down, despite her misgivings.


  “Hi there, Miss Shelby.” He laid an arm across the open window frame. He wore a long-sleeved denim shirt, the cuffs rolled up over his muscular forearms and, despite the cold, didn’t seem affected by it at all. “Will we see you at the Roadhouse tonight? I’ll save a dance for you if you’d like.”


  “I don’t think so, George.” Shelby hoped that the terror she felt at all those eyes on her didn’t show. “All I’m doing tonight is reading for a bit before heading to bed.”


  “That’s too bad. You would’ve made the night a lot more fun.”


  “Really? I don’t think ‘fun’ is a word most people apply to me.”


  The door cracked open, and Beau stood on the other side. He frowned, and George stepped away faster than a cat on a hot tin roof.


  George waved as she rolled up the window. “You know where to find me if you want.”


  Shelby felt the heat of a blush roll across her cheeks. Some days it was awful having a pale complexion. She felt Beau staring at her, and when she twisted in the seat to face him, she found Beau frowning at her. “Everything okay?”


  “Yeah, I guess so.” Beau turned the truck back on the road. “You going out tonight?”


  “Not hardly.” Shelby chuckled at the thought of her on the dance floor. It was safer for all concerned if she stayed home. “Dancing the night away isn’t in my plans for the near future.”


  “Should be,” muttered Beau. Shelby’s breath caught in her throat, but when he didn’t say anything more, she just chalked it up to wishful thinking. No, he wouldn’t want to dance with her. He was too serious, too focused on his work, and too old. She crossed her arms over her chest and brooded for the short drive to the cottage.


  As they neared the cottage, her nerves pushed all thoughts of dancing out of her head. She was in a near panic by the time they arrived.


  “You know,” said Shelby, hands twisting in her lap, “maybe this isn’t such a good idea after all. We can find something else to put in that spot.”


  Beau didn’t say anything, just opened the truck door and held his hand out to her. She hesitated to touch him, but he seemed content to wait patiently for her. That decided her. Shelby placed her hand into his, and with a tug, he pulled her out of the truck. Beau squeezed her hand gently and let go.


  “Ready now?” He stood so close she could smell his aftershave.


  “Yeah. I think I am.” Oddly enough, all the nerves she’d been feeling up to that point evaporated when she’d put his hand in his. “Let’s go inside.”


  He let her lead the way, even though, he could have guessed where they were going. She flicked on the lights, illuminating the interior.


  “You’ve haven’t started decorating for Christmas?”


  “Are you kidding?” Shelby wrinkled her nose. “I’ve got my hands full with your place. I don’t have time for mine.”


  “Oh,” said Beau, from behind her. “Maybe I can come over and help you this weekend?”


  Shelby stopped so abruptly that Beau ran into her back and sent her flying a few feet ahead. He grabbed around the waist and set her on her feet again before dropping his hands like they were hot.


  “Whoa, Shelby, you got to be careful about doing that. You’re going to get hurt one of these days.”


  “Did you just invite yourself over to decorate my house for Christmas?’


  He tilted his head to the side. “Yeah, I think I did. I’ll bring some popcorn to string. It’ll be fun.”


  Shelby slowly nodded her head and smiled warmly at him. “It’s a date then.”


  His dark eyebrow shot up, and her eyes went wide when she realized what she’d just said.


  “Uh, this way.” She spun around, hoping that her makeup covered the blush she knew crept up her face. She turned the knob to her studio and hesitated only a second before pushing it all the way open.


  The curtains were closed, blocking the sunlight from entering the room. Flicking on the light, Shelby pointed to a canvas hidden under a white sheet. “That one. I think it would be a good fit for your living room.”


  “This one,” said Beau as he pulled the sheet covering a colossal canvas next to the one she wanted.


  “No!” Shelby moved to stop the sheet from falling away from the canvas. She pulled the sheet’s edge over the frame, making sure it was completely out of view. “That one isn’t ready. I don’t think it’ll ever be ready.”


  She pulled the sheet off the other one. “See this is what I’d like to put on the wall.” She took a big gulp of air. Moment of truth. “What do you think?”


  Beau was completely silent as he contemplated the large painting of the greenhouses on the ranch. She’d done her best to make them glow with the dying light of an autumn sunset. He settled his right elbow into his left hand and was tapping his bottom lip with the edge of his index finger. He moved to the side and looked at the painting. Every once in a while, he’d make a sound, causing the butterflies in her stomach to flutter wildly. He moved to the left and did the same thing.


  “Beau, put me out of my misery and tell me what you think,” begged Shelby. He took a step back so he was standing right next to her.


  “That,” said Beau, sliding one arm around her shoulders and pointing to the painting with the other, “is stunning. It reminds me a little of what’s his name… Andrew something or other.”


  “Andrew Wyeth,” supplied Shelby, breathlessly. Beau’s nearness made it difficult to think. “You think it looks like one of his paintings?”


  “Reminds me of it anyway. I always loved that painting he did of the girl in the field with the barn in the background. Always reminded me of hope.” He smiled down at her. “Your talent amazes me, Shelby.”


  “Thank you,” whispered Shelby, more than aware of his warm arm along her shoulders. She didn’t want it to end.


  He blinked rapidly for a minute and pulled his arm away. Disappointment filled her.


  “How’d you paint it anyway?” He took a step closer to the painting, hands in his pockets, and inspected it. “When I’m further back, it’s all one color but the closer I get the more colors I see.”


  “Yes, that’s right,” said Shelby, trying to hide her disappointment. “There’s ultramarine blue, alizarin crimson, and viridian. And a bunch of others. I’ll have to order more paint soon. I’m almost out.” Which was amazing in and of itself. She’d not had such a surge in inspiration and focus in months. Ever since she began working at the ranch.


  Beau cleared his throat and bent to pick up the sheet which had fallen on the wooden floor. “So, you want me to move this to the truck?”


  “Uh sure. Let’s cover it with the sheet and then a tarp.” She opened the closet and handed him a square of folded tarp. “To keep off the damp.”


  Beau busied himself with prepping the painting and, with her direction, managed to get it back to the ranch house in one piece. He even hung it for her.


  “There,” said Shelby, stepping back from the small, white parsons bench she’d found in the ranch house’s attic. It looked perfect under the large painting of the greenhouses. “What do you think?”


  “Looks great,” said Beau, pulling his phone from this pocket. “It’s later than I thought. I need to run into town for a few errands. Want to come with me?”


  “Sure. If you don’t mind being seen with me in public.” She meant it as a joke, but it fell flat even to her ears.


  “I don’t mind.” He smiled at her and pulled the keys for his truck out his coat pocket. “We just have to stop by the gas station first.”
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  Shelby’s stomach growled. When had she last eaten? Not since the night before. She’d skipped breakfast that morning, opting only for some coffee. It was hours yet until dinner, but she was starving. It was definitely time for a snack. She shoved the truck door open and went around the back of the truck where Beau stood.


  “You want anything inside?”


  Beau shook his head and gave her a small smile before turning his attention back to the gas pump. She headed into the small gas mart slash convenience store. What it lacked in fruits and veggies it made up for in beer and snack food. She grabbed a small bag of chips and, while deciding on a bottle of water, a woman wearing a pink velour tracksuit and pearl ear bobs sidled up to her. She looked familiar. Where had she seen her before? Shelby kept taking surreptitious looks at the woman.


  Church. That’s where she’d seen her. Lena something or other. Shelby couldn’t recall the last name. Did she say hello? She’d never been introduced, but they attended the same church. She was fuzzy on the etiquette details of greeting another church member. While debating it, she decided on the cheapest water bottle the shop had.


  Lena tapped one acrylic nail against her teeth and, just as Shelby reached for the fridge door, laid her perfectly manicured hand on Shelby’s forearm.


  “Excuse me,” said Shelby pulling away from her. The woman gave her a bright smile. “Oh honey, you don’t want that one. It’s not organic, you know. You want that one.” She pulled open the fridge and thrust a bottle twice as expensive at Shelby.


  Shelby stared at the bottle and back at the woman. The woman gave her a bright smile and waited. Oh dear, she’s one of those. Not really a vegetarian or environmentalist but advocating on their behalf in a misguided attempt to be ‘helpful.’ Shelby did her best to squelch her disappointment and said, “Thank you.”


  “Now that we’ve sorted that out, I’m Lena Hart.” She held her hand out for Shelby to shake. Not quite knowing what to do, Shelby shifted the water to her other hand and grasped Lena’s in her own. Apparently, the limp holding of hands was enough for Lena because she immediately dropped Shelby’s hand.


  “Germs, you know,” said Lena, wiping her hand on the hem of her tracksuit. “They’re everywhere.”


  “Right.” Shelby looked over shoulder and saw Beau had climbed back into the driver’s seat, his fingers tapping the top of the wheel. “I’ve got to go. Have a nice day.”


  “So, Shelby,” said Lena, stepping just inside Shelby’s personal space, “are you and Beau dating? I ask only because he and I are old friends. Well, more than old friends, if you must know.”


  Shelby’s breath hitched in her throat, and she froze in place. She didn’t have any way of answering that question for herself, much less Lena.


  Lena plowed on, oblivious to Shelby’s deer-in-the-headlights imitation. “We haven’t seen each other lately because of that project his hateful sister dumped on him.” Lena’s sunny smile dimmed. “Unless you’re the one that’s been keeping him busy?”


  “Ah, not really.” Shelby took a step away, but Lena kept pace with her. “And we’re not dating. He’s hired me to help out while Elizabeth is gone. Decorating and what not.” She looked longingly at the checkout counter, which was miraculously empty of customers. “I really do need to go. I’ve got an appointment in Bishop I can’t miss.”


  “You’re the hired help, then?” Lena leaned back from Shelby. She shook her head, a cruel smile bowing her lips. “Oh Beau, you naughty boy.” Lena twirled on a pristine white sneaker heel and walked away without a backward glance.


  “What? Wait.” Shelby was aghast at the woman’s assumption. “You can’t just… that’s not….” She ran to the check-out counter and paid for the organic water as fast as she could. By the time she got outside, Lena had cornered Beau in the truck and was talking animatedly at him.


  Lena’s trill giggle grated against Shelby’s nerves as she climbed into the passenger side of the truck. Beau gave her an irritated glance before turning back to Lena. Like she’d sicced the woman on him. She slumped into the seat and glared at the overpriced water. Why had she bought it in the first place?


  “Lena,” said Beau, his tone severe enough to even cut through Lena’s steamroller perkiness. “Have you met my friend Shelby yet?”


  “We already did in the store,” said Shelby, wanting to joke about it and unable to at the same time. What if everyone in town thought that way? It was mortifying just thinking about it. Shelby cleared her throat. “She helped me pick out some organic water.” She held it up for Beau to see. He appeared as unimpressed as she was with Lena’s choice.


  “Okay then,” said Lena, bubbling with eagerness. She laid her hand on Beau’s arm, but when he subtly pulled it away, she recovered by waving at them both. “I hope to see you at church. This Sunday is a potluck. Feel free to drop by, Shelby. We do all we can for the unfortunate in our community. Don’t we, Beau?”


  It took Shelby a second to realize that Lena was talking about her. Beau’s expression hadn’t changed so she couldn’t tell if he agreed with her or not. Shelby’s confidence dropped, and it took effort to keep a smile plastered on her face.


  “Have a lovely day.” She could only control her own behavior and hope that Beau had set Lena straight about their relationship, or lack of one. Or not. Shelby couldn’t make up her mind about what was going on, and it rankled. After the moment in the studio, she thought he might have had more than friendship in mind. She was probably reading way more into a single moment where he didn’t do anything but look in her eyes.


  The more she thought about it, the more plausible it seemed that he’d just been comforting a friend. A neurotic friend who had severe anxiety about her paintings. She rubbed a hand over her eyes and glanced over at Beau. Not even paying attention to her.


  Of course not. He was thinking about Lena. In all the time they’d spent together, it never occurred to her that Beau might be interested in dating. At least Lena had everything a guy in Beau’s position needed. She frowned at the bottle of water Lena insisted she buy and twisted the bottle cap so hard that it flew across the cab.


  “Hey, watch it!”


  “Sorry,” muttered Shelby. She slid down into her seat and took a swig of the water. Lena was wrong. The water wasn’t any better than the cheaper version.


  She tried to gauge Beau’s mood, but he was taking stoic to new levels. Maybe he was pining away for Lena. She took another sip of water to wash the bitter taste from her tongue. The uncomfortable silence dragged on until she couldn’t take it anymore.


  “You want to tell me what that was all about?” Shelby shifted around to face him. “Or am I going to have to guess?”


  “Guess what?”


  Irritation flashed through Shelby. “About you and Lena. I didn’t know you were dating anyone.”


  He gave her a startled glance. “What? You think I’m dating that woman?”


  “Maybe. Oh, I don’t know.” She threw her hands up in the air. Did she really want to know? She whipped herself back around and turned her whole focus on the road ahead of them. “Never mind. It’s none of my business.”


  Beau, forehead wrinkled, held the steering wheel in one hand and tapped a beat with his other along the side.


  “Listen.” Beau broke the silence in two. “I’ve known Lena since second grade. We grew up together.” After a significant pause, he added, “We did date back in high school.”


  “So, does she still think she’s in high school?” Shelby couldn’t quite contain the snicker. “Because I get the feeling she never broke up with you.”


  “It was over ages ago, Shelby,” said Beau, his voice tight. “Leave it be, okay?”


  “Fine.” Shelby crossed her arms over her chest but couldn’t help but add one more snarky comment. “You make a cute couple, though.”


  He ground his teeth but didn’t say anything. She hoped that he’d at least be contrite. All he did was keep his mouth shut and drive the truck. The ride into town felt like an eternity rather than the short trip it normally was. She’d tried to engage Beau in conversation, her way of apologizing, but all she got was monosyllables.


  They pulled into a parking spot in front of the local hardware store. “I’ve got an order to pick up for Stan. You need anything in here?”


  Shelby shook her head. “No, I’ve got all the things I need for the ranch.” Her eyes lighted on a shop across the street. “But I do have some errands to run. I’ll meet you back here in half an hour?”


  “Yep.” He turned off the truck and headed into the store, not even bothering to open her door. That stung. Shelby hopped out and hurried across the street, trying to put the day’s very confusing events out of her mind. The bell tinkled softly as she pushed open the art gallery’s door. There was a variety of artwork, from photos printed on glass to oil paintings six feet wide. She even found a sculpture on a plinth in the back corner.


  “May I help you?” A tall woman, impossibly thin, dressed all in black stood in the back. Her hands were clasped in front of her, and she stood as if posed. She gave Shelby a once over and made a small moue. “This shop does not have a public bathroom.”


  “Oh. Well, I’m not here for a bathroom.” Shelby held her hand out as she stepped toward the woman. “I’m Shelby Matthews. I was wondering if you are accepting new artists into your gallery?”


  “Verity d’Neal.” The woman sniffed at the hand offered her so Shelby dropped it, embarrassed that she’d even offered it. “I warn you that I am most discriminating. Only the finest artists’ work hangs in my gallery. I have launched more artists than you have years on this earth.”


  “That’s impressive.” Shelby didn’t know what else to say. “Would you like to see my portfolio?”


  The woman sighed and snapped her fingers. Shelby jumped and dug through her bag for her portfolio. She always kept it in there. It had slid to the bottom and had crumbs stuck to it. She quickly shook it off and handed it to Verity with an embarrassed grin.


  Verity shook her head once and flipped through it. “Hmm. It might be promising. I’ll take a look at it and let you know.” She snapped the black folder shut and looked down her nose at Shelby.


  “Oh, okay. Well, I’ll come back later then. My phone number is in the folder,” she tried to peel back the corner of the folder, but Verity pulled it out of her reach. Shelby backed away, knocking into a plinth with a vase on top. Verity’s eyes went wide, but Shelby righted it before it fell to the floor and shattered. “Sorry about that. Anyway, thank you.” She floated out of the shop on cloud nine. She’d done it.
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  Beau watched Shelby cross the street and enter the gallery. Mixed emotions churned inside him. He respected her deeply. She was a hard worker and loved Anne like a mother. Her purple hair and nose ring gave her beauty a certain sort of charm rather than detracting from it. He felt surges of horrible jealousy when she talked to George or any of the ranch hands. Excepting Stan of course. She had the right to date whoever she chose. Doesn’t mean you have to like it. He rubbed a hand across his face.


  Then there was Lena. He scowled. That woman was a thorn. Period. He regretted ever dating her in the first place and the whole thing had ended on a sour note. Lena’s memory could give an elephant a run for its money. Now if he could only convince Shelby of that.


  “Wright, your order is ready if you need help loading it into your truck.” John, the hardware store’s manager, clapped him on the shoulder. “What you looking at?” John squinted. “Is that Anne’s girl? Never thought I’d see Anne again much less her with a daughter.”


  “Shelby isn’t her daughter,” replied Beau, turning around and heading toward the back of the shop. “Just a good friend.”


  He grabbed an armful of boards and hauled them out to the truck. John came after with the rest of the order.


  “Could have fooled me.” John handed him a sales slip. “Let me know if you need more paint. The girls and I are looking forward to the Christmas pageant. Any hint as to what the festivities include yet?”


  “Not sure yet,” said Beau as he went over the bill. “Shelby’s doing most of the planning for it now that Elizabeth is on her honeymoon.” He assumed she was on her honeymoon anyway. He hadn’t heard a word from her since she took off. He assumed she’d talked to their father.


  “Is that right?” John’s bushy eyebrows rose to meet his hairline. “We’d wondered what she was doing out at your place so much.”


  Beau peered over the top of the bill at John. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Nothing, nothing.” John waved his hands at Beau. “Just that there’s some speculation as to what she’s doing out there. I figured she was cooking and cleaning, what with your sister out of town.”


  “She’s not,” said Beau, through clenched teeth. “She’s putting my house back together after my sister tore it apart and then left. And she’s done a great job of it, too.” He looked around and saw a few people staring in his direction. He raised his voice, “And you can tell anyone else who’s wondering that she’s a hard worker and a good Christian woman.”


  He yanked his billfold out of his back pocket, tossed the money at John and strode out of the store without another word because if he did, he felt like all the anger would explode. How could the people of this town—his home—think that of Shelby? It was completely unfair.


  He slammed the tailgate shut and threw himself into the driver’s seat. He saw Shelby through the window at the small antiques shop. She was looking at some kind of glass ball but put it down again. She smiled at the owner, Mrs. Martinez, and then disappeared from view.


  A cell phone rang, and he picked his up to see who was calling, except the screen was blank. He searched the passenger side of the cab and found Shelby’s phone on the floorboard. He hit the answer button.


  “Hello?” He swallowed and tried again, this time not so gruffly. “Hello, this is Shelby’s phone.”


  “Who is this?” asked a woman in a quavering voice. “Where’s Shelby?”


  “I’m sorry, Shelby isn’t here right now. But I’d be glad to give her a message.”


  “Oh. Tell her that Anne called, please. I have something important to tell her.”


  “Anne, this is Beau Wright. How may I help you?”


  There was a pause on the other end of the phone. “Beau Wright? You’re the young man Shelby’s been working for lately?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” He pushed his cowboy hat up off his forehead. “Shelby wandered off without her phone.”


  She snorted indelicately on the other end of the phone. “Sounds like her. Anyway, the home is releasing me early next week, and I want Shelby to come get me. I’m tired of being here, and I want to go home.”


  “Ma’am I’d be happy to come get you and bring you back. Make it a surprise for Shelby.”


  “Oh, well that’s very kind of you Mr. Wright.”


  “Call me Beau.”


  “Beau, thank you.”


  “Any time.” They said goodbye, and he tapped the off button. Shelby still hadn’t come out of the store. The art store—Art’s on Main—was next door. He could run over there and pick something up for Shelby. It was his way of saying thank you for letting him borrow her painting. He’d buy it from her, but something in his gut told him that wouldn’t be a wise course of action.


  He set her phone down on the seat and hurried over to the shop. The owner, Arthur, stood in the back stocking the shelves. He lifted his head when the door chimed.


  “Well, hello there, Beau! Hadn’t thought to see you in here.” Arthur pushed the last pencil into its holder and held out his hand for Beau to shake. “What can I do you for today?”


  Beau scratched his chin. “Ah. I have a friend who paints. In oils, I think. She said she was needing some new stuff.” He did a half turn around the store. “But I have no idea where to start.”


  Arthur gave him a gentle smile. “Is this friend dabble in the arts or is she a professional artist?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “Oh yes,” said Arthur, pushing his glasses back up his nose. “The quality is different. And the price of course.”


  “Of course. Well, this friend is a professional artist.”


  “That makes it easier. Follow me.” Arthur led him to a wall covered in small silver tubes with colorful labels. Beau had no idea what any of it meant. “Did your friend tell you which colors were needed?”


  “Uh.” Panic set it. He couldn’t remember any of the names. “Just blue and yellow. Oh, and a red one.”


  Arthur’s eyes danced, and Beau knew the old man was laughing at him on the inside, but he was too well-bred to do it on the outside.


  “Why don’t I give you a selection of the six most popular. You can also give your friend a gift certificate to come back and purchase specific colors.”


  Relief swept through him. “Sounds good.” Who knew that picking out a couple of tubes of paint could be that hard?


  Arthur deftly picked out six tubes of paint and took them to the front counter. He rang that up and then entered the cost of the gift certificate. He pulled out a lovely green paper with Gift Certificate printed in gold along the top. “Now who do I make this out to?” Arthur looked at him expectantly, his pen hovering above the paper.


  “Shelby Matthews.” Beau looked at the total of the purchase and nearly passed out. “Are you sure you entered that correctly, Arthur? Seems like a lot for a bunch of little tubes of paint.”


  Arthur was bent over the certificate, writing Shelby’s name with swooping curls. “You’d be surprised at how expensive it can get, my friend. There.” He picked up the certificate and fanned it for a few seconds before placing it in an envelope and into the heavy white bag with Art’s on Main stamped on the side.


  “I’ve not seen Miss Matthews artwork, myself, but I see Anne from time to time, and she is most complimentary. By the way, do you know how Anne is doing? I keep meaning to go down to Bishop, but it’s just me in the shop at the moment.”


  “She’s doing fine, according to Shelby.” Beau pulled out his wallet and handed Arthur his credit card. “I’ve talked to her on the phone, and she seems like she’s in good spirits. We’re hoping she comes home soon.”


  “Oh, that’s excellent news.” Arthur beamed at Beau as he handed Beau the bag and credit card. “Well, you have a great day. And do send Shelby in some time. I’d love to chat with her.”


  “Will do.” Beau stuffed his card back in the wallet, put his hat back on his head, and still made it back to the truck before Shelby. His impulse purchase put him back just under a hundred dollars. It would definitely be worth it, though. Then again, perhaps she’d prefer flowers? He mulled it over and decided to bring flowers with him to her house on Saturday. He grinned to himself. He’d managed to surprise her with that.


  There was a knock at the window. Shelby pointed at the lock. He leaned over and unlocked it for her.


  “Hi there.” She began to climb into the truck. “Find all you needed?”


  “I think I did.” He nodded to the phone on the seat. “You forgot your phone again.”


  She picked it up and slid into her pocket before settling into the seat. “I was wondering where that went to.” She looked out the window, as a few people came out of there hardware store and tried not to stare. “Are they staring at us?”


  Beau scowled at the passerby. Even those that hadn’t been in the hardware store. “Ignore them. Are you done with all your shopping?”


  “Yep. I even went to the antique shop, although I didn’t get anything. She’s got great vintage-y Christmas stuff, but I just can’t make myself spend money on something that isn’t useful as well as decorative.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled at him. “Listen, I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  A warm glow curled in his chest. “Don’t worry about it.” Getting the present was the right move. She chattered the whole time back, and he listened intently. She was astutely observant and did a bang-on impression of several of the residents.


  “Have you met Arthur at Art’s on Main?” Beau deliberately looked at her rather than where he’d put the bag. “His store is chocked full of art stuff. You’d like it.”


  She shook her head, the purple braid swinging behind her. “Not yet. Anne knows him, though. They chat whenever we’re out. To tell the truth, I try to stay out of expensive shops like that. I want to buy all the art supplies and can’t.” She smiled at him, and he noticed that she had a dimple. How had he missed that?


  Beau pulled up in front of the cottage ten minutes later. “Need any help bringing your things in?” Shelby looked at her one bag and then back at him. He winced. “Okay, maybe not.”


  The corner of her lip quirked up. “I think I got this one. Thanks, though.” She hesitated in the open truck door. “Are you coming on Saturday, still?”


  “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He wouldn’t either. “See you then.” He watched her walk into the cottage and shut the door. He only left when the lights flickered on, and she waved from the window. Saturday couldn’t come fast enough.
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  Shelby contemplated the painting before her as she slurped noodles from a blue china bowl. Something was missing, and she was going crazy trying to put her finger on what it was. Should she call Ya Ya for her opinion? She set the noodle bowl down on her painter’s stool and snapped a few photos with her phone. She sent the request to Ya Ya by text and went back to the kitchen to clean up.


  She stopped in the living room on her way to the kitchen. Beau was right. She really did need to decorate this place. She’d need a tree first though. Which meant going into the forest. She gulped. Maybe she could find a Christmas tree lot in town. She shook her head. Who was she kidding? Everyone in Bristlecone went out onto national land and cut down their own tree.


  She turned away from the unChristmas-like living room and headed into the kitchen to wash her bowl. After cleaning up and making a cup of coffee, she checked her messages. Nothing from Ed. That meant her car was still dead. There was a missed call from Anne.


  “Huh.” She punched the number in, and Anne picked up after the third ring. “Hey, Anne.”


  “Shelby! It’s so good to hear your voice dear. How are you doing?”


  “I’m fine. Is Peter with you?” He’d been suspiciously absent lately. Probably because he knew that she wouldn’t cook for him like Anne would.


  “No, dear, he’s working right now.” Her voice burst with pride. “He’s making some good money, too.”


  “That’s great.” And a little suspicious. She didn’t say that though. “I don’t think I’ll be able to come up on Saturday. So instead, I was thinking of playing hooky on Monday to come see you.”


  “No!”


  Shelby pulled her ear away from the phone.


  “What I mean to say was, no, dear, don’t come down to see me. Friday is such a busy day you know what with therapy,” her voice trailed off for a moment, “and other things.”


  “Oh, well, if you’re sure?”


  “Don’t you worry about me. Now tell me, did you give him the painting?”


  And Shelby gave Anne a blow-by-blow of what transpired that day. She kept everything in, even how she felt about Lena. There wasn’t any point in lying to Anne. The old gal’d just sniff it out anyway.


  “I do have vague memories of Lena. She had a rough home life.” She could hear Anne shift in the bed, making it squeak. “Not like your home life, of course, but rough in the sense that she was expected to be perfect, and no quarter was given for being anything less than that. You can’t do that to a child and expect them to be well-adjusted adults.”


  “That explains a lot,” said Shelby dryly. “Even her insistence on dating Beau.”


  “That was after I left, dear, so I can’t give you any insight into that.” Anne paused before adding, “You could ask him yourself and find out what really happened. Right now, you’re only operating on half the information.”


  Shelby leaned her head against the wall. She was right. Of course she was. “I’ll try but no promises. It’s not like he really invites deep conversations about his personal life.”


  Anne made a non-committal sound in her throat. “Do you want him to?”


  The question hit Shelby right over the head. Did she? And she found that the answer deep inside was a resounding yes.


  “I do. I really do,” she answered, voice filled with wonder. Then she came crashing down to earth. “But I’m not sure how to do that. He’s so… so serious all the time.”


  “Maybe all you have to do is show him that it’s okay to have fun.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Well dear, they’ve brought in the wheelchair so that must mean they’re here to take me either to therapy or dinner.”


  “I’m betting it’s dinner considering the time.”


  “I wouldn’t take that bet.” Anne chuckled on the other end of the line. “Talk to you soon.”


  Shelby said her goodbye and hung up. She contemplated what to do next. Maybe pull some of the ornaments and decorations from the loft down into the living room. That way she and Beau could get started right away on Saturday, which sent off a barrage of flutters in her stomach. She just needed to trust him. After all, he had earned her trust.


  She got up to stretch when the phone buzzed, and a message popped up on the screen. Ya Ya had gotten back to her. Shelby read it aloud, trying to make sense of the text speak Ya Ya used liberally.


  Love it as is. Let me sell it. Come visit soon, darling.


  She blushed with excitement. Maybe it really was just anxiety keeping her from showing her work to people. Ya Ya was what clinched it. If the gallery owner liked her portfolio, she would definitely talk to Ya Ya about a showing in the Bay area. But for now, she’d stay and work for Beau.


  She swallowed hard. Having a show meant leaving Bristlecone and Anne. More, it meant leaving Beau behind. Her heart ached at the thought. She clutched her phone to her chest. That was the real reason, wasn’t it? She didn’t want to leave because this was where Beau was. She stared at the phone, formulating a response in her head.


  Thanks much. Feedback helpful. Maybe visit soon.


  She swallowed hard, sent a small prayer heavenward, and hit the send button.


  A message immediately came back from Ya Ya. Anytime darling. Call me when ready.


  A wide grin spread across Shelby’s face. She squealed and tore around the cottage, laughing at the top of her lungs. Seconds later she threw herself on to the sofa and squeezed the pillow to her chest. Life just didn’t get any better than this.
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  Shelby stood at the edge of the property, where the gravel from the drive met the wild tangle of grass and weeds that led into the forest surrounding the cottage. She held an ax in her hand, purchased at the hardware store in town. The manager had shown her how to hold it properly and gave her a typed-up list of what to do if she accidentally hit herself with the blade.


  She figured it couldn’t be as hard to cut down a pine tree as he made it out to be. She turned to the experts on YouTube. There’d been hundreds of videos full of advice, some of it dubious, but some of it looked like it was real. She’d spent a good fifteen minutes watching how to swing the stupid thing and finally had gotten the gist of it.


  Now all she had to do was go get one.


  And that was the sticking point. To get a tree, she would have to go into the forest voluntarily. Every time she’d tried to do that in the past, it was like the darkness beneath the pine boughs was a force field that she couldn’t get through. Those dark shadows could hold anything. Monsters. Murderers. Squirrels. It was a dangerous world, and she didn’t want to go.


  But if she didn’t, there wouldn’t be a tree to decorate. Anne had specifically said she wanted a tree this year. Of course, she said she wanted a plastic one from the big chain store in Bishop. Shelby wasn’t having any of that. It was a real one or none at all. She checked the clock on her phone. Beau would arrive soon, and she needed to put the cookies in the oven.


  Shelby took a deep breath and exhaled, trying to calm her heart rate down. “I can do this.” Positive affirmations, according to Pinterest, were helpful. She repeated it a few times, but all she felt was stupid for saying them out loud. She closed her eyes. How much did she want a decorated tree? Shelby gripped the handle of the ax tighter. She wanted it a lot.


  The first, forced, step was agony. Her pulse jumped and began to do a fandango in her chest. Sweat poured down her forehead like she was running a marathon. “I can do this. I’m not afraid of a forest.” She shook the ax at the forest. “Do you hear me? I’m not afraid of you, squirrels!’ She stopped a moment to listen. Nothing stirred. Maybe the squirrels were hibernating. That made the next step a bit easier to take.


  Finally, she stood toe to root with the closest, towering pine tree. The gloom beneath the boughs hid how far back the forest went. She gulped back the nausea that rose suddenly. “I can do this. I can do this.” She lifted her foot to step into the forest. She got about two feet in before the world began to crash in on her. Her chest tightened, and she couldn’t breathe. The ax dropped to her feet as she clutched at her throat before stumbling out into the sunlit driveway. Shelby knelt in the gravel, tears streaming down her cheeks.
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  By the end of the week, Beau was ready for it be over. If it wasn’t the bull getting out of his pen, it was the heating unit in the greenhouse breaking down. They’d spent an entire freezing night in there trying to save the plants from frost damage. He and the crew had definitely earned their time off.


  He picked some flowers from the small garden Elizabeth kept tucked into the corner of the greenhouse. He figured she owed him. They smelled good even if he had no idea what they were. He shifted the flowers and the Art’s on Main bag to his other hand and knocked on Shelby’s front door.


  When Shelby didn’t answer the door, he went around the side to look in her kitchen window and found her kneeling in the gravel. He dropped the flowers and bag and ran to her side. “Shelby are you okay?” He fell to his knees beside her, ignoring the gravel digging into his skin, and pulled her head up. Tears shimmered on her eyelashes.


  “I’m okay.” Shelby sniffled, her eyes shining. “I just couldn’t go into the trees.” She hid her face in her hands as he pulled her into his chest. He could feel her shaking. “I didn’t know that you were so scared of the trees.”


  “That’s the thing.” Shelby tilted her head back so he could look down into her eyes. “I’m not.” A tear slid down her cheek. “It’s the shadows and the closeness and the…”


  Beau hadn’t seen a bear or cougar near town in a while, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. If one had shown up, he’d have to let the forest service know before someone got hurt.


  “And then what, Shelby? Did you see something in there that scared you?”


  She hid her face against his chest and mumbled something into his shirt.


  “What was that again?” He hated to push her, but he couldn’t keep her safe if he didn’t know what he was looking for.


  She turned her head to the side and laid it against his shoulder. “Squirrels.”


  Beau tried not to laugh. He really did. But he could no more stop the booming laugh that welled out of him than he could stop a tsunami. It just rolled over him.


  “It’s not funny.” Shelby poked him in the shoulder. “Squirrels are vicious rodents. They can throw stuff at you with the precision of a kid with a slingshot. And they attack the face with their teeth.” She shuddered. “It’s awful.”


  Beau’s laughter had subsided, but he chuckled a few more times. “I’m sorry.” He gave her a quick hug and pulled her to her feet. “I don’t think there are any squirrels in the forest here. But I will take that chance and go cut you down a tree.” He squeezed her upper arms and bent down to look into her eyes. “Is that okay with you?”


  She nodded and wiped the tears off her face with the edge of her sleeve. “I dropped the ax there,” she pointed at a huge pine tree sitting up against the property line.


  “Do you care what kind of pine I bring back?”


  “Not really.” She pushed her hands into the opposite sleeves and avoided looking at him. “Just needs to be less than eight feet tall. Otherwise, it won’t fit.”


  “I’ll just top it, if it is. Why don’t you go back inside, and I’ll bring the tree around when I’m done. We can start all over again. Okay?”


  She nodded shyly, twisting her hair around one finger. He could swear it was different today, but he didn’t know what had changed. “I’ll be back in a bit.” He strode into the forest and found the ax right where she said it was. It didn’t take much time to find the perfect tree, chop it down, and drag it back.


  He opened the front door. “I’m coming in with the tree. Where do you want it?”


  The walls muffled Shelby’s voice, but it sounded like she wanted it in the living room.


  “Okay, I can do that.” Beau found the stand and with some quiet prayers for patience managed to manhandle it into the stand. He took a step back. It looked okay to him. “I’ll be right back, Shelby.”


  Her response was still muffled but definitely an okay. He hurried out the door, closing it gently behind him, and followed the same path he’d taken earlier. There, on the gravel, lay the flowers and the bag, all of them a bit worse for wear. He frowned as he picked them up and tried to straighten the stems. The bag was a mess but, when he peeked inside, found everything in one piece. He sighed with relief and strode back to the front door.


  “Let’s try this again.” Beau knocked on front door and waited for Shelby to answer it. The door creaked open, Shelby standing just beside it. She’d put up her hair and, although her nose was still a bit rosy, her face was scrubbed of the tears. He stared at her hair, pulled up and knotted on the top of her head, some of it falling around her face, framing it.


  “Did you do something different with your hair?” It looked fuller and purpler, if that was even possible.


  “Like it?” She touched a tendril with a delicate fingertip. “I got it cut earlier today.” She moved to the side. “Come on in.”


  He thrust the flowers at her. “These are for you.”


  One of the flower heads fell off as she reflexively took them from him. There were still enough flowers to overflow her arms, though. Maybe I overdid it with the flowers.


  Shelby buried her nose in the bouquet and immediately sneezed. She giggled, in a stuffy sort of way. “They’re beautiful. Thank you.” She turned on her heel and headed toward the kitchen. “Come on back. I’ll put these in water while you make the coffee.”


  “Slave driver,” said Beau, following on her heels. He heard her chuckle and grinned to himself. She stood on tiptoes to grab a large mason jar from a high shelf. Beau grabbed the jar for her before she could tip it over. They were mere inches apart, and the scent of jasmine clung to Shelby’s hair, intoxicating Beau’s senses.


  “Thanks.” Shelby clutched it to her chest. He placed a hand on the counter beside her and leaned forward. She began to close her eyes. A shrill bell went off in the kitchen. Shelby’s eyes flew open, and she pushed past him to the stove. “Sorry. The cookies are gonna burn.”


  She yanked the oven door open and withdrew a cookie sheet laden with cookies, perfectly browned and crisp around the edges.


  Beau struggled between being annoyed that he hadn’t got to kiss her and delighted that she made him cookies. He sniffed the air. “Are those oatmeal raisin?”


  “Yes,” she said sliding one cookie after another onto a spatula from the cookie sheet and off onto a baking rack. He immediately forgave her. Anyone who baked oatmeal cookies was a treasure.


  “You do like those, right?” She stopped in mid-slide. “If you don’t, I might have some Oreos stashed away.”


  “Oatmeal raisin is my favorite.” He snagged one from the baking rack and bounced it from hand to hand. “Why do you have a stash of Oreos?’


  Shelby slid the last one onto the baking rack and removed the oven mitt she’d been wearing. “Well,” she picked up a cookie and blew on it, “turns out Anne has quite the sweet tooth.” She bit into the cookie and made a happy sound as she chewed.


  He hid his grin by eating his own cookie. When he was done, he put the water on to make the coffee. “Oh, I forgot.” He handed her the Art’s on Main bag. “This is for you. I hope you like it. And, um, ignore the dirt.”


  Shelby wiped her hands on a kitchen towel then took the bag from him. “You didn’t have to do this.” She opened the bag and then slammed it shut again. Her eyes were wide. “Shut up. You didn’t.” She opened the bag again and upended it on the counter.


  Despite what she’d just said, he assumed she was happy from all the noises she was making. He barely caught her as she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tight. He caught himself, though, and leaned his hip against the counter before putting his arms around her shoulders and returning the hug. It felt like an eternity and ended too soon when Shelby pulled away. Her cheeks blazed as she turned from him.


  “Everything okay?” Did he hug her too hard? Maybe he shouldn’t have hugged her at all. It was hard to tell with women in general but her specifically. “Did I do something wrong?”


  Shelby’s laugh had a wet edge to it. “No, you didn’t do anything wrong. I just wasn’t expecting that.” She pointed to the paint tubes. “You realize that they’re top of the line? It’s more than I can afford, so I stay away from there. Otherwise, it’d either bankrupt me or send me tail-spinning into depression.” She picked them up and put them back in the bag. “And now I’m babbling. First the thing with the tree and now this. You must think I’m nuts.”


  Her forlorn expression tugged at his heart, and he wanted to hug her to him again. “I always thought you were nuts, Shelby.”


  That startled a laugh out of her. “Thanks. I think.” She looked down at the bag to close it and pulled out the gift certificate instead. “What’s this?” Her gaze flew to his, and she shook her head. “Oh my, Beau. This is too much, really.” She handed it to him. “You already pay me a salary and gave me flowers and a present. I can’t accept this, too.”


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter 10]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  He stuck his hands in his jean pockets so she couldn’t shove it into his hand. “Too bad. It’s a gift, and you can’t give a gift back.”


  She put her hands on her hips, gift certificate curled in one hand. “You’re not going to budge on this are you?”


  She looked so flustered, her cheeks were rosy from the hot oven, and her purple pansy hair curled around her face. He couldn’t help but grin at her and give her a slow shake of the head. “Nope. You’re stuck with it.” He nodded at her hand.


  “Fine.” She put it in the bag, but he could see the smile she tried to hide from him. “I’ll just put these in the studio. Be right back.”


  He leaned against the counter to let her pass, the smell of her hair floating behind her. He tried to gain control of himself and partially succeeded. You’re not a teenager, so stop acting like one. He rubbed a hand across his face and turned to the coffee pot to keep himself busy. The coffee was finally ready when she came back.


  “Ready to start the decorating?” He handed her the cup he’d poured for her. “Just tell me where the stuff is in the loft, and I’ll pull it down for you.”


  She sipped the coffee and looked toward the ceiling. “As I recall the ornaments and other tree decorations are in the front on the left. What I don’t remember is if they’re labeled.”


  He scratched his chin and squinted at the ceiling. “I’ll go take a look. Is there a light up there, or do I need a flashlight?”


  Shelby rummaged through a drawer and pulled out a flashlight that could have doubled as a nightstick. “It’s the only one with working batteries at the moment.” She handed it to him. “Be careful on the stairs.”


  He accepted the flashlight and took one last swig of coffee before heading into the loft. It didn’t take too long to find all the decorations and pack them down the stairs. “Where do you want this one?” He held up the last box for her inspection. Shelby stood on tiptoe and lifted the flaps to look inside.


  “This looks like old tinsel. Huh.” She looked around the living room, hands on hips. “Go ahead and put it next to the sofa.”


  There were four boxes stacked in the living room and another two in the kitchen. It felt like more when he was bringing them down. “Where do you want me to start?”


  “Well,” she put her hands on her hips and twisted around to see all the boxes. “How about we start with the lights. That’s always a good base for any Christmas decorating.”


  “Lights it is.” He picked up the box, set it on the coffee table, and opened it up. Inside were boxes of lights, all wrapped carefully around cardboard sleeves. “Wow. I think someone had OCD to put these back like this.”


  “Mmm, probably.” She pulled a few out and began to unwind a string from the sleeve. “We’ll need to check these.” He groaned but did as she asked. He hated testing lights and then having to find the one tiny bulb that was broken that kept the whole thing from working. Maybe he could find some modern LED lights for her next year.


  Of course, that meant she’d be around next year at this time. He turned that idea over in his mind. Did he want her to be around? His heart said yes. He took a quick look at Shelby and saw the serious expression on her heart-shaped face as she untangled a string of lights. If he wanted her to stay, he was going to have to be honest with her.


  “Can I ask you something?” Shelby looked up from what she was doing. He nodded slowly. She held out the string of lights. “Can you get this knot out? I’m having a hard time with it.”


  Relief swamped him. “Sure,” he held out a hand for it. “I’d be happy to.” He took the proffered light string and began to unravel it.


  After a few minutes of troubleshooting and at least one minor electric shock, he had the string working again. “There. Put that on the tree before it tangles itself up again.”


  Shelby scurried to the tree, lights in hand, and began to drape it around the pine boughs. “One down and about a million more to go.”


  Beau chuckled. “I don’t think we have that many.” He handed her another box and set to work again on the one in his lap. “I need to tell you something.”


  “Ok,” said Shelby not looking up from the lights before her.


  “You’ve been amazingly honest with me.” Beau fiddled with the light, using a volt meter to test one bulb before moving onto the next. “And I haven’t been with you.”


  Her head came up, eyes dark and liquid. “No? Are you hiding a deep dark secret?” Before he could say anything, she held up a hand. “No, don’t say anything. I’ll need fortification for this.” She tossed the light string aside and scrambled to the kitchen. A few minutes later she came back with two cups of coffee and a plate of cookies balanced on a vintage silver serving tray.


  “That looks too good to eat,” said Beau, as he picked up a cup of coffee and took a sip.


  “But not too-too good,” replied Shelby. She nibbled the edge of a cookie. “So, what is that you wanted to tell me?”


  Beau cleared his throat. “Well. Like I said, I’ve not been as honest with you as you’ve been with me. And I don’t want that standing between us.” She leaned back against the sofa and nodded to him. “I did date Lena.” Shelby’s eyes brightened. “Hold on. I’ve yet to tell you why, though.”


  He set the lights down on the ground to straighten them out. “Have you ever read a story where the guy falls in love with the less popular or ugly girl over the objection of the pretty girl?”


  “Sounds like every teen film from the 90s.”


  “Yeah, although I’m kind of surprised you know that.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, making her giggle. “So, you’d think that this story is a lot like that. Unfortunately, just because someone is ugly or homely on the outside, it doesn’t mean they’re beautiful on the inside.” He rubbed the side of his nose. “Lena wasn’t ugly, but she wasn’t the prettiest girl at school either. What she did have was a tough home life. Parents weren’t abusive, but they were harsh. Understand the difference?”


  Shelby nodded. “I think so.” She picked up another cookie and took a small bite from it. “They didn’t hit her or anything?”


  “No, and it might have been easier if they had, odd as that may sound. Instead, they expected the best from her. Grades, choir, soccer. Whatever they thought would make her a better person, or more rounded person,” he air-quoted, “that’s what they would have her do. And what’s worse is that she just accepted it. It was normal for her. There was no joy in that household. Everything was a competition with only one outcome.”


  “So why date her to begin with, if you knew that?”


  “You know that whole ‘be a better person’ thing her parents focused on?” Shelby slowly nodded as Beau tapped the table with his finger. “That applied to everything. Including dating. At first, it was flattering. Lena lavished attention on me. She was popular enough to make it go to my head. But I found out the hard way that, for her, it was a game. She did it to win, and when she did, she moved on.”


  Shelby chewed her cookie and swallowed. “So, she won you and then dumped you?”


  “No, she wanted to marry me and take the ranch. At least my step-mom and dad found out what was going on before it was too late.” He leaned forward and snagged a cookie from the tray. “I was furious and more than a little hurt when I found out. I confronted her about it and, you know the worst part?”


  Shelby’s eyes had grown large. “There’s a worst part?”


  Beau gave her a short nod. “Oh, yes. The worst part was that I thought she cared for me. I was willing to lay down my life for her, marry her, have kids with her. The whole nine yards.” He crumbled the edge of the cookie and wiped the crumbs off on to the platter.


  “What happened then? I mean, you obviously didn’t marry her.” Shelby’s hand flew to her throat. “You didn’t, right?”


  Beau chuckled at the horror on her face. “No, I didn’t. We had it out well before that happened. She admitted that’s what she was doing. At least she was finally honest about it. I think it was a relief to her as well.” He held his hands up in mock surrender. “I broke it off, and the moment I turned eighteen, I joined the Marines.” He set the cookie down on the coffee table that lay between them. “I didn’t come home for nearly twenty years. Never married, either.”


  Her eyes never wandered from his face, and he could tell her mind was spinning.


  “So, what changed?” asked Shelby finally.


  Beau tilted his head to the side. “I don’t understand. What do you mean ‘what changed’?”


  “She obviously hurt you deeply, but I can tell you trust people. Someone who hasn’t forgiven can’t do that.”


  “True,” said Beau nodding, wondering if she had experience with what she was talking about. “Christ was the difference. Without Him, I would be a miserable old man. But He changed my life, and I’m forever grateful for it.” He popped a piece of the cookie in his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “Still a horrible sinner, of course. But at least I’m aware of it and doing my best to not be that person anymore.”


  She leaned forward, chin resting on one palm, elbow on her knee. “You’re not, you know.”


  “What? A sinner?”


  “Old.” She grinned at him, and he felt heat spread across his neck. Good grief, was he actually blushing? He’d not done that in years.


  “Here, take this and put it on the tree, whippersnapper.” He held up the string of lights. She pushed herself off the floor and took them from him.


  “Ha, ha. Whippersnapper, huh?”


  “It’s what us senior citizens all say.” Though he focused on the next string of lights, Beau couldn’t help but grin.


  “I’ve known my fair share of senior citizens, Beau, and you’re nothing like them.”


  “Yeah?” He glanced up at Shelby who was standing over him, hand held out.


  “Yeah. Come on, I need your help putting the star on the top.” He grabbed her hand and let her try to tug him up. “Whoa! What do they feed you on that ranch of yours?”


  “Beef mostly.”


  “Funny.” Shelby grabbed his hand with both of hers and really pulled. He finally had pity on her and used the coffee table to leverage himself up not his feet.


  “Where’s the tree topper?”


  She handed him a star made of porcelain and delicate scrollwork. “This is beautiful.” He turned it over in his hands. “I really hope I don’t drop this.”


  “Me, too.” She pointed to the top of the tree. “Put it just there, okay?”


  He nestled the tree topper onto the highest branch he could reach. “How’s that?”


  “I like it.” She hugged herself and gave him a great big smile. “Let’s get the ornaments on.”


  “Sure.” They dug into the boxes, pulling out ornaments collected across several generations of Anne’s family. By the time they were done decorating not only the tree but the whole house, Shelby melted into the couch and refused to move.


  “I think we did a great job.” She hid a yawn behind her hand. “Can’t remember when I’ve been this tired.”


  He grabbed his coat from the hook next to the door. He knew a cue to leave when he heard one. “Well thanks for the great evening, Shelby. Get some rest, and I’ll see you on Monday, bright and early.”


  “Thanks, Beau. I had a great time.” She took a small step forward and biting her lip put her arms around his shoulders and hugged him. He could get used to this. She pulled back and gave him a shy smile. “Until Monday.”


  He walked out of the cottage feeling like he was ten feet tall and could take on the world. He couldn’t wait for Monday to roll around.
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  The following Monday was hectic as they usually were on the Ranch. With most of the basic remodeling and renovation done, Shelby’s focus for the next few weeks was on the Christmas pageant. She’d already pored over old family albums, interviewed the ranch hands who’d attended them, and asked Anne question after question. She didn’t want to recreate them but wanted to bring that tradition into something new going forward. Despite her misgivings when she first began, Shelby found herself having a lot of fun.


  The notebook in front of her contained all her notes and ideas about the party. The next item on the list was music. She rested her chin on her palm, elbow on the desk. Where in the world was she going to get music this late in the season? The first two people she’d called were booked all the way through the new year. It was time to think outside the box. The problem was she didn’t know anything about music boxes.


  She groaned and let her forehead fall onto the kitchen table with a thud. Even her thoughts were getting punny. She needed a change of scenery. Her stomach growled. Make that a change of scenery and something to eat.


  “Hey, everything okay in here?” Beau stuck his head into the kitchen. “Or do we need to call in reinforcements?”


  She raised her hand and waggled it a bit. “It’s tolerable.” She raised her head and rested her chin on her forearm, which rested along the table top. “Just coming to the conclusion that music isn’t my forte.”


  “I’m sure you’ll come up with something.” He gave her a smile that curled her toes. “I’ve got some chores to do today and won’t be back until after sunset. You going to be okay here by yourself?”


  “Of course,” said Shelby, closing the journal shut. “And you’re right. I’ll figure it out.”


  “Okay, I’ll see you later then?”


  “Dinner is at six, my place. I’m trying a new recipe tonight.”


  “It’s not tofu, is it?” Beau’s hesitant tone made her reconsider her dinner plans.


  “If I say no but I use tofu, is that lying?” She held her hands up and moved them up and down like a scale. “Technically?”


  “Yes, Shelby,” he said dryly. “It’s lying. No technicality about it.”


  “Fine then. I won’t say no.” She grinned at him, and he groaned. “You’ll like it. I promise.” She moved toward him and, much to her delight, he pulled her into his arms and hugged her. “Be safe.”


  “Of course.” He pulled himself from her embrace and winked at her before strolling through the house. His merry whistling faded away as he moved out to the yard. She was thrilled he hugged her, but now her arms felt empty. That would be the downside of having a relationship. She grinned. She was in a relationship! She couldn’t wait to tell Anne.


  Her phone buzzed, and the name that scrolled across the top was Ed’s Garage. She tapped the green icon to accept the call. “Hey Ed, this is Shelby. Is my car ready yet or not?”


  “Uh, this is Pedro, Miss Shelby,” said the voice on the other end of the line. “Mr. Ed say your car ready to go. He should be there any minute with it.”


  A honk from outside had Shelby jogging out the front door and onto the porch. Ed was sitting in the driver seat of her beat-up car and waved wildly at the sight of her.


  “Yeah, I see him. Thanks, Pedro.”


  She waved and went back inside to grab her things. When she came out again, Ed had moved from the driver’s seat to the passenger’s. She opened the door with ease. “Well, that’s new.”


  “What’s that, lass?” Ed’s head swayed back and forth to the brat-a-tat-tat of Little Drummer Boy coming from her speakers.


  “Wow. What else did you fix?”


  “Why are you air-quoting at me?” He narrowed his eyes at her. “I just fixed the things that needed fixing.”


  “Right. So, you fixed the door, so it actually opens and the radio, so it picks up a new station.”


  “No, I dinna fix the radio.” He tapped the radio. “I replaced it altogether.”


  “Ed!” Embarrassment tingled along her skin. “You can’t do that. I don’t even know how much it cost.”


  “Don’t worry about it, darlin’. I even got the engine working.” He nodded toward the front of the car. “Give ‘er a whirl.”


  Shelby pressed her lips into a single line and did as she was told. The engine purred like a loud and obnoxious kitten. She gaped at Ed. “It actually sounds like a real engine and not a revved-up sewing machine.” She listened again and then narrowed her eyes. “Wait a minute. You didn’t replace the motor, did you?”


  Ed fidgeted in his seat. “Not precisely, no. Here, just give the old girl a try.” He folded his hands in his lap and looked at her, eyes shining.


  She groaned and put it in drive. If she wasn’t so mad at Ed for overstepping his boundaries, she would have wept with joy. The car not just worked. It was an actual pleasure to drive. By the time she pulled into the garage’s driveway, she was smiling.


  “See? I knew you couldn’t be mad at me for long.” Ed unbuckled his seat belt and swung the door open. It too moved like it was on greased hinges. For all she knew, it was. He was about to close the door when Shelby thought of something.


  “Hey Ed?”


  He bent down to look back in the car. “Yes, lass?”


  “First, thank you for all the hard work you put into my car. I do appreciate your thoughtfulness.”


  His face turned ruddy, and his smile about cracked his face in two. “You’re welcome. It was a pleasure.”


  “Right. So, tell me,” she looked over the peeling paint on the hood. “Why not just give it a paint job, too?”


  His face turned serious. “I thought about it but it would’ve been another few weeks, and I don’t know when the weather will turn bad. It was better to get it to you than not.” He thumped the top of the car causing her to jump. “But I’ll do it if you want! Just bring it in.”


  Shelby hung her head. There was no joking with him. “It’s fine, Ed, really. It’ll be like camouflage. That way thieves won’t steal it because it’ll look like a broken-down car.”


  “That’s what I was thinking the whole time.” He winked at her one last time and then shut the door with a gentle push. “Just make sure you drop that painting off next time you’re down this way.”


  Now all she had to do was to equate a painting to the total work Ed had done on the car. She rubbed her forehead. He wasn’t making this easy.


  She pulled out of the driveway and—on a whim—decided to stop by the gallery on Main Street. Surely, Miss d’Neal had reviewed her portfolio by now. Excitement built in her stomach. If she reviewed it favorably, it would help her considerably. Shelby parked the car across the street from the gallery and couldn’t quite get her hands to unclench from the steering wheel.


  “Come on Shelby you can do this. Beau liked your painting. Ya Ya loves your paintings. You need to go get an unbiased opinion of your work.” She took a deep breath and yanked her hands from the steering wheel. Crowing triumphantly, she grabbed her purse and hurried over to the double glass doors that led into the showroom.


  She swung one door open, and as she stepped into the cool room, the gentle chatter of women’s voices ceased. She searched for the source of the voices and found them at the back, next to the very small checkout stand. Dana Pavey, clutching a bag that’d seen better days, whipped her head and followed Verity’s sour gaze to Shelby.


  “Excuse me, dear,” said Verity. She bent over, so she was out of Shelby’s sight just for a second and popped back up with a black portfolio in her hand. “It’ll just be a minute.”


  Dana didn’t say anything, just nodded. She turned her nose up at Shelby before marching over to inspect a painting on the furthest wall from Shelby.


  Verity strode toward Shelby and upon reaching her, gently took her elbow and forced her to move back toward the front door.


  “Did you look over my portfolio?” The excitement she felt had drained away and left only the rampaging butterflies that bombarded her stomach.


  The gallery owner looked down her long, thin nose and nodded curtly. “I did, young lady. And I have to say I’m very disappointed. How could you do this to poor Dana? The girl’s been through so much already and now you.” The tirade ended with a glare. “And to think I nearly offered you a spot in my gallery.” She sniffed at Shelby. “Get out. And don’t darken my doorstep ever again.”


  Shelby’s mind raced, but she couldn’t think of anything that would’ve caused such a reaction. “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Of course, you don’t,” said Verity, her acerbic tone cutting into Shelby. “Well, let me show you.” She grabbed Shelby’s elbow and yanked her so hard that Shelby tripped trying to keep up with her. They turned the corner, and Shelby froze. In front of her hung one of her paintings. One that she’d left at the motel. The ice that froze her began to heat and become a raging inferno.


  “That’s my painting,” she hissed. “I didn’t give anyone permission to place it in your gallery.”


  “I beg your pardon.” Verity drew herself to her full height. “It most certainly is not. This painting,” she pointed a bony finger at a canvas Shelby had poured herself into and was a piece of her soul, “is full of passion balanced by a delicate touch with the brush. There’s no way you could have produced such a masterpiece.” She folded her arms over her washboard chest. “You haven’t the talent. And I’ve known Dana Pavey all her life. It’s something I’d expect from her.”


  Shelby shook so hard that her teeth rattled against each other. “Really?” she said through clenched teeth. “Why don’t we ask Dana what that means.” She pointed to the small kanji character, a small Japanese character that meant Shelby, under the unidentifiable signature. She should have taken the stupid paintings with her that day, or put them all in the car before she’d left. She knew that Dana had been jealous, but this went way beyond that. Dana was stealing from her now.


  “What character?” Verity narrowed her eyes and bent over to examine the painting more closely. “Is that kanji?”


  “Oh yes.” Shelby’s jaw ached from clenching it so tightly. “Ask Dana what it means—without looking it up on the internet.”


  Verity’s eyes snapped to Shelby’s. “I’ll do no such thing. You’re obviously lying for reasons only known to yourself. I’ll ask you to leave my gallery one last time before I call the police.”


  “Fine. But she,” Shelby stabbed a finger in Dana’s direction, “is a bald-faced liar.” She leaned around Verity and shouted, “And you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.” Shelby turned on her heel and stormed out of the gallery.
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  “Well, this is a nice change from Shelby’s car.” Anne patted the armrest. “Come to think of it, anything is better than Shelby’s car.”


  “Not sure how I should take that.” Beau snorted with laughter. He looked in his rearview mirror at the receding view of the convalescent home. “Are you sure you didn’t want to wait for Peter?”


  Anne waved a hand and let it fall into her lap. “He’ll be fine. After all, if he wants to see if I’m okay, he knows where I live.”


  Beau suppressed a smile. Anne had no problem speaking her mind when she felt the world needed to hear what she had to say. Which was a lot. He wasn’t quite sure, but it seemed like the nurses were overly relieved to see her go home. Maybe he should talk to Shelby and send them flowers.


  “What are you smiling about over there, young man?” Anne folded her hands in her lap. She was the perfect picture of primness. “You look like the cat who got into the cream.”


  “Just thinking about Shelby.” Once the words were out, he realized how they must have sounded. Anne had raised her eyebrow and studied him. He felt a flush creep across the back of his neck. “Sorry, that’s not what I meant.”


  “Mmm. You’ve been spending quite a bit of time with her.” It was a statement rather than a question, so he didn’t answer, but he did nod. He wouldn’t lie about it. “Good. She needs to get out more.”


  Now he did chuckle. “She’s a real homebody, isn’t she?”


  “I’d say more of an introvert. She likes going out if it’s on her terms and doesn’t involve hordes of people.”


  Beau nodded. That’s the conclusion he’d come to as well. “Shelby told me some of how you two met.”


  “She did, did she?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Beau felt the full weight of Anne’s stare. It was disconcerting, to say the least. Eventually, he felt it shift away from him, and he let out a pent-up breath.


  She was staring out the car door window, watching the scenery whiz by as they made their way back into the higher elevations of the Sierras. “I’ve known Shelby, oh let’s see… how long?” She was silent for a moment, thinking about it. “She’s twenty-five now, so about ten years.” She shook her head. “Seems just like yesterday that I found her rummaging through the kitchen garbage.”


  “What?” Beau blinked a few times. “Did you just say she went through the kitchen garbage?”


  “Yes, dear, I did. You must understand that she didn’t realize she was digging through the garbage of a mission kitchen.” Her hands were clenched together now, rather than laying primly on her lap. “I’m sure she would have come in otherwise. As it was, she was poor and hungry and didn’t care at that point.” She smiled, the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes multiplying. “Neither Thomas nor I knew a thing about teenagers. Only that God had put one in our lives to care for like our own. She was a tough nut, but I tell you what.” Anne tapped her finger on the dashboard with authority. “Once you’ve got her love, there’s no better friend.”


  “Or daughter?” The shock he felt had abated somewhat. Shelby hadn’t said anything about how she had met Anne. Just that she had.


  “Or daughter,” agreed Anne. “We tried to adopt her, but by the time we got through the court system and found her closest living relative, she’d turned eighteen and was considered an adult anyway.” She shrugged. “She wanted to take our last name but couldn’t get the permission from her family. What remained of it anyway.”


  “What happened to her family?”


  “It broke from drug use, an early death, neglect.” When he glanced over and saw her shoulders had rounded and her head drooped. “Unfortunately, she wasn’t the first one like that to cross the threshold of our outreach kitchen.”


  She held up a finger. “But she’s the only one that tried. And she did try so hard that first year, unlearning all the bad habits she’d picked up.” She ran a finger under her eye and sniffled once. “You see, she wanted to change. Saw the good around her. The world hadn’t beat it out of her by that point.”


  She took a deep breath and let it out. “She came to love us and eventually the Lord. We were so thankful when she accepted Christ.” She turned her head to him, love shining from her eyes. “She’s loyal to a fault, our Shelby.”


  Beau tightened his fingers on the steering wheel. Our Shelby. “I don’t know if I’ve earned that kind of trust and,” he stumbled over the word, “love. Not yet anyway.”


  Anne laughed, a soft, girlish trill. “Has she shown you her artwork?” The look she gave him made Beau think she already knew the answer. So, he nodded. She reached over and patted his arm. “Then you’ve got her trust, at least. The love part?” She raised an eyebrow in his direction. “That remains to be seen.” She folded her hands over her skirt-covered knee. “Do you want her love?” she asked softly—almost so soft he didn’t hear her over the rumble of the truck’s engine.


  He swallowed convulsively. Not necessarily the conversation he thought he’d be having with the woman Shelby considered her mother. “Well, that’s a good question. An interesting one, in fact.” He glanced over and saw the humor hovering around the edges of her eyes. “I get this feeling you already know the answer to the question you just asked.”


  She tilted her head to the side, just enough that her earring touched the collar of her crisp white shirt. “She needs to be loved by someone that is worthy of her. But someone who understands that it’s hard to accept a gift she doesn’t feel she’s earned.” Her forehead wrinkled with concern. “That’s why it took her so long to trust us and then trust the Lord. Can you imagine coming from a broken home and having to trust that Someone you can’t see, feel, or hear, and then accept that He loves you more than life itself and did, in fact, give up His life for yours?”


  “I guess I’ve never thought of it that way.” His respect for Shelby jumped greatly. “I don’t know if I could do that.”


  “You see, everything she does is brushed with love. From the baking, to making a home feel welcoming, to the artwork she creates when no one’s looking. She pours herself into it because she feels like she needs to pay for the things she freely receives from others.” Sadness passed over Anne’s face. “I hope you understand what I’m trying to tell you.”


  “I think so.” Beau tried to compare it with his experiences with Shelby. “But I’ll have to think on it some.”


  “You go right ahead, dear.” Anne settled back in the seat and closed her eyes. “I’m going to take a nap. Wake me up when we get there.”


  He murmured a “yes ma’am” and felt both guilty and relieved when he heard Anne’s first soft snore. He had a lot of thinking to do in the next two hours.


  
    
      [image: ***]

    

  


  Shelby stomped around the house, slamming drawers, and generally being in a horrific mood. After leaving the art gallery, she’d wanted to scream her frustration to the sky. She had tried to pray but couldn’t get the words out. Instead, she’d spent the better part of an hour on her knees in the living room, crying. Not the beautiful kind either.


  Oh no, she got the kind where snot ran down her face, her nose turned tomato red, and her eyes were puffy. She looked a mess and didn’t really care who saw her. Stan had tried to console her but had backed off when she snapped at him. It was like someone else had taken over her body and basically went berserk on the people around her.


  She’d been so upset that she hadn’t actually run the errands she set out to do earlier. The page of listed musicians lay open in front of Shelby, but all the names blurred together. There had to be a way to find a live band that was available and not expensive. She scrubbed her hands over her face and wished, not for the first time, that Beau was there to talk to.


  He wasn’t, but Stan was. She needed to apologize for her behavior. It wasn’t his fault she was having a rotten day. She closed the binder and, feeling a hundred years old, pulled on her coat. She hated apologies. Giving more than receiving them, anyway.


  Shelby stepped outside and followed the sounds of banging on metal and a few words that made her ears burn. The door to the barn was open, and she could see George and Stan staring at a tractor. She could also see someone’s boots peeking out from underneath. Since neither of the men acted concerned, she determined the man was supposed to be down there.


  She cleared her throat and only got George’s attention. His eyes widened, and he elbowed Stan, who just waved him off with annoyance. George leaned over and furiously whispered at Stan, who finally glanced over in her direction.


  He took one look at the tractor, kicked the boots peeking out from under it, and hurried toward her. “Miss Shelby, what are you doing here?” He didn’t touch her but blocked her view of the tractor, which was a feat in and of itself since they were the same height.


  “I wanted to apologize,” said Shelby, looking him straight in the eye, and clasped her hands to her chest. “I had no right to treat you the way I did, and I’m sorry for it. I’d like to ask your forgiveness.”


  Stan scratched his chin. “Well, I suppose so. I mean I’d done forgot it already.” He looked back over his shoulder and quickly turned around, eyes wide. “If that’s all, Miss Shelby, I need ta get back ta work.”


  Shelby squinted at Stan and then tried to look over his shoulder. He shifted to the left and blocked her view. She scowled at him. “What are you hiding, Stan? Is it going to get Beau in trouble?”


  “Now I doubt that very much,” said a voice from behind Stan. A tall man with gray hair came up behind Stan and clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, friend, but I think the jig is up.”


  Stan frowned at the other man, the ends of his mustache dipping perilously low. “I guess so. At least I get my bunkhouse back.”


  Shelby stared at the stranger and realized with a start that he looked just like Beau. She narrowed her eyes at him. “You wouldn’t happen to be related to Beau, by chance, would you?”


  His grin lit up his blue eyes. “I would, lovely lady.” He took her hand and bowed over it. Kissing it once, he enfolded her hand between his two larger ones. “I am Beau’s father, Oliver.” He gave her a wink. “You can call me Ollie, though, if you’d like.”


  Shelby tried very hard not to be charmed by him. She tugged her hand from his and gave him a smile she hoped was appropriately welcoming. “It’s nice to meet you. Please, won’t you come to the house? You can wait for Beau there.” She turned and began walking to the ranch house. His long legs kept up with her shorter ones with no issues. Something he also had in common with his son.


  “Now I thought I knew everyone on the ranch,” said Ollie, spreading his arms wide as he walked beside her. “But you’re new. Now, why is it, do you think, that my son didn’t tell me he’d gone and gotten hitched to the prettiest, pansy-haired girl I ever did lay eyes on?”


  Shelby came to a screeching halt. “Whoa there, Ollie.” She held a hand up to stop him, which he did coming within a hairsbreadth of her fingers. “We’re not married. Emphasis on the not. He’s hired me to help while Elizabeth is on her honeymoon. That’s it.”


  “Your lips are sayin’ one thing, darlin’, but your eyes are sayin’ somethin’ else.” Ollie winked at her, ratcheting her frustration level up a notch. Not that it needed help today. “If that’s what you kids are calling it these days.”


  “No, that’s not it. I mean, it’s still marriage, but it’s not something we’re doing together.” The corners of his eyes crinkled up. She threw her hands up in the air and muttered “Men!” before stomping her way back to the house to make lunch. Her world might be turned upside down, but she wasn’t going to let that keep her from being a decent hostess.


  Ollie sauntered in as she finished setting out the basic components of sandwiches. “Lunch is on you. And I don’t clean up.”


  “My wife never did, either.” Ollie perused the offerings and finally chose a thick slice of ham. “Said that’s what kids were for. Have to say this is a nice spread, Pansy.”


  “My name is Shelby,” she said through clenched teeth.


  “I heard you the first time.” Ollie didn’t look up as he laid the ham on a piece of white bread. “But Pansy suits you better.”


  Shelby bit her tongue to keep from saying something else that would come back to haunt her. “I’ll leave you to it then.” Shelby backed out of the room.


  She padded down the hall to the office, slipped inside, and shut the door with a soft thump. She leaned against the shut door and looked heavenward. “Beau takes after his mom, right?” She didn’t receive a reply but made a note of it to ask Beau about his mother when he got back.


  Shelby massaged her temples for a minute before sitting down. Beau had placed the small desk in the corner of his office for her use. She flipped the binder open to the party section. Since music was out of the question, the only thing left to work on was what to feed the crowd.


  There was a menu from a local caterer that Elizabeth hired before she left. Shelby started going through it, figuring out what wouldn’t break the bank. An hour later, a car door slammed and broke her concentration. Shelby stretched and realized that Ollie could be anywhere in the house. Eyes widening, Shelby rushed out the door to meet Beau on the front porch.


  “Shelby?” Beau’s excited voice echoed through the house. “I’m back. You’ll never guess what happened.” She found him in the foyer, putting his coat on a hook. He saw her and broke into a smile. “You’re prettier each time I see you.”


  Her heart stumbled in her chest. “Listen there’s something I have to tell you.”


  “In a minute.” Beau stepped forward and pulled her into a hug. His chin rested on the top of her head, and she smiled into his chest, glad he was home.


  “Well isn’t this a domestic scene?” Ollie smirked at them from the hallway.


  Beau let Shelby go and stepped in front of her. “What are you doing here, Dad? Last I heard, you were on an oil rig somewhere in the middle of the ocean.”


  Ollie shoved his hands into his pockets and gave them a one-shouldered shrug. “I was. Elizabeth called and said I needed to come home.” He raised his eyebrows in a mock surprise expression. “So, I did.”


  “And that’s it?” Beau’s shoulders tensed, and Shelby watched as he clenched his hands.


  “That’s it.” Ollie looked up at the ceiling. “My room still in one piece?”


  A slow nod formed as Beau added, “Elizabeth didn’t get to the second floor yet.”


  “Then I’ll bid you adieu for now.” He leaned to the side to look Shelby in the eye. “And good afternoon to you, Pansy.” He winked at her and turned back down the hallway.


  Shelby pressed her lips together until he was gone. The tension had not left Beau’s shoulders. When Ollie was completely out of sight, she touched Beau’s shoulder. He whipped around, thunderclouds forming in his eyes.


  “I know she invited him for Christmas, but I thought he’d show up on Christmas Eve and leave the day after Christmas.” Beau roughed up his newly cut hair. It didn’t quite have the same effect as it normally did. He stopped his pacing for a moment and turned all his attention on her. “Why didn’t you tell me he was here? Don’t you think I needed to know when my dad shows up?”
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  Shelby’s mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out.


  “You have to tell me these things, Shelby. How am I going to trust you with the big things if I can’t trust you in the small things, like sending me a text to inform me that my roughneck father wandered home?”


  Shelby felt her temperature rise and the anger she’d almost gotten under control surged full steam ahead. She took a step in his path, making him stop pacing, and poked him in the shoulder. “You know I would have had I not been dealing with problems of my own. You never once asked me about how my day was.” She threw her hands in the air. “Oh no, you just started making accusations.” She stepped into his personal space and glared up at him. “And you know what? I’ve just about had it to here,” she held her hand up higher than her head, “of being accused of things that I did not do.”


  She twirled on her heel and stomped back into the office. She tried to slam the door shut, but Beau was right behind her and caught it with one hand. He lowered his eyebrows at her.


  “What did you get accused of?”


  “Oh, now you want to know.” She balled her hands into fists and rested them on her hips. “Well, if you absolutely must know, I was accused of stealing my own artwork by Verity d’Neal.”


  “What?” Beau looked taken aback. “How is that even possible?”


  “Well, good ol’ Dana Pavey decided to pass off some of my paintings as her own. And now my artwork is hanging in Verity’s gallery with Dana’s name plastered all over it.” She glared at Beau. The anger she felt toward Verity, and the horrible situation found a new target. Beau. And Shelby couldn’t have stopped the avalanche of hurt even if she tried. “And then you walk in accusing me of forgetting a phone call. How dare you!”


  “Shelby, I’m sorry.” Beau ran a hand over his face. “It was just a surprise seeing Dad again. I’m sorry I took it out on you.”


  “Sorry? Sorry!” Her chest was heaving, and it hurt to breathe. “Do you even have an inkling of what it’s like to have to be told one minute how great you are and the next, have everything you are stomped on?”


  Beau’s face went blank. He’d been reaching for her, but his arms fell slack by his sides. “I think you know I do, Shelby.” His voice was no longer vibrant but monotone. Then he did something she never thought he’d do. He walked away from her without another word.


  All the anger and frustration drained from her in that moment. It was then she realized the gigantic error she’d made.


  “What have I done?” she whispered and balled her fist against her mouth to keep from crying out to him. She ran after him, but he wasn’t in the house. When she looked outside, his truck was no longer parked out front. She hung her head in shame.


  Not wanting to be in the big house with just Ollie for company, she packed up her things and headed back to the cottage. Inside ten minutes, Shelby pulled into the drive and had a moment of panic when she saw smoke coming out of the chimney. That changed when the door opened, and Anne stood awkwardly in the doorway. Relief spread through her and tears formed again in her eyes. She opened the door and tripped only once on her sprint to hug Anne.


  “Oh, dear,” said Anne, holding her close. “What’s wrong? I haven’t seen that many tears from you in a very long time.”


  Shelby sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “It’s a long story.” As Anne placed a hand along her cheek, Shelby closed her eyes. It was good to be home.


  “Come inside.” Anne brushed the tears away with a thumb. “Let’s have some tea, and you can tell me all about it.” She hopped awkwardly back but kept her balance.


  “You’re getting pretty good getting around with that cast.” Shelby past by Anne, who was using a cane to move her way slowly to the kitchen. “Tell me you got the cane with the sword in it.”


  Anne snorted. “No, they didn’t have one. So, I had to settle for this one instead.” She maneuvered herself to the kitchen table and plopped down onto the closest chair. She lifted her leg onto an empty chair and hissed a sigh of relief.


  Shelby poured hot water into two mugs and plopped tea bags into each. She sat one in front of Anne and took the other for herself to the far side of the table.


  “Tell me what happened, dear.” Anne peered over the top of the cup. “Don’t leave anything out.”


  So, that’s what Shelby did, including all the ugly details. She answered Anne’s questions as honestly as possible. By the time she was done explaining what happened, she was emotionally drained and had to prop her head up on one hand.


  Anne held the china cup in both hands, elbows resting on the table. Her eyes were closed and, every once in a while, her head would bob forward. Shelby reached over the table and pulled the cup from the precarious grip Anne had on it. Anne’s eyes snapped open as soon as the cup left her fingers.


  “What are you doing? That’s my cup.” She plucked it from Shelby’s grip and set it before her on the table. “I wasn’t finished drinking my tea.”


  “Sorry,” said Shelby, slumping back into her chair. “I thought you’d fallen asleep.”


  “I wasn’t asleep. I was praying for guidance in this situation.” She peered down into her cup. “Of course, I did that for so long my tea’s gone cold.”


  “Here, give that to me.” Shelby made another cup of tea and handed it to Anne. “I don’t know what to do, Anne. I’ve made such a muck of it.”


  “It’s certainly a doozy, I’ll give you that much.” Anne contemplated Shelby over the rim of the teacup. “First things first. Did you pray about all of it?”


  “Oh yes, did I ever.”


  “Good. You’re on the right track. Now, did you ask Beau to forgive you?”


  “No, not yet.”


  “Well start with that then,” quipped Anne, raising one elegant eyebrow. “And see what happens.”


  “Okay.” Shelby nodded. It was an easy first step. She could do this. “But I still have to figure out what to do about Dana. I can’t believe she did that to me.”


  “She did get you fired, dear.” Anne’s eyes crinkled at the corners although she wasn’t quite smiling. “The first thing you need to do is ask her for your paintings back. If she refuses? We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”


  Shelby soaked up Anne’s calm and let it focus her on the tasks before her. Having to apologize to Beau was going to be hard, but the alternative was something she did not want to contemplate. She felt something unwind inside her now that there was a plan and she even managed to smile at Anne. “I can do this.”


  “Yes, dear, you can.”
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  “I can’t do this.” Shelby stared at her reflection in the driver side vanity mirror. “I know I said I could yesterday. But I can’t. What if he refuses to talk to me?” She closed her eyes, and the worst-case scenario played through in her head. It made her want to crawl into a hole and never come back out. Her eyes popped open and, to her chagrin, her eyelashes were not only wet but had left a smudge beneath each eye.


  Shelby forced out a quick, disgusted snort. “Of course, my mascara smudged.” After adjusting her mascara—and vowing never to wear that particular brand again—she took a deep breath and headed into the ranch house. The halls echoed with her shouted “Good morning,” but a response never came.


  “And this is how my day is going to go.” She struggled out of her jacket and hung it on the only hook open on the coat rack then shoved her purse into the bottom drawer of her desk. “That’s okay though. I’ll just leave him a note or something.” It was the perfect solution, and Shelby congratulated herself on such clever thinking. She walked over to his desk, wrinkled her nose at the mess he’d left, and found a blank sticky note.


  Dear Beau, I’m sorry for yelling at you. Please forgive me. Shelby.


  The note only took seconds to write but figuring out where to leave it on his desk, so he actually saw it was an entirely different matter. In the end, she left it hanging on the bottom of the computer monitor. He’d see it there at some point in the day.


  She was tempted to clean his desk but controlled the urge. He had his own filing system, and she didn’t want to be the reason the managing of the ranch came to a grinding halt. She did grab all the dirty coffee cups, though, and take them to the kitchen for a good scrubbing.


  A quick glance at her task list sent her into the attic looking for Christmas decorations. Beau had shown her where everything was, but this was the first time she’d actually go through everything. And, as she suspected, the Wright family decorations were quite the treasure trove. She was filthy and in desperate need of a good cup of coffee when she opened the last box. In it were large photo albums rather than ornaments or other decorations. She pulled the flap back to double check that the label was correct. It said Christmas. These hadn’t been in the stack she’d already looked through.


  “Hmmm.” Her hand hovered over the album on top. “To look or not. That is the question.” Curiosity won the battle, and she pulled the heavy album out of the box and into her lap. On the first page was the date, making it the Christmas that Beau was five. She grinned at the thought of finding baby pictures of Beau.


  The first few pages were of various photos of a happy family. Someone—she guessed his mother—had helpfully labeled each photo with the names of those smiling at the camera.


  Shelby recognized a few of the faces without the labels. Stan, Ed, and Beau’s father all gazed out, caught in time. There was one of his mother, too. Agnes Wright. She wasn’t beautiful, not in the conventional sense, but had a great smile. Agnes’ acerbic comments made Shelby outright laugh.


  She flipped to the back of the album and found the family Christmas day photos. It jumped right off the page at her. There was little Beau playing with a train set. It was set up so that it ran around the room, through the legs of the coffee table and side table and stopped at various “stations” along the way. Shelby read the small note his mother had made at the bottom of the page.


  Beau loved this train so much that he had a temper tantrum when we packed it away. Only swearing an oath on the Bible that we would put it up again the next Christmas calmed him down.


  “Huh.” Shelby set the current book aside and pulled the next out. The album year was stamped on the front in gold leaf. She flipped it open to the end and, sure enough, there was a six-year-old Beau, a huge grin splitting his face, sitting with the train track laid along the floor. One after another, the photo albums had photos of Beau with his train. She cracked open the last photo album in the box, but it was devoid of any photos or notes.


  She closed her eyes. “Of course. This was the year that his mom died.” Sorrow for Beau and his family overwhelmed Shelby. She tapped her fingers on the cover. That silly little train was part of his happy memories. Maybe it could be used as part of the decorations if it was up here in one of these boxes. Or just put it in his office. Shelby grinned at the image that conjured up. Maybe between that and her apology, he’d forgive her.


  The search for Beau’s train began. She hadn’t seen it during the first time through, but it had only been a cursory search. Halfway through the second search, there it was, at the bottom of a large box marked “yard ornaments.” Out came Santa signs and a couple of stiff reindeer that had seen better days. Under all that lay the train set in its original box. Shelby pulled it out and set it aside.


  She opened the original photo album and studied the photos. It looked like they were taken in the living room, which was now his office. That worked perfectly. The smaller of the Christmas trees could be set up in there with the train tracks around the edges of his room.


  “I bet I could run the tracks up around his desk too.” She packed the ornaments and other decorations back into their boxes but left the train out. Only thing left to do was set it all up without Beau suspecting a thing. Best hide it for now, so he doesn’t find it accidentally.


  After putting the train behind the bigger boxes, Shelby grabbed a smaller one. She lugged it down to the big living room area and set it down by the window. It was as good a place as any for a staging area.


  Someone cleared their throat behind her. “Uh, Shelby,” said Beau from behind her. She stilled, one hand deep in the box to pull out the Santa collection she wanted to put on the huge mantel. “Got your note.”


  She put the Santa back in the box with exaggerated care and straightened from her crouch. Beau was standing in the doorway, the yellow sticky note in his hand. “I see that.”


  “I just want to say…”


  “I didn’t mean to…”


  His wry grin made her heart flutter. “You first. If you want to.”


  Shelby rubbed her hands together, suddenly cold. “I should have let you know that your dad was here. I just got so wrapped up in my own drama that I forgot to give you a heads-up.” She stopped to gather her thoughts. “I needed to let you know about events that may affect you and the ranch and,” she looked down at her shoes for a second, “I don’t know. Maybe share it so it didn’t feel so overwhelming.”


  She couldn’t bear to look up and see any kind of rejection on his face. It didn’t stop him from walking across the room and stopping in front of her to lift her chin up to meet his eyes. “Forgive me?” whispered Shelby.


  “I forgave you about five minutes after I walked out of the room. I tried to get back to tell you that, but I had to deal with Dad.” He brushed her cheek with his fingers. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. But I’m even sorrier I didn’t stop to understand why you were so upset.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “Forgive me, too?”


  Shelby stared into his eyes and smiled. “Yeah.” His eyes went smoky, and he kissed her forehead. Then the tip of her nose.
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  “For goodness sakes, son, just kiss her where it matters.” Ollie leaned against the door jamb, a bowl of grapes in one hand. “It’s not popcorn, but if you’re going to put on a show, it’ll have to do.”


  “Dad,” growled Beau. “I thought you were helping Stan today.”


  “I was.” He popped a grape in his mouth. He chewed it and swallowed. “But then I got a call from a damsel in distress. I dropped everything to go help. By the way, I got a postcard from Elizabeth today. Said she wouldn’t be back for a few weeks yet.”


  Beau squeezed Shelby’s hands once and winked at her before turning back to his father. Shelby moved to the window, trying to give them some privacy for what sounded like a heated, if quiet, debate. She shivered. The temperature had dropped significantly since she’d arrived earlier. Soft gray clouds filled the sky, casting the afternoon into a shadow.


  Shelby blinked and then pressed her nose against the window glass. A little white fluff danced on the increasing wind. As she watched more joined it. “Uh, guys. You may want to look at this.” Even in that short amount of time, the snow flurry began to pick up speed.


  Beau joined her at the window and laughed. “So much for the weatherman down in LA. He couldn’t forecast his way out of a bag. If we get enough, we’ll be able to make snow angels.”


  “I’ve never done that,” replied Shelby, placing her fingertips on the freezing pane of glass. She glanced up at him. “Didn’t grow up where there was snow.


  “May want to look after the animals and such, son,” broke in Ollie. “Wouldn’t want to lose anything,” he gave Shelby a sideways glance, “or anyone in the first snow of the season.”


  Beau took the bowl from his dad and popped one of the green grapes into his mouth. “You’re right,” said Beau as he chewed. “And since you’ve conveniently shown up early for the holidays, you can help.” He handed the bowl to Shelby. “Won’t take long with all of us working.”


  “I may need to get home.” Shelby clutched the bowl. “Anne shouldn’t be left at the cottage by herself. Not if this gets bad.”


  “Nah, it’ll be inconvenient, but it won’t be a bad one.” Beau jerked his head toward the hallway. “Go on, Dad, and help Stan. I’ll wait for Shelby to call home and see if she needs to go.”


  Ollie smirked but did as he was told. Shelby patted her pants pocket and, when she didn’t find her phone, searched the room for it. Beau chuckled and handed her his phone.


  “You need to put on a leash or something, Shelby. That way your phone doesn’t go on a walkabout by itself.”


  “Ha ha.” She overly dramatically rolled her eyes at him. “You are ever so funny.” She found Anne’s number in her contacts list, tapped it, and waited for it to ring. Shelby was about to hang up when she heard Anne breathlessly say hello.


  “Anne, it’s Shelby. I wanted to check in with you and make sure everything is okay at the cottage.”


  “Why it’s fine, dear,” said Anne, her voice slightly breathless. “I don’t think this is going to be a huge snowfall. But Ed and Arthur are visiting, and we’re playing cut-throat pinochle.”


  “Okay, that sounds like fun, I guess.”


  “It’s a hoot, dear. Hold on.” Shelby heard Anne’s hand cover the receiver and the indistinct conversation she had with someone with a much deeper voice. “You still there?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Ed says not to worry about me. He’s got everything under control. Oh my. One second dear.” Anne covered the phone up again, but this time she seemed to be having a conversation with Arthur. She was giggling when she came back on. “Arthur says the only danger here at the cottage is them losing all their money to me.”


  “I guess it’s too late to warn you of the dangers of gambling.” She shook her head at Beau, who’s shoulders convulsed with mirth.


  “Most definitely. Don’t worry about the boys and me. We’ve got plenty of firewood and snacks to last us until Armageddon.”


  “Good to know, Anne. Have fun and, for heaven’s sake, don’t take everything from them.” Anne murmured her agreement and then hung up.


  Beau pressed a hand to his side. “Ow. I think that’s the first time I’ve actually hurt myself laughing.” Shelby handed his phone to him, and he slid it into his shirt pocket. “She’s fine, I take it?”


  “Yes, she’s in her element so to speak. She’s got two men, one of which I know adores her, wrapped around her finger. To top that off, she’s convinced them to play cards with her. They probably bought into her “I’m a little old lady slash retired missionary, and I don’t know nothin’ about card games.” She snorted at the image that conjured up. “Poor guys will be lucky to walk away with the shirts on their backs.”
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  Shelby kept herself busy throughout the rest of the day, bringing down boxes from the attic and figuring out where they went in the house by checking the photo albums. Ollie wandered in at one point and picked up a photo album she’d used as a reference. He flipped through the pages and, without a word, wandered from the room with it. She’d calmly pulled another from the box and found something similar to work from. After all. The decorations didn’t change much from year to year.


  What she did find was that the flimsier ornaments and decorations needed repairing or replacing. That meant another trip into town. She groaned. There wasn’t much wiggle room in the budget for new decorations.


  “That bad, huh?”


  Shelby looked up from where she knelt on the floor as she’d rummaged through the box. Beau prowled in, his footfalls muffled by the heavy wool socks he wore, and handed her the cup he’d been holding. She took it hesitantly and sniffed it. “Mmmm hot chocolate.”


  “Yeah, I couldn’t believe I found the recipe.” Beau settled himself on the ground next to her, sitting cross-legged. “Of course, Dad had to put in his two cents. Just to make sure it tasted like it’s supposed to.” His sardonic look told Shelby all she needed to know about Ollie’s help. “I think it turned out okay.”


  She took a small test sip, just to make sure it wouldn’t burn her tongue. “Mmm, this is good.” She took a longer sip and then put it on the table next to her. “So, did you get all the prep done?”


  “Truthfully there wasn’t much to do. But Ollie didn’t need to be in here bothering you either.” He shrugged and shifted from one hip to the other. “Have you been in here all day?”


  “Yeah,” admitted Shelby. “I do take breaks though and looked at the snow. I can’t believe how much of it has fallen so far.”


  “It does that.” Shelby chuckled at his dry tone. Beau leaned forward on his knees. “I think you need a break. A long one.”


  “What do you mean? I have been taking breaks. If I take a longer one, I won’t be able to get all the decorations sorted into usable and non-usable piles.” Beau pushed himself off the ground and held his hand to her. “Seriously? Even after what I just told you?”


  “Yep. You need some play time, Shelby. All business makes Jack a dull boy and all that.” She rolled her neck around and felt it crack. “It can’t hurt. Think of it as a way to refresh your brain to make room for new ideas.”


  Shelby mulled it over and finally let him pull her up to her feet. “Get your coat. I’ll meet you in the foyer in five minutes.” He prowled out of the huge living room just as silently as he’d come into it. She stretched before taking a second to look out the window. There was no way that much snow could have accumulated so quickly. She pressed her nose against the window and saw Stan, Ollie, and George shoveling snow from the back of Beau’s truck onto the ground in front of the window.


  “Okay, that makes more sense,” said Shelby, amused and touched all at the same. “I guess.” She shook her head before grabbing her coat and beanie.


  Beau was wrapping a red check scarf around his neck as he joined her in the foyer. “Ready?”


  “As I’ll ever be.” Beau opened the door for her, and she stepped out onto the front porch. The icy air bit at her nose and she felt the tips of her ears go numb. She adjusted her beanie, so the ear tips were covered. The guys scraped the last bit of snow onto the front lawn. Ollie threw his shovel into the back of the truck, sent Shelby a wink, and hopped into the driver seat. It didn’t bother her as much as it had. Maybe it’s the good mood?


  “What do you think?”


  She raised her eyebrows. “It’s a lot of snow. But I don’t understand why they moved all of it from the rest of the property to the front lawn.”


  “I’m so glad you asked.” He tugged on her hand and wandered to the snow pile. It came halfway up his calf but engulfed her to the knee. “Watch and learn.”


  He turned around to face her and then, like a silent forest giant at the end of its life cycle, fell backward. When he hit the powder, plumes of soft snow puffed up. Shelby covered her mouth with one mittened hand, trying to stop the giggle that tried to break through. She failed miserably. He waved his arms and legs a few times and then scrambled out of the indentation he made in the new snow.


  “Did you just make a snow angel?”


  “Yep and now it’s your turn.” Snow creaked along his back as he put one foot on the lower step and motioned for her to come on down. Shelby had her doubts about throwing her whole body into the snow but let him put her in position. “Okay hold your arms out straight,” he leveled her arms, “and now make like a tree.”


  “What? And leaf?” She waggled her eyebrows up and down at him. His response, other than a raised eyebrow, was to push her off balance. She shrieked as she fell backward and fell into a soft pile of snow. She took a few breaths to gain control over the shock of the cold.


  “Now wave your arms up and down,” encouraged Beau from the edge of the snow pile. “There you go. You’re doing great.”


  “I think my angel is going to lopsided.” After a few passes, Shelby carefully rolled out of the indentation she made and joined Beau. “Oh, hey. Look at that. A snow angel. Kind of.” One side was larger than the other.


  “You know what will fix that?” Beau looked down at her, mischief dancing in his eyes.


  “I’m almost afraid to ask.”


  He laughed and then pulled her down into the snow. “Another snow angel.” Shelby giggled and rolled onto her back to make another.
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  They trooped into the kitchen, hands numb with cold from playing in the snow. He’d not had that much fun in a long time. Beau admired how Shelby took to everything without complaining. She’d insisted that they’d all go into the kitchen for hot chocolate and sandwiches.


  Dad swung into the room, dressed in a flannel check shirt and blue jeans, and Beau wished he’d taken the time to change into something less wet. Then he realized that Shelby was still wearing her cold, wet clothes too.


  “Shelby, I’ve got a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt you can borrow,” said Ollie, as he leaned against the counter where she worked, putting sandwiches together to fry up in the dark cast iron pan. “You shouldn’t stay in those wet things, or you might come down sick. And where would we be without you then?”


  Beau shot his dad a dirty look. Ollie just raised one eyebrow and turned back to Shelby.


  “Come on, Pansy, let Beau do that.”


  She hesitated momentarily but finally gave him a small nod. “It would be nice to have something dry on. I can toss my clothes in the dryer too.” She handed Beau the spatula. “Here. When I get back, we can switch spots, okay?”


  “Not a problem.” He stood up from the chair, his stiff wet jeans making it harder to straighten his legs. He took her spot at the stove and flipped a sandwich. It didn’t take long, and Shelby was back in the kitchen, bundled up in a set of sweatpants that were five sizes too big for her. She’d done her best to roll the bottoms up but only managed to look like she was playing dress up.


  “Need my help?” He tucked a piece of her hair behind the curve of her ear. She gave him a small smile but shook her head. “No, I can do this in my sleep. Why don’t you sit down and enjoy your coffee?”


  “That’s woman-speak for ‘get out of my kitchen,’ son, just in case you missed the translation.”


  He glared at Ollie, who was leaning so far back that the chair’s front two legs had come off the ground. Shelby nudged him with her shoulder and whispered, “He’s not wrong.”


  “Fine.” She apparently couldn’t tell he wanted to hang out with her. So, he wouldn’t. “I’m going to change into something dry.” He went to his room and quickly peeled off his wet clothes. Now that the air hit his skin, he was chilled to the bone. He rummaged through his things and found a pair of wool socks and gray sweatpants and T-shirt. He pulled a black sweater over his head and put on his wool slippers.


  Warmer and in a better mood, he headed back into the kitchen. His good mood plummeted when he found George had taken his place. Shelby was giving him her uninterrupted attention. Beau grabbed a coffee cup off a hook and poured himself a cup before sitting down at the table.


  Ollie leaned over and said quietly, “There’s nothing there, boy. George is just testing the waters, and at every turn, Shelby has treated him either like a little boy or a puppy dog.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Beau, just as quietly. “George is her age. It’s natural for them to be attracted to each other.”


  “You dunce.”


  Beau’s jaw tightened as he turned his head slowly to stare at his dad. “I’m sorry. Did you just call me a dunce?”


  “I did. And you are.” Ollie took a swig of coffee. Gave him an appraising look and then leaned forward on his arms, fingers wrapped around the heavy mug. “That young woman is a gift.”


  “I know that, Dad.”


  Ollie shook his head. “I don’t think you do.” His eyes pierced into Beau. “A woman like that comes along once in a lifetime. You’re thinking right now that she’d be happier with someone her own age, like George there.” He nodded to the young man, who was trying to juggle some apples without success. “But that’s denying what God has finally put in front of you.”


  Beau shook his head and looked down at his hands. “Dad, I’m going to be forty-two next year. I’ve been a bachelor a long time.” He glanced up to watch Shelby move around the kitchen, placing sandwiches on plates while chatting with George. Beau’s head suddenly felt too heavy to hold up. “What have I got to offer her?”


  “Beau, did it ever occur to you that all the heartache and all the hardship was to prepare you for this moment?” Ollie nodded toward Shelby, who gave them a quizzical look before turning back to pour the coffee. “That God has allowed you time to build a successful life so that you can care for a wife as God sees fit?”


  Beau’s throat contracted. A wife. He couldn’t think past that thought. Had God really done that? It put a whole new light on a lot of pain in his life.


  “Everything is in God’s good time,” said Ollie, finally, leaning back in his chair. “Might want to consider that before you do something stupid.”


  Shelby brought over two full plates and set them on the table in front of them. “Need a refill on your coffee?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Ollie, pulling the plate closer to him. “I’d appreciate it.”


  She looked at Beau, her eyebrows raised. He nodded to her, not quite sure what to say to her. She grabbed the coffee pot off the burner and filled both cups to the rim.


  “Anything else?”


  Beau cleared his throat. “Just sit down, Shelby, and eat with us. Please.”


  “Sure, let me grab my plate.” She looked at George and tilted her head to the side. “George, would you like to join us?”


  “I’d love to.”


  Beau glowered at him and then nodded his head toward the door.


  “But on the other hand, there’s some stuff I’ve got to do in the barn.” He took a long drink of his coffee and set it down on the counter. “Thanks for the offer though.” And, tipping his hat, headed out the door, leaving a swirl of cold air in his wake.


  “Huh, that was odd.” Shelby picked up her plate and set it on the table.


  “I have to say,” said Ollie, around a mouthful of food, “that I could get used to this.” He leaned forward and stage-whispered, “Run away with me. I’ll treat you like a queen.”


  Shelby chuckled as she sat down in the empty chair. “Right up until the first fight, I bet. Thank you, but no thank you.”


  Ollie shrugged and then winked at Beau. “Can’t say I didn’t try.”


  Beau shoved a piece of sandwich in his mouth and glared at his dad. It didn’t faze his father in the least bit, as the old man happily chatted away with Shelby. She’d nod every once in a while, and then exchange a glance with Beau. She’d smile at him before turning back again to reply to his dad. He finished his meal, contemplating what his dad had said.


  “I need to run to town. Some of those decorations are falling apart with age.” Shelby placed her hand on the table in front of Beau. “Did you hear me?”


  Beau blinked. “I’m sorry. Was lost in my thoughts. Say that one more time?”


  Her eyebrows shot up. “I need to replace some of the decorations that you stored in the attic. I’d hate to use one, and it fall apart or hurt someone at the party. I need to go to town for that.”


  “Right now?’ He looked out the window and realized how late it had gotten. The trees around the house were casting long shadows.


  She shook her head, loose bits of hair floated around her face. “I have a meeting with Millie in the morning. I thought maybe of heading over to the thrift shop after that.”


  Beau leaned back in his chair and racked his brain for who Millie was. “That’s the girl from the diner?”


  Shelby finished her sip and nodded. “The diner owner’s daughter, actually. She’s been catering small affairs and jumped at the chance to cater this one.”


  “Sounds good.” Beau looked in his cup and sighed. He’d drunk all the coffee. “Will you need a ride then?”


  “No, I’ll head into town before coming here.” She piled the dishes and took them to the sink. “What I do need help with is bringing a ton of boxes down from the attic. And since I have both your undivided attentions…” She spread her hands wide and gave them both a crocodile grin.


  “Looks like our day isn’t over yet,” chuckled Beau. He clapped his dad on the shoulder. “Come on, old man. I bet you can’t make it up and down those steps more than three times.”


  Dad narrowed his eyes. “I’ll take that bet.” He pushed away from the table and nodded to Shelby. “You got to make me an apple pie if I lose.”


  “Uh, okay.” Shelby’s giggle pierced right through Beau’s heart. “And what happens if you win?”


  “I get braggin’ rights. Win-win either way.” He winked at her and strode out of the room. Shelby stared after him for a moment before tipping her head back and laughing.


  “Your dad.” She shook her head, a bemused smile wreathing her face. “He’s utterly charming when he’s not totally frustrating.”


  “Yeah, that sums him up.” Beau pushed away from the table and took a small step to block her from leaving the kitchen. He slid his arms around her waist. “So, what do I get if I win the bet?”


  She smoothed the collar of his sweatshirt and then rested her hands on his shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess I could make you cookies.”


  “Cookies, huh?” She didn’t say anything, just nodded once. “I was thinking more along the lines of this.” He leaned down and kissed her softly.


  “These boxes aren’t going to move themselves!” Dad’s voice reverberated through the house.


  Beau leaned his forehead on Shelby’s and growled. “He has horrible timing.”


  “Actually, I think he has pretty good timing,” giggled Shelby, her eyes twinkling. “But we do need to go help him. I’d hate for you to lose the bet.”


  Beau shook his head. He didn’t care about the bet with his dad. He wanted to kiss her one more time. So, he did.


  “Okay, now we can go back to work,” whispered Beau into Shelby’s ear afterward. She looked as dazed as he felt as she left the kitchen. He chuckled to himself as he headed down the hall after her. Losing the bet was totally worth it.
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  “Thanks, Millie, for meeting with me today.” Shelby set the printed menu down next to the tray full of half-eaten samples. “Everything tastes great. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”


  “You can thank Elizabeth for that.” She handed Shelby the invoice. “If she hadn’t hired me months ago, I wouldn’t have been able to fit your party into my schedule.”


  Shelby didn’t let the smile on her face slip, but it was a close thing. “You’re right. I’ll make sure to thank her once I meet her.” She put the invoice in her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “If there’s anything you need, please let me know. I’ll try to make it happen for you.”


  Millie bobbed her head once before smoothly lifting the tray onto her shoulder. She pivoted on her heel and headed into the kitchen without a backward glance. Shelby pressed her lips together. Millie’s rudeness could’ve been chalked up to a lot of things, least of which was just being young. Shelby was certain it had a source. Namely Dana Pavey.


  Millie’s open hostility was not the only instance this morning of rude behavior. The trip to the thrift shop had been a nightmare. The insular townsfolk had never been friendly but now they were downright hostile. She was going to have to do something about it. If that meant confronting Dana about what she’d done, then so be it.


  Shelby’s drive to the motel was much shorter than her walk in the rain weeks ago. She really hoped that the car wouldn’t give her trouble this time, though. Nothing like ruining a great exit with a vehicle that refuses to cooperate. Sam lifted his head and did a double take when Shelby waved at him. He sidled out of sight making Shelby snort. Probably forewarning Dana.


  She slammed the car door shut and strode into the reception area. Sam was nowhere to be seen. That didn’t bother Shelby. What bothered her were the paintings missing from the walls. Checking Sam’s small office revealed nothing.


  “Hey, now, you can’t be in there,” trembled Sam. “I’ll have to call the sheriff on you Shelby. Don’t make me do it.”


  Shelby u-turned to face Sam. She planted her fists on her hips and leaned forward. “Don’t you dare, Sam Pavey. I am so mad right now at Dana I could spit. And you!”


  “Me?” Sam squeaked like a mouse. “What did I do?”


  “Nothing, that’s what.” She took a step forward, forcing him to take one back. “Do you know what Dana did? No? She stole my paintings, that’s what. And then she had the gall to pass them off as her own.”


  Sam shook his head. “She’d never do that, Shelby. She’s too gentle a soul to contemplate stealing.”


  “Sometimes, Sam, I envy the fantasy world you live in. Your wife stole those paintings and put them up in Verity d’Neal’s gallery under her own name. And that is stealing.”


  Sam’s face scrunched up, and he fell into the chair behind him. For a moment, Shelby thought he’d had a heart attack but no. Just overwhelmed.


  She softened her tone a bit. “Sam, all I want are my paintings and an apology. At the very least, I’ll settle for the paintings.” She took the chair next to his and turned to him. “You know that I helped the motel by lending you and Dana those paintings. Your ratings on Yelp went up after I spruced up the rooms a bit. I helped you, didn’t I?”


  Sam pulled a red handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead with it. “I know you did, Shelby. And I’m sorry about all of it. But those paintings. There’s nothing I can do.” He closed his eyes, and whispered, “I think you need to go.”


  “Fine then.” Shelby pushed herself off the uncomfortable armchair. “I’ll go find her myself and take them back. With or without your help.”


  She strode through the building and headed toward the last set of rooms, where Dana and Sam lived. She pounded on the door, calling for Dana to come out. Shelby felt like a bowstring, any more pressure and she’d snap. Her phone rang while she was debating whether to go room by room looking for her.


  “Shelby? Hi, this is Jessica, the secretary at High Sierra Baptist. How are you today?”


  Shelby pinched the bridge of her nose. “Jessica, this isn’t a particularly good time.”


  “Oh.” Disappointment leaked through the connection. “It’s just that you signed up to help decorate the church for the holidays and we started an hour ago.”


  She vaguely remembered signing up weeks ago and even looking forward to the event. Her shoulder’s slumped in defeat as all the anger leaked out of her. She’d have to find Dana later.


  “I’m sorry. Seems like I lost track of time.”


  “That’s all right.” Jessica wielded her perkiness with all the expert ability of a master manipulator. “Everyone’s in the sanctuary. Feel free to bring something to share for a snack.”


  “Sure, be there in a few.” She stopped by the front desk, but the door was locked and a “Back in Ten Minutes” sign hung off its knob. She cupped her hands around her eyes and peered through the window. Everything was dark.


  “I’ll be back, Dana. I know you can hear me. You better have all my paintings when I do.” Of course, Shelby had no idea what she’d do if Dana didn’t, but the other woman didn’t need to know that. She strode to the car and slammed the door shut.


  “Okay car let’s do this exit right.” She turned the key and revved the engine. Then in one fluid movement, flipped a U-turn and peeled out of the parking lot.
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  Beau stopped outside the bank to put his hat on and button his jacket. Despite the bright sunlight, the chill in the air kept the snow from melting. They’d need more of it if they were going to make any money in the new year. The bank was willing to loan him money, but Beau did not want to go that route unless absolutely necessary.


  He waited for the stoplight to turn so he could cross the street and get back to his truck. The city was alive with the hustle and bustle of the small town getting ready for Christmas.


  “Hey there, Beau,” called Arthur, bundled up in a camel-colored coat and a fur hat with ear flaps. He tugged on one side. “Like it? Found it on E-bay from a guy in Russia. I’m sure I can get you one for a discount if you like.”


  “That’s kind of you, Arthur.” Beau tapped the edge of his cowboy hat. “But I like the one I have just fine.”


  “Of course.” Arthur bounced on his toes. “Did your friend enjoy the paints?”


  Beau chuckled, thinking back on it. “Yes. They were well received.”


  Arthur’s eyes twinkled. “I’m glad Shelby enjoyed them. Have her stop by sometime.


  “I’ll do that.”


  “I have to get back. Arthur nodded down the street. “Don’t be a stranger.”


  “Same to you.” Beau chuckled as Arthur strolled away, singing Christmas carols at the top of his lungs.


  The light finally turned, and Beau strode across the intersection. The street was so busy that he’d had to park closer to the hardware store than the bank. The truck came into view just as he came to the small antique store that Shelby like to visit. On a whim, he entered the shop.


  It was decorated for the holidays with every conceivable Christmas decoration for the past one hundred years stuffed onto every available surface. He didn’t know where to rest his eyes first. A small meow came up from his feet. A black cat with green eyes twined around his ankles. He bent down and petted her head. She sauntered away, her hips swaying with each step.


  “Yeah, I’ve never seen a cat with bony hips before either.” Rose Martinez, a short, round woman wearing equally round glasses, pushed through the beaded curtain, marked as “Employees Only” that hung in the doorway instead of a door. “Beau Wright. As I live and breathe. Haven’t seen you in ages.”


  “Hey there, Rose. Thought I’d stop in and see what you’ve been doing with the place.”


  “Well as you can see, not much has changed.” She admired the room. “Still filled to the brim with junk and treasures. Care for a cup of tea?” She pushed past him and followed the cat deeper into the shop.


  “No, thanks.” Beau followed her and found himself in front of a huge pine tree, covered in ornaments that shone like jewels. “That is amazing. Did you do all this yourself?”


  “No, actually.” She glanced over at the tree before pouring the tea from her thermos into a mug. “Young Shelby Matthews came in one day to browse and ended up staying to help. I’d hire her, but I hear she’s working for you.”


  “She does work for me. For now, anyway.” Beau tapped a round ornament, glittering with small mirrors and paste jewels. “Once the holiday is over, she’ll be looking for a new job. Maybe she can work here.”


  “Maybe.” She tilted her head to the side, the bun on the top of her head leaning precariously to the side. “Sounds like you don’t want her to go.”


  “Just want her to land on her feet is all.” Beau tried to stem the tide of panic that threatened to swamp him. He didn’t want her to go at all. Focus on something else, Wright. “Uh, is there anything in here that she was particularly interested in? I remember her saying something about a glass ornament.”


  “Yes.” Rose set her mug down and came around the counter. “She was fascinated by this lovely glass ornament I had on display. Found it at an estate sale in a box of odds and ends.” She pushed the branches around with a careful hand and shooed the cat away with a foot. “Ah, here it is.” She pulled the round glass ball from the back of the tree and handed it to Beau. “I wanted to give it to her as a Christmas present—you know as a way to say thank you for helping me with the tree.”


  Beau rolled the ball in his hand and wondered at it. The glass ball was solid and held in its depths a patch of perfect violets, also made of glass. “It’s amazing. I can see why she liked it.”


  He held it out to her, but Rose shook her head. “You give it to her. I think you have a larger claim on her heart than this small shop does.”


  Warmth spread across the back of his neck. “Would you wrap it for me?”


  Rose’s deep laugh was a counterpoint to the tinkling of the ornaments as the cat made her way beneath the lowest branches. “I will. But only if you shoo my cat away from there.”


  “Fair trade.” He dropped the ornament in her hand, earning him a reproving stare. “After all, how hard can it be to herd one cat?”
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  Ten minutes later Shelby parked the car in an empty parking spot in the High Sierra Baptist church. It wasn’t a big church—the congregation hovered around fifty people on a holiday weekend—but she’d felt comfortable since attending that first time with Beau, Stan, and some of the other ranch hands. She slipped her bag over her shoulder and hurried into the church. The wind had picked up again and dropped the temperature into the freezing range.


  “Ah, Shelby, there you are,” called Pastor Grimes. He patted Lena’s shoulder and excused himself as he hurried to greet Shelby. “I’m so glad you could make it.”


  “I’m sorry I’m late, Pastor.” She took the hand he held out to her.


  “Everything in God’s good timing.” He squeezed her hand and dropped it to usher her down the side aisle. “Now, I know that you have an eye for detail.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Shelby surveyed the small sanctuary. The volunteers had been busy transforming the normally staid room into a beautiful expression of worship. “I think this is beautiful.”


  “We’re blessed to have so many hands to help.” He pushed open the door to the left of the pulpit and led her through. “It’s this we desperately need help with.”


  Shelby stopped at the foot of three huge panels, resembling the canvases that she used for her paintings. “Wow. Those are huge. What are they doing here?”


  “It’s supposed to be a removable wall mural. One of the ladies came up with the idea and volunteered to paint it, but she never showed up.” He ran a hand over the bald spot at the back of his head. “Beau told me how impressed he was with your artistic skills. Do you think you could,” he waved his hand at the panels, “do something with that?”


  “Did you know what was supposed to go on them?” Shelby poked around the pile of supplies then inspected the panels. “I don’t see a sketch or anything.”


  He sighed. “She said each panel was to represent a portion of the night Christ was born.” He pointed to one of the panels. “That one is supposed to be the eastern star and that one,” he pointed to the next pane, “the city of Bethlehem.”


  Shelby nodded to the last panel. “And that’s the stable, right?’


  “Yes. Now there aren’t to be any people on the panels. It’s only a backdrop to all the Christmas events. Especially the children’s play about the Christmas miracle.”


  “Right.” Shelby tilted her head and studied the three panels, and a picture began to form in her mind. “Okay. I can do this.” She rummaged in her bag and pulled out her small sketchbook and fountain pen. “It’ll be pretty basic, but that’s okay. You don’t want it to be the main focus.” She began to sketch an idea into her notebook, looking back and forth between it and the paper she was drawing on.


  “I’ll let you to it then,” chuckled the pastor and left, letting the door clang behind him.


  Shelby focused on bringing the idea of them to life. She finalized the drawing in her sketchbook and went to find the pastor to get his approval. She opened the door to go find him but shut it as fast as she could when she saw Lena only fifteen feet away from her, chatting away with Mrs. Brown, the church pianist, and making decorative Christmas wreaths. To find Pastor Grimes, Shelby would have to walk right past them. After their last encounter, she wasn’t sure that was a good idea.


  After careful deliberation, Shelby decided that she didn’t really need to get the pastor’s okay. After all, his approval had been implicit in his request. Right? Shelby began to give the door a gentle tug when she heard Lena say her name. She stopped it just before it snicked into place and peeked through the crack.


  “I mean, what do we really know about her?” Lena shoved a silk flower into the wreath form, not bothering to adjust the other flowers already placed first. “Nothing other than that she’s from L.A., and from what I’ve heard, not the good parts. As a matter of fact, she was living on the streets and met Anne at a homeless shelter.”


  Mrs. Brown, never one for a lot of words, just grunted and handed Lena another empty wreath form to decorate.


  “And let’s not forget that she’s attached herself to Anne, who’s now in the hospital with a broken leg.” Lena looked up from what she was doing and gave Mrs. Brown a knowing look. “No one visits Anne, and she’s never seen without Shelby.”


  Shelby shook her head, trying not to laugh at the obvious mistruths. How in the world had Lena found those half-truths?


  Lena began to shove fake berries and flowers into the increasingly mangled form.


  “All you have to do is look at her and know that.” Lena shook her head with affected concern. “Decent people just don’t dye their hair purple or cover their arms with tattoos.”


  Shelby’s humor faded, and a headache began to form behind her right eye. Lena wasn’t the first person to make that assumption. It hurt more, though, when a Christian offered the jab. It was one more thing Shelby needed to add to her prayer list: forgive Lena for being a twit.


  Lena moved the wreath she was working on next to Mrs. Brown then leaned in close. Mrs. Brown tried to lean away but was caught up between the table and the row of pews behind her. “Sam Pavey fired her for being too forward,” said Lena, in a low, earnest voice that Shelby could barely hear. “And now she’s working up at the Wright Ranch. I have it on good authority that she’s been spending the night up there, too.” She tapped the side of her nose with the fake branch she held in her hand. Mrs. Brown just looked confused.


  Lena patted the pianist’s arm before moving back to her side of the table. “I mean, no one would condemn Beau for sowing some wild oats.” Lena’s hyena laugh garnered her more than a few frowns from the other ladies working near her. “But after we settle down, I’ll have him fire her.”


  Shelby wanted to laugh and cry all at the same time. Lena’s delusions were getting worse. Shelby had never spent the night at Wright Ranch. She worked early and stayed late, though. Beau’s truck was outside the cottage at the crack of dawn because he was picking her up for work. Lena, though, was taking totally innocent events out of context and sharing her version of it with others like it was the truth. Mortification spread through Shelby. Did Beau know this was happening?


  Mrs. Brown pushed the bridge of her glasses back up her nose, her owlish eyes blinking slowly. “That’s a lot of hearsay, dear.”


  “But, Mrs. Brown, it’s not.” She held up two fingers in a peace sign. “Scout’s honor.” She leaned forward again, and this time Mrs. Brown didn’t move away. “Everything I’ve said comes direct from the horse’s mouth.”


  “Is that right?” Mrs. Brown’s eyes grew round with interest. “Do tell.”


  Mortification turned into a band of steel that squeezed Shelby’s chest until she couldn’t breathe. She managed to pull the door closed, blocking out the rest of the damning conversation. Her knees gave out, and she slid down the wall. There could only be one source of that information. Why would Beau do that to her?


  Shelby buried her face in her hands, but the expected tears didn’t come. Answers may break her heart but were necessary to find out why Beau would betray her trust. She used the wall to stand up and ran her hands over her hair to smooth it into place before grabbing her bag and settling it on her shoulder. Opening the door a crack, she saw that Lena and Mrs. Brown had been joined by two other women. All of them turned in her direction.


  Shelby’s courage failed her. There was no way she could face down Lena, or any of them. Face burning, she walked as fast as she could, head down, past the women and out the door.


  “Shelby where are you going?” called Pastor Grimes. Shelby tucked her chin to her chest and strong-armed the door open. She didn’t stop until she was in her car and speeding home to the cottage.
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  Shelby slammed the car into park and flew into the house. All she wanted to do was hide in her room, eat an entire tub of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream, and watch kitten videos on YouTube. She tugged off her jacket and scarf and put them in the closet before heading into the kitchen to grab that ice cream.


  She stepped around the corner and bumped into Anne, sitting at the table. Anne shrieked, her hand going to her throat.


  “Good grief, girl. Make some noise.” Anne patted Shelby on the shoulder as she moved past. “Otherwise I’ll have to put a bell on you.”


  “Sorry about that.” Shelby yanked open the freezer, as it tended to get stuck, and searched through the frozen foods for her ice cream. There in the back, cleverly concealed in a bag of broccoli—Anne’s least favorite vegetable—was a container of caramel core ice cream. She grabbed a spoon from the drawer and took the first bite. Heaven.


  “What’s happened?” Anne took off her readers and placed them on the scattered paper in front of her. “You only eat ice cream when something horrible has happened, and you don’t want to face it.”


  “I do not,” muttered Shelby around a mouthful of ice cream.


  “Mmm hmm. Well if that’s how you want to play it.” Anne picked up her glasses and put them back on. “I’ll just be over here, ignoring you.”


  And she did, allowing Shelby a moment to contemplate the day and eat her ice cream in peace. Every once in a while, Anne would frown at what she was reading. Shelby glanced down and found that she’d eaten half the container.


  “Great. Now I get to worry about being fat, too.”


  “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you.” Anne turned another paper over, the readers at the tip of her nose. “I only talk to people who acknowledge they have issues.”


  Shelby put the carton back in the broccoli bag and took a seat across from Anne. “I never denied that I have issues. Just that I didn’t want to face them. There’s a difference.


  Anne rested her chin on her hand and gazed at Shelby. “Thank you, Ms. Lawyer. Now, do you want to tell me what happened? Or will I have to make a trip to gossip central at the beauty parlor and find out for myself?”


  “You’ll find out soon enough anyway.” Shelby traced the pattern in the tablecloth with one finger. “I found out today that Lena and Beau are getting married.”


  She glanced up and found Anne staring at her with a look of consternation on her face. “It’s true. I heard it from Lena herself.”


  Anne opened her mouth, thought better of it, and closed her mouth again. She shook her head and bent over her paperwork again.


  “Aren’t you going to say something?”


  “Oh, you’re serious.” Anne laid the paper down again. “I thought you were joking. Of course, it was in poor taste but still. I think that Lena is lying.” She nodded sharply and then picked up the paperwork again.


  “But she’s not. He’s told her everything about our lives.” Shelby shifted forward in her seat. “She knows things that I’ve not told anyone.”


  Anne squinted at her. “Are you absolutely sure? You’ve checked the facts with Beau?”


  “Well, no.” Shelby pulled the tablecloth straight and then smoothed her hand over it. “He wasn’t available for comment.” She frowned at a bump in the cloth. “Besides, I don’t want to hear it from him. It would...” She looked up at Anne, tears forming in her eyes. “I don’t know if I could survive it.”


  “Oh, my dear.” Anne’s eyebrows drew together, and she opened her arms. “I’m so terribly sorry.”


  Sobs overwhelmed Shelby as she fell at Anne’s side. The older woman stroked her hair and let her cry. Finally, the sobbing became hiccups.


  “Now, I still think you should talk to him.” Anne pulled a damp strand of hair from Shelby’s cheek. “But I can understand not wanting to. In the meantime, I’ll call over and tell him you’re ill and need a few days. That will give us some time to come up with a plan. Okay?”


  Shelby nodded and pushed herself off the floor. As she did so, she knocked the paper Anne had been reviewing off the table and onto the floor. “Oops. Sorry about that.” She picked it up and glanced at it. “Wait. What’s this?” It was an overdue invoice from the hospital.


  “Turns out the hospital wants payment.” Anne forced a chuckle out as she accepted the paper from Shelby.


  Shelby began to go through the papers that coated the table. “Are all of these bills? I thought I paid all of them.”


  “You did.” Anne laid her hand over Shelby’s. “The utilities. Those are bills. These,” she nodded to the table, “are my invoices from various doctors and medical centers. Insurance doesn’t cover as much as you’d think considering how expensive it is.”


  Shelby watch Anne gather the bills into piles. By the time she had it stacked, Shelby’s eyes crossed at the running total she kept in her head. “It’s really that much?”


  “Oh yes.” Anne tapped the pile of invoices. “We may have to think about selling some of the land to help pay these off. Maybe with both of our incomes, we could pay them off in a few years. But,” Anne shrugged, “there’s always another medical issue around the corner.”


  She slid the paperwork into a plain manila folder. “Don’t ever grow old, Shelby. It’ll be the death of you.” She winked, but Shelby was not in the mood to be humored.


  “I’m going to go think.” She kissed Anne on the top of her head and felt some of her stress melt as she crossed the doorway into her room. A quick turn of the key in the lock and Shelby entered her sanctuary. For once, the bed wasn’t covered in paint-splattered floor cloths, dirty clothes, or cookie crumbs—perfect for curling up on with a good book and a cup of hot chocolate.


  She stared at the ceiling, trying not to think about Beau and Lena, what the people in town thought of her, or of losing the cottage. She scrubbed the palms of her hands over her eyes. There had to be a solution. She just couldn’t see it.


  Shelby flipped to her side and stared at the big painting covered with a drop cloth, the one that Beau had nearly seen. Now she didn’t even want to look at it. Best to just trash it. She got off the bed even though every limb felt as though it weighed a hundred pounds and pulled the drop cloth of the canvas.


  The pain hit her in the heart so sharply that she doubled over. Shelby took one deep breath and then another. Finally, she was able to view it again, and although the pain remained, it wasn’t as sharp. She straightened up and confronted the portrait of Beau she’d painted. Everything she felt or hoped to feel and experience with Beau was in that painting. He didn’t smile; no, his face was serious. There was smoothing in the eyes that drew you in, made you feel better than you were.


  Not able to take the pain of her heartache any more, Shelby threw the drop cloth back over it. The edge knocked over a painting leaning against the leg of the easel. She set it up right and studied it.


  “Where’s my phone?” She dug around the room and then went out to the living room for her bag. “I’ve got an idea Anne,” called Shelby. “Wish me luck.”


  “Better yet,” shouted Anne, “I’ll pray.”


  “Sounds good,” muttered Shelby to herself as she headed back into her room. She punched in the number she knew by heart and waited for the call to pick up. “Ya Ya? It’s Shelby.”


  “Darling,” came Ya Ya’s rich contralto through the tenuous cell connection. “I’ve been waiting for ages, darling. Ages. Tell me you’re coming to make me famous.”


  “I don’t know if I’ll make you famous. But yes, I’ll come to visit.”


  Ya Ya crowed. “Oh, you’ve made me so happy. Bring all the paintings. All of them, darling. I want my gallery overflowing.”


  Shelby snorted and shook her head. She’d forgotten how much muchness Ya Ya had. “I’ll be there in the morning.”


  “Of course, darling. Give Anne love from us. Kisses.” Then Ya Ya was gone again.


  Shelby studied the stacks of canvases. Ya Ya wanted all of them so that’s what she’d do. Several rolls of tape, brown shipping paper, and bubble wrap later, Shelby had most of it ready for travel.


  “What in the world are you doing?” Anne stood in the door, leaning on her cane. “Are you sending your paintings somewhere?”


  “Kind of,” replied Shelby, as she taped up a smaller painting. “Ya Ya wants me to visit and asked for some paintings, too.” She threw the expended tape roll on the bed. “I thought that maybe now would be a good time for a trip.”


  Anne pursed her lips for a moment. “Are you sure about that? After all, you’re in charge of that shindig down at Beau’s ranch. Don’t you need to be here for it?”


  Shelby slid between two stacks of packed paintings to get to the closet. She had to do some maneuvering but manage to move the suitcase to the bed without knocking anything over.


  “Shelby.” Anne’s warning was all she knew she would get.


  “Fine.” Shelby threw open the suitcase. “That party has been planned down to the minutiae. Elizabeth’s more organized than any one person has any right to be. Which means that even though Beau doesn’t want to deal with it, doesn’t mean he can’t. I’ve just made sure that everyone knows what they’re supposed to do at what time.” She sniffed the T-shirt she’d pulled from the hamper—it smelled clean enough—and threw it into the open suitcase. “Truthfully, I’m not really needed at this point.”


  Anne moved aside to let her grab her necessities from the bathroom, which she stuffed into a small, waterproof bag. Shelby scooted past Anne again to put it all in the suitcase. She was proud that she didn’t have to sit on the suitcase to get it to stay shut.


  “Now I just have to put this stuff in the car, and I’ll be on my way.”


  “Are you coming back?” Anne’s knuckles were white against the dark wood of her cane. “Or are you going away forever?”


  “What do you mean? Of course, I’m coming back.” Anne didn’t respond, making Shelby stop in her tracks. “Really? You think I’m not coming back?”


  “That’s what it looks like to me. All your things are packed and ready to go.” Anne’s eyebrows lowered. “What am I supposed to think, Shelby?”


  Shelby plopped down onto the bed, making the suitcase begin a slow slide down the bedspread. She barely grabbed it in time. “I don’t know,” grunted Shelby, pulling the suitcase back onto the bed. “Maybe that I know what I’m doing? It’s got nothing to do with Beau.”


  Anne raised an eyebrow.


  “Okay, not everything to do with Beau. I have an opportunity to have my work put in a gallery and prove that my work is really mine. I have an opportunity to earn a living by doing what I love.”


  Anne hobbled into the room and sat next to Shelby on the bed. She slid an arm around Shelby’s shoulder and gave her a hug. “It’s hard for me to let you go.” Anne leaned her head against Shelby’s. “But, it’s your life. You go do what needs doing. But I’m asking that you come back and finish what you started. With the Christmas party and with Beau. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am, I understand.” Shelby sat there for a few minutes, hugging and being hugged. “I need to get going if I’m going to be there anytime soon.”


  Anne pulled away, wiping her hand across he eyes before leveraging herself off the bed with her cane. “I can’t bring those paintings out for you, but I can hold the door.”


  Shelby sniffled. “Any help is appreciated.”
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  Beau tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. Shelby’s car was gone, and she hadn’t been at the ranch. The living room light shone through the window. Anne was home at least. Maybe she’d offer him coffee while he waited for Shelby to come back.


  With that cheerful thought, Beau swung out of the truck, careful with the small, festive package held in the crook of his elbow. He had a feeling that if package wrapping were an Olympic event, Rose would win the gold medal hands down. Still, he didn’t want to drop it.


  He rapped on the door and waited for Anne to let him in. As seconds stretched into what seemed like hours, Beau fidgeted and eventually leaned over to see if she was on her way yet. A flash of white lace was the only warning she was at the door when she yanked it open.


  “Beau.” Anne pulled the throat of her housecoat closed with one hand. “What are you doing here?”


  He moved the box from the crook of his arm to his hand. “I’m here to see Shelby. May I come in to wait for her?”


  “Oh, well. Hmmm.” She pursed her lips before stepping inside. “You’d better come in.”


  “Thanks.” Beau wiped his feet on the doormat and then hung his hat just inside the door on the hat stand. Anne shuffled toward the kitchen, not waiting for Beau.


  “Sit there,” she jabbed at the seat at the head of the table. “I’ll get you some coffee.”


  Beau did as he was told and sat at the table. The present became the focal point of the room, with its shiny bow and delicate curling ribbon. “Do you know when she’ll be home? I’d like to give this to her soon.” He pushed the box forward to show Anne the gift.


  Anne handed him a mug and then plopped into a chair opposite him. “Too big for a ring.” Beau rubbed the back of his neck, which had heated up.


  “No, ma’am, not a ring.” He cleared his throat. “It’s a Christmas ornament that Shelby admired over at the antique shop.”


  “Rose’s place on Main?” When he answered in the affirmative, she inclined her head toward the package. “Must be special if Rose wrapped the package up like that.”


  “I think so.” He turned the box around so the tag faced him. He glanced at his watch. “I don’t mean to be rude, Anne, but do you know when Shelby’ll be home. I’d really like to give this to her before I get started on the chores.”


  “Oh, Beau,” tears formed in Anne’s eyes. “If only you’d come sooner.”


  Alarm raced along his arms, causing goosebumps to appear. “What do you mean?”


  “Shelby.” She looked away from him and at the empty chair at the spot where Shelby normally sat. “She’s left.”


  “Sure, but she’ll be back.” His heart hammered against his ribs at the unencouraging look on Anne’s face. He swallowed an inconvenient lump that decided to form in his throat right about then. “Won’t she?”


  Anne’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. She pressed her lips together and shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “Where did she go?” He jumped up from the table, catching the chair as it tipped backward, and began to pace. “Why did she leave?” Beau stopped in mid-stride. “Was it because of something I did?”


  “Oh, my dear boy, I wish I could tell you.” She held on to the table for support. “But it’s not my place.”


  “You’re not making sense, Anne. Of course, you can tell me.”


  She shook her head, some of the wispy edges of her hair moving in the breeze. “No, I can’t. She asked me not to.”


  Fear for Shelby’s safety, and rising anger, made Beau more forceful than he usually would have been. “That’s ridiculous. Why not?”


  “All I can say is that you may want to chat with Pastor Grimes.”


  “What has the pastor got to do with anything?”


  “She was at the church today. She’d volunteered for the Christmas decoration,” whispered Anne. “The pastor was there and knows more about what happened.” She covered her throat with one delicate hand. “Please don’t try to make me break my promise to Shelby.”


  Beau stood frozen to the spot, fear and anger warring against one another.


  Anne leaned forward and reached a hand out to him. “Go talk to the pastor, Beau. Please.”


  “I’ll do that.” The immobility that held him captive broke, and he snatched the gift off the table. He paused, searching Anne’s face for any clue as to why Shelby had left without a word. She looked away, unable to meet his eye. Beau growled low in his throat and strode to the door, ignoring Anne’s soft gasp. He shoved the hat on his head, not bothering to put the coat on.


  Beau seethed with anger and humiliation by the time he whipped the truck into the parking lot. He strode into the sanctuary, expecting it to be filled with women—and some men, off from work. Instead, only Pastor Grimes and a few of the core staff remained.


  “Pastor Grimes, a word, sir.” Beau made a beeline for the pastor.


  “Beau.” The pastor held a hand out for Beau to shake. “It’s nice to see you on a day other than a Sunday.”


  “You too.” He came to a screeching halt just before crashing into Grimes. “Have you seen Shelby? Anne said she was here earlier today.”


  “Ah yes.” The pastor excused himself from the other person he was chatting with. “Let’s step aside for a minute.”


  Beau agreed with a sharp nod.


  “What I’m about to tell you is an issue that we’ve been dealing with since I became the pastor.” He took a deep breath and let it out again. “Someone said something that wasn’t true. Shelby heard it and, for whatever reason, took off like a shot. I tried to stop her from leaving, but it was impossible. She didn’t want to chat about what happened. And,” he ran a hand over his bald spot on the back of his head.


  “She got upset by some gossip? That doesn’t make sense.” Not in the time he’d known her had she ever listened to gossip, and she’d never run from anything.


  Pastor Grimes buttoned and unbuttoned his gray cardigan. “Well, this is my fault. I wasn’t paying attention to what was happening. It was just so busy.” He shoved his hands into the cardigan’s pockets. “That’s neither here nor there. Shelby overheard a parishioner talking about herself and,” the pastor cleared his throat, “and yourself in particularly intimate details.”


  “Why didn’t you stop Shelby from leaving?”


  “How was I supposed to do that?” Grimes shrugged his shoulders. “It’s not like I could tackle her!”


  Beau scrubbed his hand across his face. He couldn’t believe she’d listened to some gossip and—even worse—believed it. Why hadn’t she come to him?


  “Excuse me,” said a small woman, breaking into their conversation. “You’re talking about Shelby Matthews, right.”


  “Now Martha, I don’t think…” Pastor Grimes trailed off. Marta narrowed her eyes at him. He cleared his throat. “Go ahead, dear.”


  “It was Lena telling tales.” She leaned back from them and searched the area for listeners. “When confronted about what she’d been telling others, she laughed it off. Said that Shelby was too sensitive and couldn’t take a joke.” She shook her head, corners of her mouth turned down. “It wasn’t though. She meant every word to tear Shelby apart.”


  A tsunami of fury hit him, leaving him shaken at its ferocity. “Shelby’s gone.”


  “What?” Mrs. Grimes groped for her husband’s hand. “Are you sure?”


  “Anne told me. And now I know why.” He swept the room, looking for Lena. “Is she still here? Lena, I mean. I’d like a word with her.”


  Pastor Grimes eyes grew round, and he shook his head with some violence. “She’s gone for now. I’m sorry, Beau, but until Shelby comes back, there’s not much we can do for her right now.”


  Beau’s hands clenched and unclenched. He needed to tell Shelby it was a lie, that Lena was being cruel to get back at him for something that happened years ago. He pivoted on his heel and walked away, pulling the phone from his pocket as he did so. He punched in the number with exaggerated care, afraid that he’d break the screen if he tapped too hard.


  The phone rang once twice, and three times. He let out a ragged cheer, but that turned to dismay when he realized it was just her voice mail.


  “Leave a message after the beep,” said her perfectly perky message. It felt wrong, her voice was softer.


  “Shelby, this is Beau. Call me immediately when you get this message. I know what happened at the church today. I need to talk to you about it. Call me as soon as you get this.” With a frustrated sigh, he cut the call. If she was hiding from him, she was doing an excellent job of it.


  What was worse, though, is that she thought he was involved, directly or not. He slid the phone back in his pocket and looked back over at the pastor and his wife. There were in the corner having a heated discussion. At least Mrs. Grimes was actually talking to him. She’d not run away from the problem.


  Defeat finally emerged as the clear victor over his emotions. Time to go home. Maybe she’d be back in the morning.
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  Shelby shifted in the heels Ya Ya insisted she wear. The shoes pinched her feet, and the dress, too tight and too black, combined with the feeling everyone was looking at her made this one of the most miserable evenings she’d ever had. Then there’d been the voice mail. She tried hard not to think about it the last few days but every time her attention wandered, there it was again. Beau’s anguished voice telling her he knew about the church.


  “Darling, you look miserable.” Ya Ya swept through the crowd, holding out her hands to Shelby. Whispering to Shelby, she added, “Continue. It’s good for business.”


  Shelby snorted but squeezed the proffered hands and bent down to kiss Ya Ya’s cheek. “You really know how to make a girl feel good about herself.”


  “Misery is good for the soul.” Ya Ya reached up and patted Shelby’s cheek. “If you are not miserable, how will you recognize the joy?”


  She pulled back and tilted her head, black hair swinging to the side. “But I do not think that this is suffering-for-art misery, hmmm?”


  Shelby swung away, hand going to her throat. “No, I don’t think so.”


  “There is only one thing that must be done.” Ya Ya stood as straight as her four-foot-eleven frame would allow her. “Love comes before all. Without it, we would not have this.” She swept her arm, encompassing the whole room. Only a few people glanced their way, most being fully aware of Ya Ya’s eccentricities. “Come. Let me show you something.” She marched past Shelby, who followed. She didn’t dare not to.


  They rounded the corner to a secluded section of the gallery. There, by itself so every eye would focus on it, was her portrait of Beau. Shelby looked away, unable to face even the painting. She’d felt it a mistake to even bring it, but Anne had insisted.


  Ya Ya gazed at the artwork, hands on hips. Without turning around, she declared, “This is love. It pours from the canvas, warms the viewer from the inside.” She turned hands clenched at her chest. “We fall in love with love.”


  “But.” She turned slowly and forced Shelby to look at her. “But,” Ya Ya waggled one finger at Shelby, “this passion cannot be felt unless the artiste feels it too. Hmm?”


  Shelby swallowed hard and raised her eyes to the painting. “You’re saying that I’m in love with Beau?”


  “No, darling.” Ya Ya grasped Shelby’s hands in a tight grip. “You already have.”


  Ya Ya pulled her around and stood her in front of the portrait. “This is your declaration. The moment you laid your brush to the canvas, you declared your love for this man.” She sniffed once. “He must be worthy of you, darling, or I will be disappointed.”


  Shelby felt a chuckle rise and catch in her throat. “And we wouldn’t want that, would we?”


  “Most certainly not.”


  They stood there in silence, Shelby soaking in Ya Ya’s speech. “Ya Ya,” whispered Shelby. “I think I may have made a mistake.”


  “Mm. Possibly. But that is good.”


  Shelby glanced down at the tiny woman. “How in the world can that be good?”


  Ya Ya tipped her head back and gave Shelby a wide smile. “Because mistakes can be fixed.”


  Ya Ya pirouetted on the tip of her tiny boot and began to move away, leaving Shelby standing there with her mouth hanging open. “Close your mouth, darling, or you’ll catch flies.”


  At the end of the alcove, Ya Ya placed one hand on the wall and turned slightly to face Shelby. “Also, this showing was a success. I would say, if an artiste wanted to take some time away, to contemplate her life, then she wouldn’t be missed.” Ya Ya blew her a kiss before turning the corner.


  Shelby stared at the painting for a minute more. “I’m such an idiot.” She pivoted on her heel and stumbled. Yanking off her shoe, she hopped as fast as she could toward the gallery’s front door.


  “Shelby, I’m Clint…” a tall, distinguished man with silver hair smiled at her and held his hand out.


  “Can’t talk. Late.” Shelby pushed past him and yelled over her shoulder, “Tell Ya Ya I’m going home.”


  She heard Ya Ya faintly greet the man with enthusiasm as she headed into the night. It took her about an hour to change out of the ridiculous, if beautiful, evening dress and pack her bags. “Phone, phone. Where’s my phone.” She tossed the room, finally finding it under the bed.


  “Yes!” Shelby jumped up and hit the on button. Nothing happened. ‘Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. Just have to charge in the car.”


  She packed her few things and headed out the door. The trip would take her all night, but she could just charge the phone in the car. When she tried to plug the cord into the car, Shelby found that it wouldn’t fit into the cigarette lighter.


  “Ed can soup up an engine, repair doors, and make the car new again but he can’t put in a USB port?”


  She threw the useless phone on top of her bags. “Just gonna have to show up I guess.” Butterflies bounced around in her stomach at seeing Beau again. She’d been wrong not to trust him. Even if he didn’t care for her, Ya Ya was right. She loved him not just for herself, but because he was a good man and deserved better than what she’d done.
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  Shelby yawned, cracking her jaw. It was just past dawn and Bristlecone—home—was just in sight. She’d need to freshen up if she was going to face Beau soon. Wouldn’t want to fall asleep in the middle of telling how sorry I am.


  The cottage was dark when she pulled up to the front door. “That’s odd.” Usually, Anne was up with the birds and had already sucked down most of a pot of tea by the time Shelby was ready for the day. She hurried inside and called for Anne. A sense of déjà vu swept over her. Shelby ran to the kitchen but didn’t find a note this time. Maybe Ed would know where Anne was. They’d been spending enough time together recently.


  Shelby rushed down to the garage, relieved to see that Ed had already opened the shop.


  “Ed!” she ran into the garage. “Where are you?”


  “Shelby!” Ed came hurrying out the office and swept her up into a bear hug. Setting her down gently, he growled, “Where have you been? Anne wouldn’t tell any of us, even though we could see it worrying her. Did you do something to your hair?”


  “What? Yes. I dyed it back to my natural color. Going purple was my way of standing out and I don’t need to anymore. Anyway, Anne’s not at the cottage, Ed, and she should be.”


  “Well now, lass, you’ve been gone, and Anne couldn’t get you to answer your phone.” He gave her a disparaging look. “She’s made a decision to sell part of the land. Not that I agree with her, but it’s her land to sell as she sees fit.”


  “But why?” cried Shelby. “I was selling my paintings to raise money to pay her bills.”


  “Seems like she wanted to stand on her own two feet.” He shrugged. “Wouldn’t listen to me about it.”


  Shelby ran a hand over her braid. “Where is she then? I’ve got to stop her from making a mistake.”


  Ed’s snort was a cross between a bull’s challenge and bear’s growl. “With that weasel of a brother of hers. Found someone to buy the land. What was his name?” He scratched his head and then his eyebrows shot up. “Jackson. Rancher down in Bishop. Anyway, Peter drove Anne down last night as the meeting’s this morning.”


  “What am I going to do?” Shelby began to pace back in forth, her mind turning like a hamster wheel. “I don’t think I can get down there fast enough.”


  “Well, you might want to ask Beau.” Ed picked up his tea mug and took a swig. “Although he’s been acting a might bit mopey lately.”


  Shelby froze in place. “What you do you mean by ‘mopey?’”


  Ed shrugged. “He’s down in the dumps, grouchy with everyone. Isn’t that what mopey means?”


  “I guess.” She began to pace again.


  “Might also have something to do with the Pastor calling Lena Hart out for spreading rumors and lies about Beau and herself.” Ed sat down in his wooden chair, the wood groaning under his weight. “I figured that’s why you ran away.”


  “He and Lena are definitely not…”


  “Not that I’m aware of.”


  Shelby raced around the desk and planted a huge kiss on the old man’s forehead. “You’re the best, Ed. I’ve gotta go.”
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  The little car would only go so fast, but she made record time to Wright Ranch. She slid in the gravel turning the corner and managed to not wreck the car as she came to a stop.


  Beau’s truck wasn’t in the front, but that wasn’t unusual. Stan used it sometimes for heavy work on the ranch. She hurried up the front stairs and there the front door stood open. The smell of coffee and someone banging pots in the kitchen told Shelby he was home. She flew down the hallway and nearly missed the entrance to the kitchen but grabbed the door jamb and swung herself through the door.


  Ollie caught her just as she came hurtling into the room. “Whoa, there, girl! You’ll give yourself a concussion if you’re not careful.” He set her down and took a hard look at her. “Have you done something different with your hair?”


  Shelby backed up a step and yanked on the end of her braid. “I dyed it.”


  “Yes, but it’s black.” He shook his head. “How am I supposed to call you Pansy if you’re not purple?”


  “You don’t?” She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “That’s irrelevant. Where’s Beau? I have to talk to him.”


  “Well now, Shelby, he’s not here.” Ollie turned back to the stove and flipped the eggs he was cooking. “Seems to me that you gave up the right to know where he is when you hightailed it out of here.”


  “But that’s because I thought that he and Lena were getting married.”


  Ollie’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Not even if she was the last woman on earth. Oh, no. Lena wasn’t the one he was set on marrying.” He looked over his shoulder at Shelby, his eyes boring into hers. “Not by a long shot.”


  Shelby felt the blood rush from her head and wobbled a bit. “I’ve made a horrible mistake.”


  “Yes, you have.” Ollie pulled out a kitchen chair and pushed her gently into it. “Put your head between your knees and breathe deep.”


  Shelby felt better after a few breaths and sat up, twisting her fingers together in her lap. “I do love him, Ollie. But when I heard Lena saying stuff that only Beau and I would know.” She held her hands palm up. “I don’t know. It felt like I was betrayed and that he’d lied the whole time.”


  Ollie sat the plate of eggs and toast in front of her. “Eat that.”


  “I don’t have time, Ollie.” She pushed it away. “I’ve got to get down to Bishop. Anne is going to sell her property today. She won’t have anywhere to live.”


  He pushed it right back in front of her and handed her a fork. “Eat it anyway. You’ll need your strength.”


  She grabbed the fork from him—only because her stomach was growling—and polished off the meal in a minute flat.


  “Tell Beau.” Shelby paused, thinking about what she wanted to say. “Tell Beau that I was wrong. I need his help, but I understand if he doesn’t want to give it.”


  “I’m not an answering service, Shelby.”


  “Please Ollie,” begged Shelby. “I need you to do this for me.”


  He rolled his eyes but finally agreed. Shelby stood on her tip-toes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”


  “Be careful on the road.” Ollie grabbed the plate and fork and took them to the sink. “It’s gonna rain later today.”


  Shelby barely heard him as she hurried out the door. She had to get to Bishop before that meeting started.
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  Beau leaned against the armrest as he drove back to the ranch. He’d made one run out to the cattle on the far pasture and was thinking of bringing them in. As he pulled onto the gravel driveway, a little sedan came hurtling toward him. He jerked the wheel to the side, barely missing it.


  “What the?” He looked in the rearview mirror, but it was already gone. Was that? “No, couldn’t be.” He shook his head and chalked it up to not enough caffeine and lack of sleep. He hadn’t had a decent night’s rest since Shelby left. He pulled up to the house and saw his father in the rocking chair out front on the porch.


  “What are you doing out here?” Beau stopped on the steps leading up to the house.


  “Just enjoying the morning, son.” Ollie rocked back and forth, a serene look on his face.


  “You know, I think I just saw Shelby pull out of here.” Beau jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “But it couldn’t have been. She had black hair. It was the strangest thing.”


  “You did see Shelby pull out of here,” agreed Ollie. “And it was strange, no doubt about that. But what do you care? You’re over her. Said so yourself days ago.”


  Beau felt a tingle go down his back. It was Shelby. Then the hurt came back and drowned his joy.


  “So what? She left town.” And me. “Decided to believe a lie rather than trust me and what we were building together.”


  “Seems to me that goes both ways.” Ollie rocked back in the chair, his foot pushed against the ground to hold him in place. “You had a chance to tell her how you felt but didn’t. She needed to hear it from you. That you—of all the men in this town—held her in the highest esteem. Enough to love her and care for her. But you didn’t, and it made her unsure of herself.” Ollie let himself down and began rocking again. “Of course she believed the lie. You set her up for it.”


  Beau’s heart clenched. Had he done that? Memories of all the times he could have confirmed how he felt rolled through his mind like a movie reel. He hated it when his dad was right.


  “Okay, if I set her up for accepting the lie, how do I fix it?” He bounded up the steps. “She was here, and now she’s gone again. I still can’t get her on the phone. Did she say anything? At all?”


  “Well let’s see.” Ollie held one finger up. “Anne’s selling her property.” The second finger popped up. “She’s sorry she didn’t believe you.” The third finger unfolded. “She loves you very much.”


  Beau slumped against the front door. “She said that?”


  Ollie shrugged. “No accounting for taste.”


  Beau blinked, realizing what his dad also said. “What do you mean Anne’s selling her property?”


  “Just what I said. She’s selling her property. If I had to guess, probably to pay off medical bills.” Ollie pushed himself out of the rocking chair and walked down the steps. “Seems like Shelby wants your help with the situation. Anne’s down in Bishop selling it off to Jackson.”


  “How do you know that?” Beau hurried after his father and stopped dead when his dad slid into the driver’s seat. “You do realize that this is my truck, right?”


  “Anne told me.” Ollie slammed the truck door in Beau’s face. He rolled the window down. “And yes, I do realize it’s your truck. Get in on the other side. Time’s a’ wastin’.”


  Beau didn’t have to be told twice. He hopped in the other side, and they were speeding down the highway after Shelby.


  “Do you think Anne has a good lawyer?” Beau stared out the window, disconcerted sitting on the passenger side of the truck.


  “I know she has.” Ollie stared straight ahead and then glanced over once at Beau. “Me.”


  Beau frowned at his dad. “Stop joking around, Dad. If Anne sells that property to Jackson, she’ll get the short end of the stick. He’s slippery, and she needs a lawyer to help her.”


  “I am serious, son.” Ollie leaned against his arm against the window. “Got my law degree, sat the bar. Just like all the other lawyers.” He scratched his chin. “Course I had to do it all at night while I was workin’.”


  Beau buried his face in his hands. “She’s going to lose it all.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Ollie’s tone was dry as the sands in the Mojave Desert. “I’ll try to do my best.”


  Beau shook his head and began to pray for them all.
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  Shelby rushed through the front door of the sleek office building, the sign outside declaring it “Jackson Enterprises.” She surveyed the room and hurried to the front desk where a blonde secretary chewed her gum, snapped it every few seconds, and twirled back and forth on her chair.


  “May I help you?” The woman had a twang to her voice that grated on Shelby’s ear.


  “My…” Shelby stumbled over what to call Anne. In for a penny in for a pound. “Mom, Anne Morris, is meeting with Mr. Jackson. I’m late for it. Which room are they meeting in?”


  Forgive the lie, Lord.


  The blonde pulled out a thick appointment book and began to flip through its pages. She scrunched up her perky nose and shook her head. “There’s no one on here by that name.” Shelby’s shoulders slumped. They weren’t here, and she had no idea where else they could be. “But I do have a Peter Jameson meeting with Mr. Jackson at nine.”


  Shelby looked at the clock on the wall behind the secretary’s head. It read nine o’clock. “Peter is my uncle. I need to be in that meeting with him.” She started walking down the only hallway visible from the foyer. “Is it this way?” And trotted away from the secretary, listening for voices.


  “Hey, you can’t do that!” the secretary raced after Shelby, who had reached the end of the hallway. She heard Peter’s nasally laugh and launched herself in that direction.


  “Wait! That’s a private meeting,” yelled the secretary.


  Shelby threw herself through the door just as the secretary grabbed her arm. They tumbled into the office together, causing all the laughter to stop.


  “Good grief is that you Shelby?” Anne pulled Shelby off the ground. “It is you!” She hugged Shelby’s neck.


  “I’m sorry Mr. Jackson. She got away from me.” The blonde glared at Shelby before tugging her short skirt down into place. “I’ll have security escort her from the premises.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Sonja.” Jackson leaned back in his chair, hands folded over his stomach. “Best if she’s here for this, anyway.”


  Sonja gave Shelby one more glare before pulling the door shut behind her, leaving just Jackson, Peter, and Ann in the room with Shelby.


  Shelby hugged Anne back and pulled away. “So, what’d I miss?” Sat in the seat next to Anne.


  “She’s signing over part of the property to me,” replied Jackson, before Anne could even open her mouth. Shelby pressed her lips together. “Anne hasn’t signed the paperwork yet, though. But you’re welcome to try to talk her out of it.”


  “Jackson wants to expand his holdings in our area. If I sell to him, not only does the property stay in the family, we’ll be making some money, too.”


  Shelby shook her head. “I don’t understand how that works.”


  “It’s like an annuity.” Peter’s shifted in his chair. “He gets the property and all rights to it, but he pays her a percentage of his profits once a year. It’s a win-win for both of them.”


  Shelby narrowed her eyes at Peter. “And how big is your cut of the pie? I’m sure that you didn’t introduce these two for free.”


  Peter’s smile was oilier than a french fry hopper. “Nothing saying that I can’t make a little something for facilitating this deal.”


  Shelby shuddered and turned to Anne. “Listen. You don’t have to sell the property.” She picked up one of Anne’s hands, so very cold in her own, and chafed it to bring warmth back to her fingers. “I’ve made enough at the gallery to cover most of our expenses for the next few months. The sale of the property isn’t needed.”


  Anne beamed at her. “I’m so proud of you, Shelby.” She squeezed Shelby’s hand once and let go. “And I really am humbled that you would do that for me.” She patted Shelby’s hand, laying on the armrest. “The thing is that this isn’t about us. You’re young and tend to fall on your feet when knocked over. It might not be fun, but you’re good at getting back up.” She leaned over and whispered, “This is about Peter. He needs this sale to go through—if only to convince himself he’s not useless.”


  She shifted back in her chair and smiled at Jackson. “I’m ready to sign those papers. Just want to read over them before I do.”


  “Of course.” Jackson produced the papers and set them in front of Anne with a large fountain pen. “Make sure to sign where I’ve highlighted in yellow.”


  Anne nodded and bent over the paperwork to review it. Peter caught Shelby’s eye over Anne’s bent back and smirked at her. Shelby turned around and stared blankly at the wall. Please, Lord. Just as you delivered the Jews from the Egyptians, Daniel from the lion’s den, and David from Goliath, deliver us from this awful situation. In your Son’s name, amen.


  The door flew open, hitting the wall. They all whipped around to find Beau filling the doorway. “Is this a private party or can anyone join?”


  Shelby leaned forward, heart drumming in her chest. Beau shifted his gaze from Jackson to her—and then winked. She thought her heart stopped in that moment. He’d winked at her. She felt herself go warm and when she placed one trembling hand to her cheek, felt it hot with a blush.


  “Yes, it’s a private party,” shouted Jackson. “You get out of here now before I call security.”


  “Can’t kick us out.” Ollie sauntered past Beau. “We’ve been invited.”


  “By who?” Peter was out of his chair, hopping mad. Literally hopping. He jumped from one foot to the other, face red.


  Beau hooked a chair for his father and then grabbed one for himself and sat behind Shelby and Anne.


  “By my client. Anne, darlin’, have you read that contract?” Ollie leaned forward and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Did you sign anything?”


  “No, dear, not yet. Thought I’d wait for my lawyer to appear.” She handed him the contract. Ollie pulled out a pair of readers and perched them on his nose. “Let’s see here.” He began to mumble and nod to himself. Finally, he folded it up and gave it back to Anne. “Just like we thought.” Ollie reached into his jacket and pulled out another paper and gave it to Anne. “If you’d do the honors, darlin’.”


  Anne gave him a sweet smile and placed the paperwork on Jackson’s desk. “What’s this?”


  “This is the addendum to the contract.” Ollie plucked the readers off his nose. “It states that you get the land and the trees but not the cottage or immediate land around it. That goes to Shelby Matthews.”


  Shelby swayed in her seat. “Anne, you can’t do that.”


  “It’s my property, dear, I can do what I want with it.”


  Jackson gave him a withering look and snapped open the addendum to the contract. He read it over and then threw it on the desk, a snarl marring his face. “I won’t do it. I’d rather rot in hell than give that woman,” he pointed his finger at Shelby, “a handout.” He placed his hands on the desk and leaned forward. “You shouldn’t have turned me down.”


  “So, the answer is no?” Ollie cocked his head to the side.


  “I wouldn’t touch that addendum with a ten-foot pole.” Jackson crossed his arms, an ugly look on his face. “Doesn’t matter, though. I’m the only one who has the money to buy the property.”


  “Actually.” Beau sat relaxed in his chair. Shelby wanted to shake him to get him to understand the gravity of the situation. He looked like he was bored with the proceedings. “There is someone else who’ll buy the property.”


  “Not anyone in our family with the money,” snarled Peter. He’d sat down again but still jittered in the chair.


  “Not yet anyway.” Ollie raised his eyebrow. “But we can chat about that outside.” He helped Anne to her feet. She didn’t protest, so Shelby let it go. Apparently, Anne and Ollie had outmaneuvered them all.


  “Wait a minute,” yelled Jackson. “We’re not through here. I’ve got investors waiting on that land.”


  Anne stopped, pulling her elbow from Ollie’s grip. “Your investors. Your money. You aren’t seeing the bigger picture, Dale. This was never about you.”


  “Get out,” growled Jackson, menace in every chopped syllable. “If you’re not off my property in five minutes, I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.”


  Anne gave Jackson a Madonna-like smile and allowed Ollie to usher her out of the room. Beau stepped aside to let Shelby pass, but still close enough that she could feel the heat from his body as she went out the door. She felt tight, a bowstring pulled as far as it would go.


  They met at Shelby’s car, with Peter bringing up the rear. His skin was sheet white, and his eyes darted back and forth. Shelby took a closer look at him and shook her head.


  “Peter, you okay?”


  His gaze whipped to hers and he focused on her with laser precision. “You.” He wound up his arm and let his fist fly. Beau stepped forward, pushing Shelby out of the way. She stumbled but caught herself. Ollie held Peter’s arms, while Beau rubbed his jaw.


  “What in the world has gotten into you, Peter?” Anne stepped forward, leaning on her cane.


  “It’s her fault!” He jabbed his head at Shelby. “She’s ruined it all. All that money we was about to make gone now because she wouldn’t leave. She glommed on to you like a bad penny—and I want her gone!”


  A thin line of drool slipped from the corner of Peter’s mouth. Shelby took a step back from Peter and turned her head so she wouldn’t have to see the hatred in his eyes. “I didn’t know. I thought it was just rivalry for Anne’s affections. I didn’t mean to come between them.”


  Beau stepped between her and Peter. “Shelby look at me.” She shook her head. He placed a finger under her chin and lifted her head. “It isn’t your fault. Peter’s expectations were never Anne’s. You’ve been a good friend—a good daughter—for a long time.”


  She shook her head. “If that were true, Anne wouldn’t have tried to sell the property in the first place.”


  Beau gave her a half smile. “Sometimes, parents do weird things. Like, go to law school.”


  “I heard that,” muttered Ollie.


  “But they want the best for us. Just like Anne wants the best for you.” He looked over his shoulder at Peter, no longer struggling in Ollie’s grip, and then back down at her. “And I want the best for you too. What Lena did was inexcusable, and I’m …”


  Shelby placed her hand over his mouth. “Stop. I was wrong to listen to her lies in the first place. I should have gone to you first.”


  He laced her fingers with his and clutched them to his chest. “Can we just forgive each other and move on?”


  “Already have.”


  He pulled her closer and bent his head down, while Shelby rose on tiptoe to meet his kiss.


  “You said you had another buyer,” whined Peter, causing Beau to wince and pull back. Shelby glared at Peter, who didn’t seem upset by it. “Why don’t we go to them and sell the property.”


  “But that wouldn’t keep it in the family.” Anne shook her head. “I won’t sell it to someone who won’t care for it.”


  Beau brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them. “I have a solution,” whispered Beau, just to Shelby. “Would you like to know what it is?”


  She nodded because taking a breath to voice agreement had become impossible.


  “Anne can sell the land to me.”


  Shelby wrinkled her nose in confusion. “But you’re not family.”


  “Good point.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “But she never said anything about not selling it to someone who’s marrying into the family.”


  Shelby gripped his hand tighter and shook her head. “Beau, you don’t have to do this.”


  “But I want to. Shelby, you have no idea how much I want to.” He swayed toward her and, she lifted her face for another kiss. He dropped onto his knee, wincing just a bit. She blinked for a second and then tilted her head down. A pained smile plastered across his lips. “I love you, Shelby Matthews. I didn’t realize how much until you left. Would you,” he paused, taking a big breath, “do me the great honor of becoming my wife?”


  “Will you say yes already so we can get on home?” Ollie leaned against the car, a bored look on his face. “I’m hungry.”


  Anne whacked him in the knee with her cane. “Shut up. This is beautiful.”


  Shelby suppressed a smile. “Yes. But only because Ollie wants us to get on with it.”


  “The only reason?” Beau’s slow smile melted her heart.


  She shook her head, black wisps of hair blowing across her face. “I love you, Beau Wright. And I would be just as honored for you to become my husband.”
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  “We’ve run out of canapés,” called Ollie as he bustled into the kitchen. “Do we have any more?”


  Shelby pulled a pan out of the oven. “Yes, we do. Get ‘em while they’re hot.”


  Ollie popped one in his mouth. His eyes went wide, and he began to fan air onto his tongue.


  “Is it hot, Ollie?” Shelby raised her eyebrow at him, giving him a half smile that she knew drove him nuts.


  He glared at her while dumping the canapés on the serving platter. Without another word, hot or otherwise, he grabbed the platter and went back into the house.


  “Wait! Those have to be,” began Shelby. It was too late. He’d already gone into the house. “Oh well. At least people are eating the food.”


  Beau popped his head in the door and gave her a smile meant just for her. Shelby felt her heart flutter. The last week had been busy with the final preparations of the pageant. Beau had managed to find time to size his mother’s ring to fit her finger.


  “The pageant is about to start.” He held his hand out to her.


  “You don’t have to tell me twice.” She pulled the apron off and tossed it on the counter. “Did you manage to get the animals to behave?”


  “Sort of. We gave them some sweet grain and placed Mac the goat between the geese and Lucy the pig. It’s all we could think of.”


  “So, what you’re saying,” said Shelby, taking his hand and letting him lead her through the crowd, “is that we’re on borrowed time.”


  “Exactly.” He grabbed her coat and slipped it over her shoulders. “We need to get everyone outside as fast as possible.”


  Stan stood patiently on the doorstep. “Boss, we got a problem.”


  Beau groaned. “What now?”


  “You know that sleigh ride we been giving?” He scratched the side of his nose. “Seems the horses decided they were done and went home. With the sleigh still belted on.”


  Beau blanched and reached for his coat. He took a step outside but stopped, pivoted, and dropped a kiss on Shelby’s nose. “I’ll be back. I promise.” He gave her an apologetic look before hurrying away with Stan to rescue the horses and sleigh from each other.


  A throat cleared behind Shelby. When she turned around, she found Verity d’Neal behind her. Shelby tensed for an argument.


  Shelby took a closer look at the small black book Verity held in her hands. “Is that my sketchbook?”


  Verity raised her eyebrows, tipping her head back just a bit. “It is.” She handed it to Shelby. “I found it while completing the church mural. Kudos on your design. It worked splendidly.”


  “Thank you.” Shelby gave her a tight smile, but Verity stayed put, fidgeting in place. “Was there something else?”


  “Hmm? Yes.” Verity drew herself up and inhaled deeply. “Your sketches in that notebook match the style of paintings that Dana said were hers. After some careful examination, I discovered that your signature had been painted over.” She cleared her throat again, and a slight blush turned her bony cheeks crimson. “I am sorry that I doubted you. I would like your forgiveness if you are willing to give it.”


  “Of course, I’m willing.” Shelby stepped forward and gave the woman a small hug. Verity straightened into a board and only relaxed when Shelby stepped back.


  “Thank you.” Verity gave her a small smile. She hesitated a moment and rushed out, “I’d like to show your work in my gallery if you’re willing.”


  “I’d like that.” Shelby gave her a grin. “I’ll have my work in two galleries. Yours and Ya Ya’s.”


  Verity’s hand clutched her chest. “Ya Ya Pugh?”


  “Oh, you know her?”


  Verity mumbled a ‘kind of’ and wandered away, a stunned look in her eyes. Shelby chuckled, not one bit sorry that she’d thrown the gallery owner for a loop.


  She managed to get down the steps and out to the Pageant. The wise men—three children from the church dressed in their parents’ bed sheets—were walking away from the stable, leading the other children in a procession.


  “I missed it.” She waved at the kids as the passed by.


  “It’s okay, Mith Thelby,” said little Tommy, still struggling with his missing front teeth. “The pig wrecked it anyway. But it thure wath funny.” His gap-tooth smile made her giggle.


  “Now don’t you be telling tales on me, Tommy O’Brian.” Beau slid an arm around her shoulders.


  Tommy’s face immediately became serious. “No, thir, Mr. Wright.” Then he grinned at them and ran away.


  “The pig got loose?” Shelby snuggled into Beau’s embrace. “Did anyone get hurt?”


  “Only our pride.” He guided her toward the back of the house. “I think I saw Pastor Grimes in the back near the gazebo.”


  She flushed with happiness. “I hope he agrees to officiate our wedding.”


  “I’m sure he’ll be happy to, sweetheart.” Beau stopped for a moment, his gaze searching the area. “There he is.”


  Pastor Grimes stood next to the gazebo, his back to them. He chatted with another person but was blocking their view of who it was.


  “Pastor Grimes!” Beau raised his hand to get his attention. Grimes stepped back and revealed who’d he had been talking to. Behind him stood a very red-faced Lena Hart. In a quieter voice, Beau added, “That was unexpected.”


  “Think they saw us?” Shelby turned her head up to look at him. “We could do a runner.”


  “You’ve got to stop watching British television. And no, we’re not ‘doing a runner.’” A frown hovered around the corners of his lips. “Come on. Looks like the pastor won’t let it lie.”


  Grimes led Lena toward them and held up his hand in greeting. “Hey there, Beau. Shelby. Thank you for your hospitality. It’s been a great party so far.”


  “Glad you’re enjoying yourself, sir.” Shelby nodded to Lena. “Lena.”


  Beau stayed silent and turned his attention back to the pastor, ignoring Lena. Shelby saw the hurt look cross Lena’s face and disappear again.


  “Sir, we wanted to ask you something.” At the pastor’s encouraging nod, Beau added, “We’d like you to marry us.”


  A delighted smile formed on Pastor Grimes’ face. “I’d be honored. When will the happy occasion occur?”


  “February. Not sure what date yet. Kind of depends on your availability.”


  “I’m sure we can work something out. Feel free to call on me at the church on Monday.” The pastor cleared his throat. “There is something I think that Miss Lena wants to say to you folks.” He pulled Lena forward and nodded to Beau and Shelby. “Go on.”


  Lena turned her head away from them. She cleared her throat, and when she turned back, there were tears in her eyes. “If I said anything that made you uncomfortable, or if you misconstrued what George told me, then I’m sorry for any part I played in your misunderstanding.”


  Shelby pressed her lips together. It wasn’t much of an apology but considering who stood in front of her, it was probably the best one they would get.


  “George is so fired,” muttered Beau. Shelby resisted the urge to elbow him in the ribs, despite agreeing with him.


  She stepped on his foot instead and said as sweetly as possible to Lena, “An apology like yours makes all the difference. “


  “Excellent! I’m glad we’re moving forward from this nasty business. Lena, I’ll take you home now.”


  “Pastor, you don’t have to leave.” Beau looked at Lena. “She can stay, too.”


  “No, no.” The pastor put his hand under Lena’s elbow. “Martha’s expecting us. Until Sunday my friends.” He ushered Lena toward the front of the house. Shelby and Beau watched them turn the corner.


  “What do you mean ‘an apology like yours makes all the difference’?” Beau stared down at her, confusion and a little anger stamped across his face.


  “Well, it does. It was an apology and made the difference in if I liked her or not.” She winked at him, and Beau began to chuckle. He bent down and kissed her on the forehead.


  “You never cease to amaze me, sweetheart.” He squeezed her shoulders and urged her toward the gazebo. “Let’s go to the gazebo.”


  They crunched through a tiny untrampled patch of snow and then stepped into the gazebo, with its gabled roof and open sides. It was hung with tiny fairy lights and boughs of evergreen decorated the railings. He looked around and nodded at her. “No squirrels.”


  She laughed. “Good. I’d hate to be attacked by one tonight.” The band began to play Silver Bells, and Beau pulled her into his arms, and they began to sway together. “I’m so glad Ollie found the band to play for us. I never would’ve thought of looking at the retirement village.”


  “Have to admit, they’re pretty good.” He swung her out, turning her and pulling her back into his arms. “I have something for you.”


  “Is it a kiss?”


  Beau tilted his head, thinking. “Not this time, but hold that thought.” She giggled as he let go of her and pulled out a wrapped present from beneath a pine bough. “Hid it here earlier. I want you to know that I love you.”


  “I know that, Beau.” Shelby smiled at him, he was so serious.


  “And I wanted you to have this.” He handed her the box.


  “Is this from Rose’s shop?” She tugged on the velvet ribbon, so dark green it was almost black. The paper crinkled as she carefully peeled it back from the box. “It is. I had no idea you were such a romantic. First your marriage proposal, then your mom’s ring, and now this.”


  “To be honest, I was so nervous asking you to marry me, my knees went weak, and it was either drop down to propose or fall on my face.”


  Shelby’s lips twitched with the laughter she was trying to suppress. “At least you’re honest.”


  Beau’s eyes twinkled. “Open your present, sweetheart.”


  Shelby’s breath caught in her throat as she opened the lid. “Oh, Beau.” She pulled the glass ornament from the box and held it up, the twinkling lights bouncing off the purple flowers inside.


  “I looked it up, and those are violets.” He stepped closer and touched his fingernail to the glass ball. “The purple ones mean love and faithful devotion.” He slid his hand around hers, so they held it together. “Just like I have for you.”


  Shelby felt a tear slide down her cheek. “I love you, too. And while it’s been hard, I’m glad that God had a plan for us to be together.” She looked down at the ornament, so full of joy she could barely contain it all. “Let’s go put it on the tree.”


  “Together,” murmured Beau, “I like that word.” He kissed her softly, and as they walked back to the house to place the ornament in a place of honor on the Christmas tree, Shelby sent up a small prayer. Thank you, dear Lord, for my Mr. Wright.


  The End
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  1. While this story isn’t an exact retelling, the themes of rejection, redemption, and family connections are still there. Were you able to see the parallels between Shelby and Beau’s story to those of Ruth and Boaz? What elements stood out most to you? (See the Book of Ruth)




  2. Like Boaz in the book of Ruth, Beau tried to show what he thought of Shelby rather than telling her. What problems could have been prevented by him also speaking of his love and care for her? (See Proverbs 25:11)




  3. People made assumptions about Shelby because of how she looked—both her naturally youthful features and her choices of hair color, tattoos, and piercings. What does the Bible say about making judgments about people based on their looks or social standing? (See I Samuel 16:7 and James 2:1-7)




  4. In Brushed with Love, family is important to Anne. Much like with Ruth and Boaz, as a modern Naomi, she appeals to family to help when threatened with debt and poverty. How does Beau fill the role of a kinsman redeemer for them? (See Ruth 4:9-10)




  5. The Paveys, Sam and Dana, and Lena Hart, all tried to take what wasn’t theirs (the paintings and Beau). How does this relate to Naomi’s cousin’s willingness to redeem the land but not take the responsibility that goes with it, namely, Ruth? Beau and Ollie play the part of Boaz in that they both “pull a fast one” on Dale Jackson and take care of the land as Anne wished. (Ruth 4:4-6)
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  [image: April Hayman]April Hayman creates adventures in ink wielding a fountain pen with the finesse of a sonic screwdriver. Author of the Heirlooms of Deception series, April combines humor, mystery, and quirky characters into stories that you’ll remember long after the last page.
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  Introducing Chautona Havig
By April Hayman





  I’m thrilled that you chose to read Brushed with Love. I truly hope that it blessed and inspired you. I wrote Brushed with Love to explore the different topics and themes within one of my favorite books of the Bible, the Book of Ruth, in a modern setting. As you can tell, it’s still very applicable in our own lives!


  Now, it is my distinct honor to introduce the next book in the series by my dear friend, Chautona Havig. She is a truly gifted writer and an inspiring Christian who has blessed me in many ways. I admire her for her humor, dedication, and directness.


  Chautona’s story is about Wayne and Lena, two characters introduced in her book, Premeditated Serendipity. In Tangled in Tinsel, a story of misunderstandings and tangled tangoes, Wayne and Lena learn that they cannot let the past dictate their futures. This Contemporary Christian Romance is sure to get your heart dancing this holiday season.
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  Copyright Notice


  Tangoed in Tinsel, original copyright © 2018 by Chautona Havig, all rights reserved.


  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Fonts: Garamond, Berton, Austina, Eras Medium


  Edited by: Haug Editing


  The events and people in this book are purely fictional, and any resemblance to actual people is purely coincidental, and I’d love to meet them!


  All Scripture references are from the NASB. NASB passages are taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE (registered), Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation


  Fiction / Christian / Romance


  Description: It took twenty years for Wayne Farrell to find the love of his life and only a sprained ankle to lose her. Still, when a new shot at romance presents itself, Wayne finds himself tangling and tangoing his life in unexpected directions.


  Disclaimer: Each book in this collection is the intellectual property and copyrighted material of the respective author and/or publisher and is reprinted as a part of this collection (anthology) only once, only for a limited time, and only by permission of the owners. Olivia Kimbrell Press™ makes absolutely no claim on, or to, the property of the owner(s) which exceeds that permission.
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  The incongruity of using words like brilliance, fire, and scintillation in a near monotone didn’t inspire confidence in the veracity of such assertions. Diamonds—weren’t they just over-priced crystals? As a woman wearing impossibly high heels climbed a step ladder dangling a gold, sparkling Christmas bulb from one finger, the man in a black suit and charcoal tie droned on about the “superior quality” of their gems.


  A large, perfectly manicured finger tapped the glass before him. “Considering the budget I’ve to work with, I would recommend that one. It’s almost flawless and has exceptional brilliance for one so small.”


  Wayne Farrell steeled himself against such blatant manipulative sales techniques. As a florist, he knew precisely when and where to pounce to infuse the perfect amount of guilt when he recognized a customer could afford what the occasion truly warranted. This Jeeves of the jeweler’s union had just slathered his words with enough guilt to schmear a whole bakery of bagels.


  Steel melted into a puddle at the idea he’d reduced his love for Lena to a dollar figure. It’s not like I can’t afford more. But it’s just a shiny rock! I could buy a cubic zirconia, and she’d never know it. Half the price and twice the size.


  So, with his prudent-self shouting ditties about size not mattering, his love-lorn-self eyed “Jeeves” with a look intended to whittle the man down to size. “For the right stone, I’d be willing to spend…” Wayne’s inward wince etched itself into his voice before he could stop it. “… whatever necessary. But I can do that because I make budgets and stick to them.”


  The man’s eyebrow rose—except it didn’t. In truth, not a muscle twitched, but it felt like every raised eyebrow he’d ever been given all mashed into one, “Oh, really” look.


  No response. None at all. Jeeves only stared.


  Strains of “The Most Wonderful Time of the Year” wisped through the store. It’s September, for cryin’ out loud!


  Still Jeeves stared.


  The next thing he knew, Wayne blurted it all out. “We’re older, you see.” He rubbed his jaw as if somehow that would prove his assertion. As if the long laugh lines and graying temples didn’t announce it. “I’ve never been married before, but Lena…” He swallowed at the memory of her story—of the husband who had beaten her until she ran away from him, from Spain, from her family and everyone she knew just to stay alive. “She needs to know how valued she is.”


  Again, the finger tapped the first ring. “Well this, as lovely as it is, will not accomplish that purpose. May I recommend…?” The finger slid across the top of the glass case.


  Please don’t cross into the next section… please…


  As if purposely tormenting him, it skipped over the next section and landed on a moderately-sized oval-cut stone surrounded by a ring of tiny ones. In platinum, of course. “This one. It would look lovely on… slim fingers?”


  Wayne nodded. What else could he do?


  “And against the flowers all day, it would hold particular artistic beauty.”


  He hated himself for asking, but at least his voice didn’t crack as he asked, “And the price?”


  “Twenty-five hundred—at twenty percent off, you understand. It was an excellent price at just over thirty-one hundred, but these sales…”


  Desperate to be done and gone, Wayne almost agreed, but a glance to the right prompted a double-take. “That one. Right there. I want it.”


  “Sir, it’s almost the same as—”


  “But I want that one. Those leaves twining up the band like that. They’re perfect.”


  “It’s only white gold. Platinum—”


  Wayne interrupted again. “Is great, I know. But I want that one.”


  Here, Jeeves threw out his most convincing argument. “It’s thirty-four hundred.”


  Wayne pulled out his phone, transferred money from savings to checking, and glanced up. “Do you take debit?” He slid the card across the glass counter. “And do you wrap?”


  “We do, and we do, but you do not want this wrapped. Open the box for her, sir. Women like that sort of thing.”


  He would have argued, but the man’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened in a stunned O. Wayne glanced over his shoulder and dove to try to save Miss Heels from toppling to the ground. He succeeded… and also succeeded in landing in a heap instead.


  The woman offered her hand, but he shook his head as he bit back waves of nausea and a groan of pain. “Can you push a chair over here?”


  “A chair?”


  As if admitting it would make things worse, Wayne winced before pointing to his swelling ankle. “I’m going to need help out of here.”


  Jeeves moved to put the ring back in the case, but Wayne pointed at it. “Finish the transaction! I do not want to come back.”
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  Two X-rays, a pair of crutches, a bag of ice, and a sports-wrap later, Wayne called for his former tenant to come get him from a clinic just a few blocks from the mall. Reid balked, of course, but the minivan Wayne used to deliver flowers would be the perfect transport home. “Don’t forget pillows—”


  “Why don’t you just call Lena? She has that great Lincoln…”


  “I was at the mall. Buying her something. I’ve got to keep that quiet for a bit, but if she comes to get me…”


  Even Reid couldn’t argue that. Still, it had taken over an hour to pick him up and another hour to get home again. Climbing up the steps to his little house—not easy. As much as it galled him to admit it, he might not have made it in without Reid’s help.


  The clock read ten past ten o’clock when he finally settled into the couch with everything he could hope for within reach. Reid hovered, but with a little effort, Wayne managed to convince the guy to go home. There’s nothing like feeling stupid in front of a studio audience of one.


  Then he did what every rational, mature, forty-something man would do. He called his mother.


  Raspy but alert, Barb didn’t bother with a greeting. “Who died?”


  “No one, Mom.”


  “In an accident? Maimed? Concussion?” Her tone grew suspicious. “Do you have a concussion?”


  “No, Ma. Just a sprained ankle.”


  With that, all the cooing, sympathetic sounds he’d called to receive commenced. If I only had stayed in Crossroads. Then again, I’d be Brooke’s boss instead of her owning her shop outright. Better this way.


  “Wayne!”


  It took a minute… or a dozen, but Wayne managed to tell the whole story in all its glory. “So, here I sit, trying to figure out how I’m not going to tell Lena about this.”


  The following silence made him squirm, but his ankle protested even that slight movement. Her response followed in quick, scolding sound bites. “The things you’ll do to get a discount.” He tried to protest but failed. “Propose quickly and then tell her.”


  Wayne chose to ignore the dig about his purported cheapness and focused on the suggested solution. “I wanted a special thing for her. Lena deserves a… a…”


  “A moment?”


  “Yes!” How was it that his mother always knew what he wanted to say when he didn’t? “If I rush it, she’ll miss out.”


  Even without seeing her, even without a word spoken, Wayne felt his mother’s smile. “How’d I raise such a romantic?”


  “I went into flowers, Ma. If I wasn’t a romantic before, I was kind of doomed to become one, don’t you think?”


  “And now you need a diversion from the truth?”


  Ouch. She still hadn’t forgiven him for interfering with Reid and his fiancée. Any second now she’d start in on what happens when you play loose with the truth. He had to think. Fast.


  “I need a truth that doesn’t give away the surprise.”


  “Tell her that, then.” When he protested, she shushed him. “No, listen to me. She asks what you were doing at the mall. You say you were there to buy something. She asks what. You tell her that it’s a surprise. Done.”


  The hope that had begun to bubble up inside him fizzled. “I should have brought her home before now and you’d have seen how impossible that is. She makes a bloodhound look ineffective.”


  “Then you’d better get to work. Bring her for Thanksgiving.”


  He’d planned to have her take care of the shop for him, but they’d be engaged by then. She should go, too—have a chance to meet the family. “I will.” Exhaustion slammed into him with the brute force of a Mack truck. “Gotta go, Ma. I’m tired… dead, actually. See you in a couple of months! Love you.”


  As he drifted off to sleep, Wayne wondered if he’d even given her a chance to say goodbye before he disconnected. Oh, well. Next time. Right now, Lena’s proposal is all that matters.
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  A dozen keys jingled on the ring as Lena Rojas slipped a little-used one in the lock. She flicked on the overhead light switch and blinked at a half-empty display case. “Wayne?”


  No response.


  Lights illuminated every corner, one by one, as she made her usual rounds through the shop. She pushed the curtain aside, calling his name again. Again, no answer. A Sharpie marker lay across a large invoice, turned upside down so the bright yellow of the customer copy showed.


  Wayne sprained his ankle last night. Said to call for instructions. Reid.


  The clock above the door ticked louder with each passing second. Más rápido, it screamed. Prisa.


  It only took seconds for her to boot the computer, access the ordering system, and hit print. Eight orders. Added to the five she’d printed the previous evening, it would be a busy but not a swamped day. “I still need help. I must go to the flower market. This is why he should order his flowers to be delivered. I knew this would happen.”


  The scolding she usually released in pointed jabs at the back room did little to soothe her when she knew Wayne couldn’t hear. It took four calls before someone suggested that Tabitha Allen might be available. “I think she only has classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays, so…”


  Tabitha agreed to arrive within fifteen minutes. If she’s here in thirty, I’ll talk Wayne into giving her a part-time job.


  At exactly twelve minutes after she’d disconnected the call, the shop bell jingled. A young, girlish voice called out from the front, “Señora Rojas? Should I take out the barrel? It’s just sitting here by the door.”


  Lena peered through the curtain, eyes widening as recognition hit. “Tabitha?”


  “Am I late?”


  “You are early! Excelente!” She hurried to dig out an application and slid it across the counter. “Wayne will be pleased. Please make an application.”


  “I can’t work regular hours, or I would. With Mom so sick…”


  Lena wouldn’t have any of it. “You fill it out. You talk to Wayne. He will work with you. Is better than no one because no one will do the work when they come—if they come.”


  With that, she snatched up the keys to the van, grabbed her purse, and made her way to the back room again. “If you need help, you call Wayne. He can use the FaceTime to help. I must buy flowers.”


  At the back door, Lena waited for a protest, but it never came. Instead, a soft humming preceded the jingle of the shop bell and a grunt that hinted the daisy barrel had begun its morning trek to the sidewalk. By the time she’d gotten to the van, started it, and slipped her phone in the holder on the dashboard, she’d forgotten about her irritation with Wayne and her worry for him and instead, pounced the moment he said, “Good morning, querida.”


  “Tabitha Allen. You must hire her. She cannot work the normal schedule, but she is punctual. She is competent.”


  “Tabitha Allen? How—? Where are you?”


  Lena inched out of the alley and down the street. “I’m going to the flower market. We hope they will not be sold out of good flowers. You didn’t call me so I could get up in time. No, you let me arrive when we are to open, and now there will be nothing good.”


  “You’re worried about me.”


  All the angst that had filed each of her words into a sharp point melted at his assertion. He was right, of course. “How did you do this? Why did you not call me?”


  “I was a hero, Lena! A woman was falling off a ladder, and I dove to catch her. Made it, too.” She heard the hesitation in his voice as he added, “I just didn’t get my own feet under me before I fell. Doc said I’m lucky I didn’t break it.”


  Ladder… “Is your neighbor? Mrs. Dvali?”


  “No. But…” A groan reached her. “Man, it hurts this morning. I probably should ice it.”


  “Yes! This is what you should do. Is important for the swelling.” She started to ask, again, but Wayne spoke first.


  “Did you say you had to go get flowers? I had everything for the orders last night. I was just going for more daisies this morning.”


  “There were eight new orders this morning —two with orchids. Sapphire and ca… ca…”


  “Calypso?”


  “Sí! That is right. We don’t have any.”


  Wayne’s silence hinted he might not agree. “There should be some sapphire in the back case—how big?”


  “Enormous. The ninety-five bouquet.” A sigh. She knew that sigh. “Is fine, Wayne. This one I can do. And the calypsos. I can do that, too. The three roses. I have fine. But there are four with no instructions. Just ‘for the baby’ and ‘happy birthday.’ I don’t know how to do those.”


  “You can take my laptop into the back room, and I’ll walk you through it. We’ll do this.”


  “Unless another order comes in. What am I going to do, Wayne? We need someone who is good with the flowers. I’m only good at selling them.”


  A few seconds passed before he agreed. “And that’s not true, you know. You’re also good at making me—”


  “Wayne Farrell!”


  “Yeah?” The sheepish quality of his voice hinted that she’d guessed correctly.


  “What was your neighbor doing on a ladder?”


  “It wasn’t my neighbor. I was in a store, and an employee was wearing these heels… I swear, they should be called shoe-scrapers. They were the Empire State Building of shoes. They make yours look like flats!”


  A glance at her three-inch red pumps sparked a thought—one she didn’t want to entertain. “Wayne, the store. What is the name?”


  “I… I can’t tell you.”


  Lena jerked the wheel and pulled the van to a stop, barely missing a ditch. Eyes closed, hands gripping the steering wheel, she ran through every scenario she could imagine—every innocent idea. But only one made sense, and it wasn’t innocent. She asked if he’d done it.


  “Lena, I don’t know what you just said. This stupid ankle will make sure I spend more time in that Rosetta Stone thing I bought. I’ll learn. But can you repeat that in English?”


  He doesn’t sound like Wayne. He is nervous. She took a deep breath and tried again. The image of stiletto heels and a store he couldn’t tell her about could only be one thing. I will not endure that ever again.


  “Lena?”


  “You went to—I cannot even say it. I won’t. But we are through.”


  “What? Lena, I don’t know where you think I went, but I didn’t do anything wrong. I just had to buy a—”


  She disconnected. No lies. I won’t listen to them. Not again. Not ever.
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  Dreams of being pampered with fried fish, gazpacho, and pestiños drizzled in honey died when the call did. A flash of irritation followed. “She should know better. What kind of guy does she think I am?”


  The longer Wayne sat there, the more he fumed. Not every man was like Lena’s ex-husband. “And I’m nothing like him. Philandering, wife-beating jerk.”


  The phone rang, and without even paying attention to the name on the screen, he tapped it. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you why.”


  “Wayne?”


  “Ma?”


  “I was just calling to see if you’re doing better today.”


  Aside from ticking off my girlfriend over something I didn’t do… peachy. Aloud, he merely muttered something about having been better.


  “What’s wrong, Wayne.”


  “It’s times like this that I’m so grateful for my name. As long as you don’t go senile and call me Way-way or something equally obnoxious we’ll be good.”


  A snicker gave him hope she’d not noticed that he dodged the subject. “I tried to call you Waynie once when you were a baby. Your father said I sounded like I was four and couldn’t pronounce my Rs.” Wayne would have promised to thank his father the moment he arrived in heaven, but his mother wasn’t done with him yet. “And why can’t you tell me what?”


  “Nothing. I thought you were—”


  “You didn’t tell her.” Mom gave an impatient huff. “Just call her up, get her over there, and propose already.”


  He gave a dozen excuses why it wouldn’t work, but when his mother didn’t accept any of them, Wayne capitulated. Struggling to his feet, he hobbled around the room to avoid crutches. “I’m not sure I should. I started looking up Spanish traditions—you know, so I could make it feel like home.”


  “And?”


  At least his mother sounded eager about that idea. “And I discovered they don’t do engagement rings. It’s all about the wedding. I am thinking about seeing if our local jeweler can make me thirteen gold coin charms for a bracelet—maybe with pearls or something.”


  “Coins?”


  “It’s a Spanish thing. They give their brides thirteen gold coins in a nice box.”


  Mom asked the obvious question. “Why thirteen?”


  “Has to do with Jesus and the twelve apostles, but what that has to do with a wedding, I don’t know.”


  “She’ll love it. But save that for your wedding. It’ll give the wedding something special, but she’s in America now. Give her a sweet proposal with an engagement ring.”


  It took more effort to create a bag of ice than he’d ever imagined possible, but Wayne managed to make it back to his couch, huffing and his foot throbbing. “Whew.”


  “No distractions, Wayne. Get her over there and convince her to marry you.”


  The concern that had been building from the moment Lena disconnected their call spewed forth before he could stop it. “She’ll feel bad that she messed up my proposal because of that stupid Alejandro. It’ll make everything worse. Why didn’t I let that girl break her neck?”


  “Because that’s not the man I raised you to be. Now get well and sweep Lena off her feet, okay?”


  It shouldn’t have, but somehow talking it through with his mother had bolstered his spirits. Next, a call from Tabitha Allen asking how to use the credit card machine if it wasn’t connecting sent him into business mode. “I’ll call you later, Mom. This is important. Bye.”
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  Every order sat in the case ready to go—except the birthdays and the new baby. Lena had at least discovered that it was a boy and had pulled out a red toy car, a blue crackled glass vase, and a baby boy gift bag to hold a small tin pail. Birthday items, she suspected, could be easier.


  It was time, however, to call Wayne for help. She couldn’t avoid it or his multiple calls any longer. So, with the large iPad ready to be used as a video camera to the shop, and a prayer asking the Lord to keep her strong in her resolve to end their relationship, she punched the call button. I need this job, God. Please help me.


  “There you are! I’ve been worried sick. Look, Lena—”


  Lena broke in, all business and ignoring his obvious distress. “I need your help with the arrangements. I have the baby boy one first. Which thing—?”


  The pain in his voice as he broke in rattled her resolve, but she stood firm.


  “Wayne, please. We’ve worked together for several years now. We can continue to be friendly. But I cannot make the nice arrangements.”


  “I didn’t go anywhere inappropriate! I was just shopping for a gift, okay?”


  Lena felt herself weaken and tried to shore up her resolve once more. “If the gift wasn’t something—”


  “It was for you, you crazy woman! I didn’t want to tell you yet.”


  The words pounded and pulsed in her head. “You crazy woman!” The echo followed. “Eres una loca!”


  “Lena? Where’d you go?”


  “I am here. Tell me what to do, por favor.”


  He began to protest further, but Lena cut him off again. “Wayne, I need to do this and deliver before it is too late. What flowers do I use for a boy?”


  Daisies. Wayne insisted that white daisies with a few of the leftover sapphire orchids and a couple of yellow lilies would be perfect inside the crackled glass bowl vase. At first, it took all his attention to get every daisy in place, but as she began inserting the blue orchids, her confidence levels rose… and so did his.


  “Lena, we need to talk.”


  “No, Wayne. We don’t. We’re adults. I can do my job, you can do yours. That’s all we need. Just to do our jobs.”


  “But you’re being ridicu—”


  “Eh-stop! No more. You don’t talk to me like that. You are my boss. That is all.”


  “I was buying—”


  Before he could press her further, before she dissolved into a quivering puddle of tears, Lena disconnected and began working on birthday bouquets. They wouldn’t have Wayne’s artistry, but neither would she have his lies filling her ears.


  I almost didn’t get out of my marriage alive. Wayne wouldn’t kill me, but I’d still die inside. No. I will not do it. No!
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  He’d tried for a week to convince Lena that he’d only gone in to a perfectly acceptable store to buy her a present. He’d even shouted what it was as she slammed the door shut one night, but she either didn’t hear or didn’t care. During the second week after their unsettling breakup, they’d settled into a similar routine as before he’d sprained his ankle buying the engagement ring he suspected he’d have to sell at a huge loss.


  So, when Jennie Bradford stepped into the shop the first Tuesday of October and tried to describe the unusual gravestone wreath her church ordered every year, and once again, Lena couldn’t understand what the woman wanted, Wayne decided he’d had enough of Lena’s barbs.


  “Pastor Allen put you on task this year?”


  Lena broke in and assured him she could handle the order.


  “And I can tell that you can’t. I’ve got this.”


  Normally, Lena’s scowl would have sent him scurrying back to his cave and the homecoming corsages he’d abandoned there. Anger and hurt, however, worked wonders for his resolve. “How many do we have this year?”


  “Six. Only two were residents. The rest moved away in the past ten or twenty years, but Pastor Allen insists. If we know, we honor.”


  “Do we have a theme this year?”


  “They’re all women, so it can be as feminine as we like.”


  As they discussed the options, the incessant clicking of Lena’s fingernails of the computer keyboard nearly sent his nerves into overdrive. She paused. “I found the last three. I will finish the order now.”


  “Would you like to go get coffee at The Grind and talk about it?” The question hung in the air, startling him as much as the two women. Jennie shot a look at Lena, who pursed her lips. Wayne lifted the apron he wore over his head and draped it over the counter. “You could tell me about your trip this summer. I’ve always wanted to see South America.”


  “What part? It’s a big place.” Despite her question, Jennie turned to go with him. “Thanks for your help, Mrs. Rojas.”


  For the first time ever, he heard her snap back, “Lena is my name. And what about this order?”


  “I’ll write it up tonight. We have a couple of weeks for me to come up with something good.”


  The door jingled as he opened it for Jennie. Lena’s voice grated as she called back, “And your corsages? They will wilt.”


  “Just put them in the case. I’ll be back soon.”


  Of course, the moment the doors swung shut behind him, Wayne’s confidence scattered in the autumn breeze. He shot a glance at Jennie and saw she, too, didn’t seem to know what she should do. “It’s almost lunch…” Another glance. “We could always go to The Diner… beat the rush.”


  She’d never agree, of course. But after twenty years of not dating, and then nine months of enjoying the relationship he’d dreamed of as a younger man, Wayne already missed the companionship of a girlfriend. He craved it. That thought prompted him to throw in one more tidbit of inducement.


  “I’ll e—”


  “Sure. That sounds like a nice idea. Mrs. Ro—, I mean, Lena won’t mind?”


  “It’s my shop. If I want to take an early lunch, I can certainly do that.” At least that’s what he hoped he’d said. Still reeling from the unexpected agreement, he couldn’t be sure.


  Jennie stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and eyed him. “I thought you two were practically married. I don’t want to cause problems…”


  “We’re no longer dating.” It sounded cold and uncaring. “She decided she wasn’t ready—that is, there was a misunderstanding—I mean…”


  That’s all it took. Jennie smiled up at him and assured him that she understood. “If you buy me lunch, I’ll buy you a scoop of Audrey’s pumpkin chai ice cream.”


  A protest bubbled from within him, but one quick glance at her smiling at him befuddled his brain just long enough for him to agree. “But if you buy me ice cream, that makes us even. I’ll have to convince you to let me take you to a movie or something after that.”


  Jennie’s laughter caught the attention of passersby—folks who smiled their way as if holding a secret. She ignored them. “So, that’s the secret then? Women do this all wrong. If they want someone to ask them out again, they need to reciprocate. No wonder the guy never calls again. He’s broke.”


  That’s got to be a hint. Then the full meaning of that hit him. Maybe Lena was just a novelty—the first woman I’ve noticed since the girls from high school. I should have dated around a bit once I started. A vision of Lena’s eyes accusing him of being just like Alejandro pierced his conscience.


  Wayne shoved them back again and boarded up the hole. He just gave Jennie a grin and said, “I’ll remember that. I’ll certainly remember that.”


  
    
      [image: ***]

    

  


  With each jerk of the second hand, Lena’s blood inched closer to the boiling point. Four orders still spun on Wayne’s ticket wheel. She flicked it again—just to keep them fluttering in the breeze. The shop door jingled. Lena flew from the workroom into the shop and managed to catch herself before she scolded Tom Allen in Wayne’s stead.


  “Señor Allen! Have you come for something for your wife?”


  The pastor of First Church gave her a weak smile. “Lily’s had her last treatment.”


  “Oh! This is good news, isn’t it?”


  He shook his head. “No. She stopped mid-treatment and said to let her go home. She’s done fighting.”


  An ache gripped the back of Lena’s throat. “Oh, Tom…”


  “It’s good. It is. She’s fought for so long, and Tabitha is not a child anymore, but…” The man’s voice cracked, even as he wiped tears from his eyes. “I wanted her to have roses—red. She’s the only girl I ever loved. Can’t let her forget that—especially now.”


  Wayne said that, too. And now he’s out with… that woman. Fickle.


  “Señora Rojas?”


  She snapped back to attention and reached for the order sheet. “Would you like an arrangement or a box?”


  “What do you suggest?” Again, Tom’s voice cracked.


  “Definitely the box. A vase it shouts, ‘Here! See how much I love you!’ Is good if you send to the work or something like that, but home… For home, a box is best. It’s a tender whisper of the tissue paper as she peels it away. It whispers, ‘I love you’ in soft, intimate tones. This you must do. I will get it for you. Right now.”


  By some miraculous intervention from God Himself, Lena made it to the back room and had the curtains closed before the first tear fell. With one hand she gripped the worktable. The other, she clapped over her mouth and willed the sobs to cease. You can have the breakdown later. Now you must be strong and brave—like Señor Tom.


  Silent tears poured down her face. Her shoulders shook. Her heart shredded in pieces the best office shredder could only hope to match. Dios mío! I loved him. I still love him, but…


  It wouldn’t do. The habits of a lifetime filled her. As a little girl in that small village near Cadiz, she’d learned the prayer at the feet of her beloved priest. Even when she came to America to dance with her troupe—even after she stayed and became a part of Fairbury’s community church, she still prayed those words, now in English. Lord, you are Holy above all others, and all of the strength that I need is in Your hands.


  A hand rested on her shoulder. Lena thought it was Tom’s. As she struggled for control, arms came around her shoulders and held her—familiar arms. “Lena, what is it? I didn’t mean—”


  No, no, no! She couldn’t hear it now. Not now. Not with Tom outside able to hear every word. She spun, held a finger to her still-trembling lips and hissed, “His wife—Tom’s wife—she is dying. He needs a dozen roses. In a box. I—” Lena tried to say she just couldn’t, but then she saw it. The pulling away. The closing of his heart. The shuttered eyelids with steel reinforcements.


  I did that to him. Me.


  She fled out the back way.


  Standing there, Wayne stared at the door, wondering why he’d thought it so smart to sneak in the back after being gone so long. And now this.
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  At the last jingle of the bell and the faint click of the latch, Wayne knew he was finally alone. The text message still burned his eyes. Hope your date went well. I’ll be back to work tomorrow. It was just a shock.


  Just a shock. She’d melted into him, not just allowed him to comfort her. Wayne knew it deep in his heart, but pride worked double-time to beat it back out again. “Well, if you want a shock, I’ll give you one. Jennie said she had fun today. Jennie would love another date. Jennie didn’t just decide to assume I’d become some kind of creep overnight.”


  That’s when an unsettling, discouraging truth sucker-punched him. “I liked being part of a couple. I liked having someone to care about—to do special things for.”


  His voice reverberated through the shop until he realized he’d been shouting. Quieter, he continued talking out his frustrations. “I love her—loved. I don’t know. Could I love someone who could think I’d go shopping in some filthy store and try to hide it from her? I could have come up with a dozen lies that would have ensured she never knew… if I’d wanted to.”


  With his roller-ball vacuum sucking up crunched leaves that blew in and were trampled into powder by the day’s customers, Wayne rewrote the history of his heart. “Maybe I never loved her. Maybe it was just all about loving who I thought she was…” No, that wouldn’t work. Lena was a good woman, despite how wrong she’d been about him. “But I haven’t had a girlfriend for so long that I mixed up my love of being able to be romantic with someone. It was a nice change from just helping along with someone else’s romance as the flower dude. I mixed that up with actual love. That’s all…”


  That narrative worked. As he washed out the flower buckets, scrubbed down the table and hosed off the floor until all the cuttings flowed into the sink-like drain under his work table, Wayne concocted a narrative that showed the Lord using him and Lena to help each other over the difficult hurdle of taking chances on relationships. He learned how to interact personally with a woman, and she gave her heart a chance to see that someone could treat her well.


  “Okay, Lord. Yes, she lost her way, but baby steps, right? Someone else can come along and help her trust fully again. I plowed the ground and planted seeds. Someone else can water. It’ll be good for her, but I can move on now.”


  That thought brought him back to Jennie. Yes, the woman was younger than him—by nearly a decade. That might be a problem in some peoples’ eyes, but not for Wayne. If it were a problem for her, well, maybe she wouldn’t be the one. She didn’t have to be.


  “But if she’s not, I’m going to keep looking until I find her. I’m definitely doing that.”


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter 4]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  The trees surrounding Lake Danube signaled their imminent arrival in Fairbury, but for once, Wayne hardly noticed. Instead, he listened to Jennie rhapsodize over the sea of color at the Rockland flower market. “I thought places like that only existed in books or movies.”


  “Well, big companies often use the flower auctions and have their product shipped to store, but we’re close enough that I can handpick what I want. Some things I have to order, but…”


  “I’ve just never seen so many different flowers—and so many of the flowers—in one place before.”


  It was a feeling he’d never forget either. A sidelong glance showed her watching him. “I know what you mean. I always liked flowers, but my testosterone protested. It wasn’t until we visited New York City and went down by 28th and saw the flower market… wow. It’s amazing.” He swallowed hard and tossed her a silent plea to go easy on him. “After that, I was sunk. I needed a life among the flowers.”


  “I think it’s stupid the way we act like there’s something unmanly about a guy who appreciates and can create beauty.” She tossed him a grin. “And really, no woman complains when a guy thinks she is beautiful and wants to spend all his time with her! What’s the difference?”


  A big one. Wayne ignored that thought and took the opening offered. “I’ll admit that I think you’re beautiful, but I’m not going to touch the ‘want to spend time with you’ because of it. That’s asking for trouble. Besides,” he added before she could protest. “It’s not quite true. I just enjoy our talks.”


  The stiffening he’d observed out of the corner of her eye relaxed. “Thanks. I enjoy it, too.”


  If you keep this up, I’ll be half in love with you inside a few more dates. A less romanticized portion of his heart scoffed at that, but Wayne eyed the pain-filled alternative it presented and kicked it to the curb. I will. I’ll let myself. Lena doesn’t want me. We were just a stepping stone in each other’s lives. That’s all. In time we’ll be back to harried shop owner and domineering manager. Just the way we were meant to be.


  Jennie’s voice broke through his thoughts. “—made it back earlier than I thought. I might even be able to help you carry in a few of the buckets.”


  “It’s not necessary, Jen. Really. I am just happy that you could come.”


  As they pulled into the alley and up to the back door, Jennie finally responded to that. “I’m glad you talked me into it. I wasn’t going to go—at three in the morning, it didn’t sound fun at all, but…”


  He hopped out and opened her door for her—barely in time. Jennie slid down off her seat and stood there just inches away. Wayne would have kissed her had the image of Lena dashing out the back door in a huff not killed all—well, not all but most—desire. Jennie grinned at him, kissed his cheek, and insisted he show her how he organized the buckets of flowers. “Roses are mine!”


  Red or pink?
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  The minute hand clicked one minute closer to the twelve. In three minutes, Lena would have to open the store. With no flowers. None. Not even a single scraggly daisy or wilted carnation.


  At closing the previous night, she’d gone through all the buckets and purged them of every bloom and piece of greenery.


  All right. I confess. Throwing away the baby’s breath might have been excessive.


  She tossed the clock a dirty look as it inched another minute closer to nine o’clock and dashed for the back door. “Wayne, where are you?”


  He should have been back two or more hours ago.


  “Oooh, that man! Since he takes up with this Jennie Bradford, he has become the irresponsible!” Hearing herself produced an amendment of that statement. “He has become irresponsible. No the.”


  A pang struck her heart as she recalled how much Wayne had loved her occasional sentence structure missteps. “I know when you are emotional. You toss in that ‘the’ in random places. It helps me know if I’ve touched or irritated you.”


  “Well, I’ll touch you with my irritation—right across your face!”


  She jerked open the back door and peered down the alleyway as if willing his van to zip through puddles and arrive with a splash at her feet. It didn’t. Only the steady plop of raindrops in those puddles kept the picture from looking frozen in time.


  Her heels pounded across the workroom as she rushed to open the door before the clock slid a full minute past nine. But the computer chime stopped her. Another order.


  “That makes eleven already!” A face in the glass of the doorway sent her skittering across the floor with a lack of grace that would have earned her sharp reproof from their choreographer back in her flamenco days!


  Keys rattled and jingled as she fumbled to get the door unlocked. Neal Kirkpatrick—town semi-ex-grump stood there frowning. “Is something wrong, Mrs. Rojas? I thought I saw you slip. Better get whatever it is swept up…”


  What else he said, she didn’t hear—tuned out. Yes, Mr. Kirkpatrick. I know you know best for everyone. You will tell me exactly which broom to use and which way to hold it and yell at me if I do not do it perfect. Well, I don’t care!


  “Mrs. Rojas?”


  “Yes, yes. Come in. What can I get for you today? Roses for the wife? Another rosebud for your little rosebud? What will it be?”


  “Both? And I need to order our Thanksgiving centerpiece.”


  A glance at the sparkling but bare floral cases in the showroom as she passed only fueled the fire of her ire. “Will you be looking for something traditional like a cornucopia, or perhaps something with candles and—”


  “Where are your flowers?”


  Grateful to have her back to him, Lena set her jaw and steadied herself as she skirted the counter. “Wayne—”


  The back door banged open with a crash, and a burst of laughter followed. She flashed Neal her stage smile and prayed it didn’t look too forced. “They’ve just arrived. We tossed everything last night to make room for Wayne’s trip to the market this morning. They must have been busy.” With each word, her voice rose. “…because he’s very, very late.”


  “Excellent.”


  His eyes said the reverse—especially when she couldn’t prevent a wince at the sound of Jennie Bradford’s profuse thanks for a flower of some sort, or so she presumed. The, “It’s beautiful, Wayne. Thank you!” tore at her heart.


  And he saw it.


  “I’m sorry, Lena. Perhaps later?”


  “Please, no.” She reached for the iPad where Wayne’s new designs were featured in a slideshow. “This arrangement is made on a lovely three-tiered display piece that can be used to hold hors d’ oeuvres at a party or simple decor the rest of the year. He’s only making five so that the town isn’t overrun with the same idea.” She swiped her finger. “And this wooden crate has been stained to give it extra richness as a background against the—”


  “I’ll take the first one. I like the metal look. It’ll be great for Wendy’s craft supplies in her nook downstairs. Definitely.”


  “And roses? A dozen red? One pink rosebud for your baby girl?”


  He slid his card across the counter. “You know me well. A man must make his ladies feel what he can’t always express, right?”


  “You’re a good husband, Mr. Kirkpatrick. I know, not because you buy many flowers from us but because I see how your wife glows when she speaks of you. She’s a blessed woman.”


  He folded his arms over his chest and watched her before nodding. “Thank you.”


  Wayne thrust the curtain aside and entered. “We’re back. You wouldn’t believe the flow—oh! Hello there, Neal!”


  Despite the somewhat perverse pleasure in seeing Neal Kirkpatrick scowl at Wayne, Lena decided to head off the man’s likely outspoken remarks. “You don’t have time for the chit-chat.” She could have ripped out her tongue for that “the.” “You have many orders, and now we have two for Mr. Kirkpatrick, so—”


  The computer chimed, announcing another order.


  Before she could use it to drive him back, Wayne began his retreat. “Okay, I hear it. I’m going.” He grinned at Mr. Kirkpatrick. “She’s a slave driver, this one.”


  Just as Wayne turned, Mr. Kirkpatrick said, “I’ll be the last person to get worked up over semantics, but that’s one that always bugs me. I bet the majority of slaves today and throughout history would love a nice job of arranging flowers and listening to the suggestions of a woman like Mrs. Rojas.”


  Wayne sputtered, agreed, and disappeared behind the curtain. Lena could have cheered. Instead, she whispered a quiet, “Thank you,” and swiped his card.


  “Wayne’s a good man, but he’s a fool.” And with that, Mr. Kirkpatrick scrawled a perfectly legible signature—how he did it, she never understood—accepted his card and receipt, and strode from the building.


  Lena took a moment to compose herself before she punched print on the computer and retrieved both printed orders. Head high, shoulders erect, poised for a stage entrance, she flung open the curtains and found Wayne lugging in more buckets of roses… alone. “Where is your assistant?”


  He stared, uncomprehending—obtuse, even. “Wha—oh. Jennie. She had to get to work. How many orders?”


  “A nice unlucky thirteen.”


  The computer chimed again. Wayne winked. “Make that a lucky fourteen. Neal’s first?”


  “Please. And then sunflowers for Kelsey at the Prayer House so I can have them when she gets off at the clinic. The rest have no deadline, but hurry. I have the feeling…”


  Wayne’s head snapped up, and he peered at her. “Are you okay?”


  Her phone rang—her private cell. It rarely rang unless Wayne called. “Yes, yes. Get the orders done. I must call Tabitha to deliver. You will be too busy. We need arrangements in the cases.”


  “Make a couple of generics in mason jars, will you?”


  The phone blipped again. “Yes. In a minute.”


  Just as she slipped through the curtains, Lena pulled her phone from her pocket and stared at the screen. “Ramon!”


  A string of Spanish greeted her as she answered. And a guarded place in her soul opened wide its doors. “Mijo…”
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  In his months of dating Lena, Wayne had learned just enough Spanish to make eavesdropping an extreme sport. The name Ramon—familiar. Lena spoke of her ex-dance partner with great affection, but she’d spoken of him as if he were a little brother or a son. The repeated, “mi amors” became increasingly uncomfortable.


  She wouldn’t lie to me. But…


  “Tango!”


  The word echoed in the front of the shop and ricocheted back to Wayne’s domain. He strained to hear more—anything that would make her exclamation make sense. All he heard were a jumbled murmur of sounds.


  He inched toward the door, hesitated, snatched up the roses for Neal’s wife, and moved toward the curtain. It’ll look like I’m coming through if she comes this way.


  Guilt rang the bell of his conscience. Wayne pulled the wire and continued listening anyway.


  There it was again. Tango. She was a flamenco dancer! Tango is what, Argentina? That’s the opposite side of the Atlantic! Or some geographical thing I can’t think of right now.


  Yes. He heard that—and his name. Wayne. If she’s telling him how I can’t dance…


  Her voice drew closer. Wayne decided to preempt her. He burst through with the vase of flowers and shook it. “Box? I forgot.”


  Lena didn’t even turn in his direction. “I fold a dozen and put under your table. Some of us do our jobs.”


  Great. She talks in Spanish for five minutes and now “jobs” sounds like “chobs.”


  He’d be straining to hear that heavier accent all week.


  Without a word, Wayne turned and went to stuff the box with roses. And deliver them, too.


  Lena appeared just as he slipped the single wrapped pink rose into the box. “Is the apartment above still for rent?”


  His traitorous heart clenched. “Yeah… why?”


  “Ramon is coming. He needs a place to stay—to practice where he will bother no one. Here is good. You get rent. He gets practice. Everybody has the win.”


  You’re bothered by it. Why?


  “Wayne? I can rent him the apartment—four hundred for two weeks?”


  A nod. “Sure. Whatever you think.” He grabbed up the box and bolted for the door. “I’ll run this and the sunflowers before I do any more.”


  As he stepped outside, she called him back. “Wayne?”


  Heart pounding, he paused but didn’t look back. “Yes?”


  “You forgot the sunflowers.”


  
    
      [image: ***]

    

  


  A burned out street lamp left the post office hidden behind tree-shaped shadows in a half-moonlit night. Wayne sat in front of it, a stack of mail on the seat beside him, and his phone in hand. “Siri, look up romantic ideas.”


  She came back with forty ideas for romance on the cheap. A swipe through them told him they wouldn’t do. Lena’s repeated accusations of his ignorance in the romance department told him he needed to kick his game up a notch, so he kept going.


  “Dry ice? Who wants to eat a meal full of ‘smoke?’” He eyed the next. “A giant card? Really?”


  Half of the suggestions had his face flaming. The other half of those suggestions, he stuffed in his back pocket for the day they wouldn’t be inappropriate. And Lena says I’m not romantic.


  Lena. His heart constricted, and in a rash moment of desperation, Wayne ordered Siri to call her instead. She picked up immediately. “Wayne?”


  “I just have to get this off my chest. I did not go to some smutty adult store. I never would. I did not do anything wrong unless trying to surprise you with—”


  “Wayne… My ph—”


  “—an engagement ring is somehow evil now. I get that you’ve been hurt. I do. But it hurts me that you would ever think I’d do something like that. What was I supposed to do? Let that poor woman fall off the ladder just so I didn’t hurt myself?”


  Silence.


  “Lena?”


  A glance at his screen told him she’d hung up.


  Shame, embarrassment, anger—they washed over him in ever-increasing waves. Rogue tears threatened, but he blinked them back into submission and tapped the browser button on his phone. Once again, he read. Roses—might not mean much from him. The memory of Lena giving up her one perfect rose for a last-minute centerpiece at Christmas the previous year—it haunted him. ““I have it.” Her hand had clutched at her top over her heart. “It’s here. The blossom would die, but this can’t.”


  “Well, it died eventually, didn’t it.” Roses wouldn’t work, so Wayne kept reading. One suggestion caught his eye. “Read poetry together… Hmm… I can do that. I think. Okay. I’ll do that.”


  There was only one problem—no poetry books. With the library closed, Bookends remained his only option. If only Todd hadn’t closed early. Half a turn around the square showed the lights still glowing, and inside twenty minutes, he arrived at Jennie’s door with One Hundred and One Classic Love Poems in hand.


  She said I wasn’t romantic enough for Jen. We’ll see about that.


  Jennie’s blush proved his idea a success! They sat around her fire pit in the common backyard of her apartment, and with a blanket over their shoulders, he read by cellphone light. One by e.e. cummings. One by Byron. He had no skill for reading, but Wayne plunged onward. Still, after a couple of unfortunate ones—ones that mortified them both or hinted at heartbreak, he began skimming.


  Jennie insisted that it was “too sweet” of him to do it. That kept him going. Lena was right—about me needing to make an effort—but she was wrong. I’m obviously more romantic than she gave me credit for.


  One poem caught his eye as she suggested they go in for hot chocolate. “Love after Love” by Derek Walcott. He’d have to read that one later. With that thought, Wayne closed the book with a snap.
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  The stomping of shoes overhead to the beat of “Hernando’s Hideaway” set Wayne’s teeth on edge. They’d been practicing for hours—for days… weeks. Seems like years.


  He finished off another arrangement of twiggy berries, chrysanthemums, ivory roses, and sunflowers. And if I never see another twig again, it’ll be too soon. How did I let Jen talk me into so many?


  Laughter drifted down from upstairs. Wayne clenched his teeth as he listened. What could they be talking about? Laughing about? Why did a dancer like Ramon need to learn the Tango? And why especially from Lena?


  Questions piled one after another. But when the next song began, Wayne closed his eyes and shook his head. No, no, no. Why did I ever look up the songs for the tango? The music swelled. As if mocking him, the strains of “Jealousy” grew louder and louder, and their footsteps followed.


  “He’s got to go…”


  Despite Wayne’s assertion, he knew he’d never do it. Sucker.


  His phone blipped, and distracted by another burst of laughter from upstairs, Wayne forgot to see who it was. First mistake. His mother’s voice blasted into his ear. “Why are you avoiding my calls?”


  “Maybe because I knew you’d destroy my hearing in one shrieked sentence?” He winced. Mistake number two.


  “Wayne?”


  “Sorry, Mom. Really. Pain kills a guy’s brain. I thought you knew that.”


  “What are you avoiding telling me?” He could hear her suck in air. “If you tell me you guys aren’t coming for Thanksgiving…”


  His plans to avoid it in plague-like fashion fizzled. “I’m coming… I just have a ton of stuff to get done so we’re covered while I’m gone. The fewer arrangements the temp has to do, the more money I save.”


  Giddy—the woman went from scolding to squealing inside three sentences. “Oh, yes! I told everyone that you’re bringing your girlfriend. They’re so excited to meet her. Thank you for staying for church on Sunday…”


  He winced. Forgot about that part. Telling her now would be miserable but less so than if he showed up alone. “About that…”


  “You’re not even open on Sundays!”


  “Not that part.” He swallowed lumps the size of Lena’s giant hoops and prayed for wisdom for him and mercy from her. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell you this, but…”


  The door burst open, and Mrs. Whyte, the town’s spiritual policewoman, descended on the shop. “Sorry, Mom. Gotta go. About to get Whyte-washed.”


  He pocketed the phone and smiled as the woman approached the counter. “Good morning, Mrs. Whyte. What can I do for you today?”


  “I need to order a funeral arrangement—white lilies. With a few red roses in the mix.” She spun the card rack, found the one she wanted, and began writing before he’d finished taking down the rather short order.


  “Um… and what size order would you like?”


  She eyed him. “I want the best you can give me for a hundred dollars. After all, overcharging on flowers for the pastor’s wife…”


  He choked. “What? I hadn’t heard—”


  “She’s still with us, Wayne. Deep breath. We’re just leaving until January first, and I want to be prepared. I’ll just pay now, and when the Lord takes her home, it’ll be all taken care of—whether that’s this week or in six months.” He would have protested, but then she added, “Although that would be a miracle at this point.”


  Wayne took the rest of the order in a daze. While Mrs. Whyte might not be the most sensitive of women, her penchant for blunt truths meant that if she believed Lily Allen to be near death, then the woman was. Tom…


  At the door, the woman turned. “Have a blessed Thanksgiving, Wayne. And I’ll be asking about the flowers when I get back.”


  He waited until she left before he growled, “I bet you will.”


  A voice from behind him murmured, “You bet she will what?”


  Eyes closed, heart still aching, Wayne didn’t even bother to turn around. “Check to see that I delivered a bouquet.” He dropped his voice low and added, “Did you know Lily was so close to going home?”


  “Home? Where is her home? I thought she lives here.”


  Sometimes I think we invent colloquialisms and idioms to terrify and annoy ESL speakers. “She’s dying, Lena.”


  The slightest touch to his arm, her long slim fingers… “Señor Tom he came in and say she is stopping the treatment. I’m sorry.”


  Emotion overtook him. “I’d better get to work on orders.”


  “Wayne…?” she began.


  He didn’t look back.
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  At thirty minutes to closing, Wayne called out, “Lena, I need to stop by the store for popcorn and sodas before I go to Jen’s. I’m going to leave—”


  Lena flung open the curtain separating the workroom from the shop and inhaled the spicy scents of evergreen and cinnamon. Christmas already. She slid one hand up the doorjamb and planted the other on her hip. “You will not! I need more to fill the cases. I need my lists of what to buy while you are gone.”


  Yyyooou. Not Chu—


  “I have a date, Lena!”


  “I am sure Jen knows all about the importance of this business. She can wait for her oh, so romantic popcorn and pop.”


  He glared at her—or he tried. She knew that look. She’d wounded him. Good. Maybe he’ll do better work. Maybe. Maybe.


  With a flourish leftover from her flamenco days, she flung her hand in the air and stormed back into the shop. The bell rang a moment later. Last minute purchases before Thanksgiving… He’d better have big ones in there. It’s the best time for that. People are the desperate.


  Something about that last thought didn’t feel quite right, but an awkward-looking man inched his way inside. “I need something—for a hostess gift. I was invited to dinner tomorrow—last minute.” He winced. “Sounds pathetic, huh? I just wasn’t supposed to be here, but our project went over, and the boss invited me to his house.”


  Her mind zipped a few calculations. He traveled… no wedding ring. Employer footing the bill. Restaurant food on a holiday, gas to the city to find that food…


  “Just a minute. I think Wayne has the perfect thing in the back. It should be for display, but you need something extra special—for the boss.” At the curtain, she looked back. “Oh, what is your budget?”


  She’d waited for his relief before tossing that at him. It worked every time. He sagged against the counter. “I don’t care. It just needs to be nice, and if it can be delivered, that’s even better.”


  “Where is the boss?”


  Crinkles appeared around the man’s eyes, and his lips thinned as he concentrated. “Strasbourg Terrace?”


  She nodded. “It will be our pleasure to deliver tomorrow by nine o’clock. Let me show you what I suggest.”


  Once behind the curtain, she moved to Wayne’s side, eying the options. Pointing to the one he clipped and trimmed with a vengeance, she hissed, “I need that one done. Now.”


  “It’s not—”


  A jab at his arm was all it took. “He’s here. He will buy it. We must—”


  Wayne glanced around the workroom and pointed. “Get me those leaves.”


  In seconds, she’d returned with several hand-preserved maple leaves in tow. “Five?”


  “Perfect.” He glanced around him. “Green picks.”


  She reached for five and passed them over.


  “Floral tape.”


  The roll tried to skitter off the table, but she caught it and passed it to him as well. Inside two minutes, the leaves sat nestled among the evergreen, pine cones, Asiatic lilies, and a few orange and yellow ranunculi for a showy flair. Lena squeezed his arm, snatched up the long, almost pumpkin-seamed vase, and hurried out the door.


  I must stop that. He is not mine—not now. And this is best.


  The way the man’s eyes brightened told her she’d made the right choice. He touched a lily. “Those are so pretty. Perfect. He’d already written out a card and held out his phone. “There’s the address. I’m supposed to be there by one o’clock, so if it could be there by noon…”


  “We will do this.” She rattled off the price and noted that he didn’t even blink. Yes… the best idea.


  As he waved goodbye, Lena turned to bring the delivery receipt into the workroom. “Here’s tomorrow’s delivery information. Are those done? I need to fill the case before I lock up.”


  He snipped dove tails into the ribbons on the candle centerpiece and nodded at the other. “The terra cotta pot is done. This just needs… something. I don’t know what it is.”


  “Maybe the candles should be green instead of white.”


  “They’re ivory, but you might have a point.”


  Green didn’t work, either, but when he popped burgundy in there, everything came together. “Perfect. There. I’ll just clean up this mess and be off.”


  Her throat strangled any hope of a reply. Lena picked up the centerpiece and carried it through the doorway, fighting back emotions she willed to go away. She lost that battle.


  The moment Lena flipped the open sign around, Wayne called out a good night, and the back door slammed shut. Lena raced for the door and made it in time to see his taillights burn at the end of the alleyway and then fade into the distance. Her heart sank.


  I should not have done this. He’s a man. Men are weak. I know this. But Wayne…


  A shuffle upstairs prompted a change of heart. I will help Ramon. Is good for the distraction.
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  Aching feet and brain fog combined to make even the idea of getting out of the car a painful thought. Wayne stared at the market, willing someone inside to see him and come out to take his order. Like Sonic, but for popcorn and nasty Diet Dr. Pepper. Is that too much to ask?


  A text from Jennie asking if he’d bring Reese’s Pieces drove him out of the warm van and into the frosty wind. So much for the warm spell.


  Ten minutes later, he sat shivering in the front seat, writing a few words of appreciation and affection in a Thanksgiving card that claimed to be “Thankful for You” this year. He wrote Jen on the front in bold capital letters and tucked it in the bag with the rest of the stuff. She’d find it when she opened everything.


  Cards are always romantic. But, of course, I’m not. I’m just a guy who spends his life helping keep the romance alive in relationships every day. That’s not romantic at all.


  The internal rant picked up with every block he drove. I’m just the guy who used my flowers to bring together two of the nicest people in town. But that’s not romantic, apparently. Not at all.


  He pulled up in front of the yellow row house on Briarwood and smiled up at the glowing light on Jennie’s upper floor apartment. Jennie appreciated him. She didn’t think he was unromantic or a sleaze who frequented places that sold things he probably had never heard of. Like to keep it that way, too.


  His conscience struck right as he opened the door into the house-turned-apartment building. Okay, it’s understandable. Alejandro was a piece of work. But still… she should know better. I never—not once—gave her reason to think I could much less would!


  Jennie opened the door just as he reached the top of the stairs. Meanwhile, Jen’s there eager to see me.


  “Wayne. Come on in. I’m just going to go down and latch the gate out back. It’s banging in this wind and driving me crazy.”


  He thrust the bag into her hands and turned to go. “I’ll get it. Can you make the popcorn?”


  “Yep! And I have Another Stakeout ready to go. Prime doesn’t have The Cheap Detective right now.”


  “That’ll work. It’s on my list to watch. Mom gives me a dozen every year. I usually only make it through three or four, but that’s on one of them. She’ll forgive me—” He reconsidered his explanation mid-sentence. “Um—you know, for not watching them all.”


  Jennie gave him an odd look, but by the time he returned with the gate closed, she sat at one end of her couch, knees drawn up to her chest, with a bowl of popcorn and… He stared. “Did you mix your pieces in with the popcorn?”


  “It’s sooo good. Try it.” She shook the bowl at him.


  Wayne couldn’t help being a bit dubious. After all, she was eating the popcorn and candy and washing it down with Diet Dr. Pepper! It didn’t say much for her taste in snack foods. After another shake, he grabbed a few kernels and a couple of pieces and popped them into his mouth.


  “Okay, you got me. It’s good.”


  She grinned and pulled his card from under the blanket. “This is sweet, Wayne. Thanks.” She looked awkward and uncomfortable. “I—” Jennie gave him a weak smile.


  “Yeah?”


  The words came out in a rush. “I didn’t get you anything. I’m sorry.”


  Kind of proves my point… not that Lena will ever know. When Jennie shifted awkwardly, Wayne just plopped himself down at the other end of the couch and reached for the remote. “I just wanted you to feel appreciated. Didn’t do it because I expected anything.”


  “I—” She swallowed a mouthful of popcorn and promptly choked. It took a minute of coughing, pounding on her back, and coughing some more, before she gasped out, “Thanks.”


  It was near midnight before he left. The movie ended, but they talked—about her dreams of going back to school and becoming a teacher. He told her of the florist shop in New Cheltenham and how he’d been offered first chance to purchase it. Jennie asked about his faith, and Wayne admitted he’d only returned to church because Lena had expressed interest.


  “I didn’t know if she believed,” he explained. “She didn’t go anywhere that I knew of, which made me wonder. And that, of course, made me realize that me not going made it look like I didn’t believe. So, we helped each other that way.” Wayne rubbed a hand over his eyes, willing himself to stay awake. “Lena actually went often. I just never knew because I wasn’t there.”


  Jennie choked out something about having been concerned about his faith for that very reason. “I—”


  Unprovoked or planned, Wayne kissed her. It lacked something—probably due to the awkwardness of knees and legs making it difficult, but the sweet smile on her face as she blinked back at him did a number to his heart.


  Maybe she is the one. And, first kisses are always awkward, aren’t they?


  He shouldn’t have let his thoughts go there. The Valentine’s Day kiss under a rose pomander he’d hung in the shop filled his memory. A groan escaped.


  “Wayne?” As he met Jennie’s gaze, she added, “Maybe—”


  “I should go. It’s late. I’m sorry.” He bolted from the apartment before any more memories created awkward moments between them.


  Her text message blipped the moment he pulled up in front of his house. We should talk.


  Heart pounding at what that could mean, he only replied with, Lunch before I leave tomorrow?


  His teeth sparkled, his sleep pants wrapped him in a cocoon of comfort, and his alarm was set for three o’clock—just two hours away—before he received her answer.


  Yes.
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  As he stepped into the back room of the shop, strains of “Jealousy” followed the slow, slow, quick, quick, slow path down the stairs to challenge Wayne with a slap to the face. He, in turn, made a progressive sidestep—by pulling a pair of earbuds from his pocket. Inside three agonizing seconds, he’d drowned out the shushing and sweeping sounds of feet across the upstairs floor.


  He should need to pull in buckets of flowers from the Rockland market—should, but didn’t. A weather warning had given him all the excuse he could have hoped for to roll over for a couple more hours of sleep. And he had. Now, however, he needed to order inventory brought in—just in case.


  While a maudlin country song he’d never heard before and hoped never to hear again bellowed out twangy wails of grief over the loss of a “woman too good for me” filled his ears, Wayne took inventory. The Asiatic lilies wouldn’t hold until Monday. They’d droop. He pulled them from the case and grabbed a few chrysanthemums and the last of the ranunculi as well.


  Wayne opened his laptop and began to type out a flower order. Between additions and subtractions of guesstimated needs, he created an arrangement and tried to calm the storm raging in his mind. Jen understands me. Maybe… He shook his head. No. Can’t think about that now. Must get ready to leave. I’ll deal with all that later.


  He reached for a rich, vibrant orange ranunculus and nearly knocked the bucket over onto his laptop. In a desperate move to save the laptop, he shoved everything away from him and watched the flowers, buckets, and glittering vase crash to the floor. Relief at saving his laptop lasted only until the clattering of dance shoes on the stairs alerted him to Ramon’s impending arrival.


  He pulled out the earbuds. Why is cursing wrong again, Lord?


  “Mr. Farrell? Is everything…?” The question died at the sight of water, flowers, and glass shards on the floor.


  Wayne closed his eyes and his laptop at the same time. A joke about how laptops didn’t need to be kept in water danced on the tip of his tongue, but Lena would never understand the joke. Ramon probably wouldn’t, either. “Almost knocked it onto the laptop, so I shoved it away instead.”


  “That is very fast thinking. Laptops dislike baths more than little boys.”


  Wayne couldn’t help but chuckle. “Right? I was just telling myself that you don’t have to water electronics like you do flowers.”


  Hearty, musical laughter—for the first time, Wayne knew what that meant—filled the workroom. “Is a good joke. I like it.” Ramon glanced around him and went for the push broom on the wall. “I will sweep.”


  “You don’t—”


  “I don’t get to talk to you when I move in. Lena always rushes me upstairs. I would like to know the man who gives me his hospitality.”


  You mean the guy who takes your rent money? Wayne opted not to say that. “Well, thank you.” What else could he say?


  After the first push of the broom, the questions began. How long had he been selling flowers? Did he like it? The usual “get to know you” type things that were simple enough.


  Wayne reciprocated. Had he always loved dancing? (Yes). When had he met Lena? (When he joined the flamenco troupe). Where did he dance now?


  “I have the opportunity to dance in a competition—as instructor. But one of the dances we teach is the tango. It is not my strength, but Magdalena took special classes when we moved to Cadiz. She learned the rumba and the tango. She is like a tiger-bird. She stalks her prey but with light feet that fly across the floor.”


  This Wayne couldn’t and would never try to refute. “I’ve seen her show the local boys how to do a few steps—to impress the girls. She’s amazing.”


  “She says you were her novio. I never think she will trust a man again.” Ramon stopped pushing the broom and stared at Wayne. “This is how I knew you were a good man.”


  Words flew from Wayne’s lips before he could stop them. “Yeah, well, then she accused me of going to…” he swallowed hard, ordering himself to stop talking. He didn’t listen to himself. “Well, let’s just say unsavory places.”


  “Not tasty?”


  Oh, boy. Wayne tried again. “Um, places that sell things that are… insulting to women.”


  Ramon stared at him—face blank. Then understanding dawned. “Ah. Like Alejandro.” A nod. “She would assume if she didn’t know. She thought I cheated on my girlfriend once. I thought I’d never dance again after she stomped my foot with her heel.”


  “Break anything?” The morbid fascination prompted the question just seconds before he recalled that it wasn’t any of his business. “Sorry. Ignore that.”


  “Sí. She break a small bone. It heal. Everything is good.”


  “You weren’t mad at her?”


  A shrug and Ramon began pushing the broom once more. “When she stomp, yes! But then Marta says, ‘Ramon. She is protecting me. You should be glad.’ And she is right. So, I forgive her. I tell her, ‘Next time, ask. Don’t assume. Ask with Marta there. She will know if I lie.’ So she does. Twice. Then she trusts me.”


  Once more, a question that was none of his business formed and spewed forth before he could stop it. “And where is Marta now?”


  The look on Ramon’s face answered before the man could find his voice.


  “Never mind, Ramon. I shouldn’t have asked. I’m sorry.”


  “Is good to talk of her. People don’t ask. They think it will make me sad, but when people forget or don’t care—this makes me sad.”


  Desperate to change subjects, Wayne asked when the competition began.


  “January. I left the troupe when Marta died. This is my first job since then. I need to be good. I need my contestant to win, but without a good tango…”


  “Well, I can’t tango at all. Lena said I was the worst dancer she’d ever seen.” He choked on the words. She’d also kissed him and said he made her heart dance better than her feet ever could. Don’t think about it. You’re through. You have Jennie now, and she’s more your speed. Lena’s too dramatic.


  “You should learn! There is a contest in Brunswick.” The way Ramon said it came out more like Bruins-wick, but Wayne got the point. “Tango. You should learn and challenge Lena to compete with you.”


  “We’re not together anymore, Ramon. Besides, you’re the one training. You should do it with her.”


  It all sounded so perfect and logical. Wayne actually found himself puffing out his chest with a bit of pride as he reflected on his suggestion. Pride popped with an unceremonious fizzle at Ramon’s shaking head.


  “She is not the professional anymore, but I am. This is only for those who do not work in dance. You can learn, and as her partner, you can help her win. She will like it.”


  Again, Wayne repeated the point Ramon had apparently missed. “But we’re not dating anymore. She decided to end it. I have a new girlfriend.” Just in case he’d possibly missed any of that, Wayne added, “We’re just friends now.”


  Undaunted, Ramon came closer, leaned in as if to convince by proximity—intimidation, perhaps? “You say you are ‘just friends,’ but you will not help a friend? Why?”


  Yes, his reply probably did sound a bit desperate, but Wayne had to try. “She would never agree, Ramon. It isn’t just me. Lena wouldn’t teach me, and without lessons—”


  “I will teach you. Tonight.”


  He shook his head. “I’m going home to Crossroads in a few hours—for Thanksgiving.”


  “Friday?”


  “Not coming back until Sunday night.” Just in case that wasn’t enough, Wayne tacked on, “Late.”


  “Monday morning. You come early. I will teach you everything you need to know.” He winked. “Everything Magdalena teaches me. Form, attitude—everything.”


  There wasn’t a cell in his body that didn’t scream for him to say no, but as Ramon talked about how much Lena missed the dance, and how much she needed to know she still had a friend in him, Wayne found himself relenting. “She wouldn’t think I was pushing? I have a new girlfriend now.”


  “Yes, you said. But she knows this. She sees. She will be glad to know she still has her friend.” He glanced around him as if expecting Lena to pop out and accuse before leaning forward again and whispering, “She will not say it, but she needs friends. She is the lonely.”


  Unlike Lena, when Ramon inserted random articles into conversation, they didn’t denote emotion. It was just that natural language translation difference. But emotion—it filled every word, regardless.


  Wayne couldn’t resist its call. “Just how hard is the tango? I’m not light on my feet, you know…”


  Ramon beamed. “You will be fabuloso.”


  That’s not the word I would have used….
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  Just as Wayne drove off, Lena heard Ramon jogging down the stairs. A moment later, his voice drifted in from the workroom. “Magdalena?”


  “I’m in here, Ramon—with a customer.”


  He stepped in and smiled at her as she helped a pudgy woman choose a centerpiece. Every price tag sent the woman into fresh wails at the cost of everything. “I should have gone to The Market yesterday. They have affordable flowers.”


  And for the $14.99 you get no vase, no artistry, and flowers that die twice as fast. Yes, it’s a bargain. Perhaps she shouldn’t have done it, but Lena suggested that the supermarket in Ferndale might have flowers left. “Something more in your… limited budget?”


  Ramon shifted behind her. Amused or nervous?


  A hint like that could backfire, so Lena waited, ready to claim the “language barrier” if necessary to protect Wayne from her frustrated gaffes. But, as she suspected, it worked beautifully. The woman pointed to the smallest arrangement, nestled in a pottery bowl that Lena had picked up at a garage sale in Brunswick.


  “That’ll have to do, I suppose. I don’t have the time or money to waste driving all over the countryside to save a few dollars. I was taught not to be penny wise and pound foolish.”


  The words made no sense. What did pounds have to do with pennies? Did she really weigh her coins? Why not just use dollar bills? So much easier. This Lena did not say, however. One didn’t insult a customer and then insult her again.


  “You have made a beautiful decision. This will last you for a week if you change the water…” All while she took the woman’s card, rang up the sale, and passed a receipt to be signed, Lena gave directions.


  Ramon waited until the door jingled behind the woman before laughing. “Oh, you are good—muy bueno! I am impressed!”


  “She just wanted me to make the price smaller. I will not do that. If I make it smaller today, she will tell her friend. Her friend will come in. How can I tell her friend no? So that bouquet is a smaller price, too. And in a few weeks, we must stop selling because we lose the money.”


  “You take good care of him.”


  “Who?”


  “Wayne Farrell.” Ramon shook his head with a disapproving wag. “He does not appreciate you. You made the right decision to break off with him.”


  Lena gave him a weak smile and filed the receipt in the drawer. “He’s a good man, Ramon. But if I can think he would do something like Alejandro, he is not the man for me.” She swallowed hard and tried to silence the weeping strings of her heart. “Or maybe it is that I am not good enough for him.”


  “He let you go. He’s a fool. That is everything to know.” Ramon leaned against the rose case. “And, of course, he’s a simple man. I talked to him this morning. Nice, yes. This is true. But so…” Ramon gave her an exaggerated wince. “So boring. No charm. No sophistication. No grace. He’s um… el granjero. Like a farmer.”


  Every nerve in her spine tingled. Her hands gripped the counter, and despite every effort to appear calm, it all exploded into a fiery ball of angst. One hand flew up in the air and slammed down, palm flat, onto the counter. “He is not a farmer. Not a bumpkin, is what I think you mean. He isn’t a dancer,” she conceded. “No! But he could be—if he learned. He just never did. Not every man is Ramon Merino.”


  His laughter, Lena did not expect. He shook his head, his teeth flashing with each new burst of mirth, and gave her a rather pitying look. “You talk a tango—first pushing him away, then coming close to protect him. Do you know your heart?”


  Lena didn’t answer. She couldn’t.
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  Hands full of bags from the deli and one from Bookends, Wayne knocked at Jennie’s door. Children played somewhere if the shrieks and squeals that filled the neighborhood meant anything. He shuffled as he waited, peered around the corner and shuffled again.


  Jennie appeared, hair up in a messy bun, sloppy, oversized sweatshirt, and leggings. “Hey…” She rubbed the corner of one eye. “Sorry, overslept.”


  “Hungry?”


  A sleepy smile grew. “Yes.” The door opened wider. “I owe you, Wayne.”


  After weeks of more friendly than “datey” behavior, Wayne gave in just a bit. He leaned close and kissed her cheek as he entered. “You’re beautiful, Jen. Did you know that?”


  The hint of a blush—just enough that it could still be from sleep, he supposed—made her even more attractive. Still, he said nothing more. But if that wasn’t romantic and honest, I don’t know what is. It’s much better than those silly candles I bought.


  Silly or not, though, Wayne pulled out the candles and set the little things on her coffee table. “Pastrami needs candlelight—even at noon.”


  It sounded even more pathetic vocalized than it had in his head. Jennie didn’t seem to think so, though. She hopped up to retrieve matches and grinned as she fumbled with one until she had to blow it out. “It won’t light! Unromantic thing!”


  So much for Lena being wrong. Wayne reached over and scraped some wax off the wick with his thumbnail. “Try again?”


  It worked—just as he knew it would. The candles lit, and the pastrami on rye for him and on whole wheat for her filled the rest of the little coffee table. She sat cross-legged on the floor, her arms resting on the table as she bit into the sandwich. “So… when do you hit the road?”


  “I need to be at the airport by three, so soonish.”


  “Did you get any amazing flowers this morning?”


  He snatched up his phone and zipped a text message to Lena, asking her to push the submit button on his order. “No… weather wasn’t good, so I just ordered them this time. Easier for Lena, too.” He gave her an odd look. Would Jennie be jealous if she heard about the dancing? And why does that idea sound wonderful instead of awful?


  “Well, that saves some of the driving, too. Didn’t you say the airport is a ways from Crossroads?”


  “Yeah.” Mind made up, Wayne plunged into his new plans. “I have to say, though. I kind of wish I’d gone.”


  Jennie chewed two bites before she finally asked him why. “I mean, why do you wish you’d gone—for flowers, right?”


  “Yes. I was in the workshop—made a mess of things, too—when Ramon came down. That guy challenged me to learn the tango of all things. He strongly hinted that I owed it to Lena to do it so she could enter into some contest. I told him we weren’t dating anymore, but…”


  “That seems like a great way for people to see that you’re still friends, though. You know, that you’re not all broken up and incapable of interacting with her.” She giggled. “You dancing the tango.”


  Defensiveness welled up, despite repeated efforts to stifle it. “I’m not that bad.” He tossed the words out like a joke, but he also suspected that they’d fallen flat.


  Jennie became apologetic. “I wasn’t laughing at you, really. It’s more the idea of you dancing the tango—with Ramon.”


  A piece of pastrami lodged in his throat, and no amount of coughing would dislodge it. Jennie pounded. He coughed. She pounded more. He hacked and choked as he tried to force it down with water. It did go down… eventually. “You’re trying to kill me,” he gasped. “I wonder if Ramon will really do it…”


  “Sounds like it to me.” She caught his gaze and held it. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  And he was. Just sitting there eating a simple sandwich and talking about dancing with a dude of all things. “He won’t make me be the girl, will he?”


  “No.” Jennie winked at him. “That would be fun to watch, though.”


  They shared a smile—one that gave his heart a bit of a jolt. She’s right for me. I need someone calm and sweet. It’s nice not to have to deal with all the drama. Thank you, Lord, for that. His spirit revolted at the idea of the Lord taking away Lena because he couldn’t handle the drama. That’s not what I meant. Lena’s a good woman. She just wasn’t ready. And I am now. And I needed her to prepare the way. Yes, that’s more like it. We both grew.


  The prayer felt familiar—too familiar. Had he become repetitive? Redundant? He’d have pondered it more, but Jennie began talking just then.


  “You know, sometimes we feel like an old married couple, don’t we? Just sitting here eating pastrami with our little touch of candlelight. I half-expect a passel of kids to come out and tell us one of them puked or something. It’s…” She sounded a bit strangled. “Well, it’s like we’ve been married for the last twenty or so years.” A “bit” strangled became positively strained by the time Jennie finished.


  Poor girl. She’s probably embarrassed mentioning marriage like that. She’d kept talking—joking about something to do with getting in a rut before getting on the road if his ears picked up enough to follow. His mind, however, couldn’t get off the idea of marriage.


  “Don’t you think?”


  By that point, he’d quit trying to follow her. “I’m sorry. I just had this mental picture of us in rocking chairs on the porch, criticizing the height of our neighbors’ grass. What did you say?”


  “I said,” she repeated with a weak smile, “—that it might be best not to start a relationship in the ditch.”


  Oh, no. Not romantic at all. There’s nothing romantic about a ditch. Desperate, Wayne stood and offered his hand. For just a moment, he thought she might not take it. Relief turned him into a puddle of desperation when she finally grasped it and pulled herself up.


  Every instinct demanded that he kiss her, but something held him back. Maybe she’s just hinting we should go slow but not crawl. Or maybe, the whole rut and ditch is a hint that she needs a quicker-moving relationship. I should ask.


  Something in her eyes disturbed him. He cradled her face in his hands, and she didn’t wince, didn’t move, didn’t… anything. She just gazed back at him as if waiting… for something. A kiss—a real one—wouldn’t do. He had to make it through a weekend without her. No use making that harder. Instead, he leaned close and kissed her forehead. “I don’t want to go.”


  Her hands gripped his arms, and for a moment, he thought she’d kiss him. And I’ll let her, too!


  Jennie didn’t kiss him, however. Instead, she squeezed his arms and stepped back. “You wouldn’t want to miss your flight.”


  His hopes crashed and shattered at his feet.
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  Knocking on the door he’d burst through a dozen times an hour as a five-year-old always felt ridiculous. However, just barging into his mother’s house after decades of not living there—equally absurd. It had taken a few dozen visits to perfect it, but in recent years Wayne had learned to dash up to the door, ring the bell, and rush back for his luggage. It gave his mother a chance to make it to the door by the time he arrived there, suitcase and overnight bag in hand.


  She’d be beaming at him, and he’d kiss her cheek. It happened every visit. She fed him cookies while he told her at least one humorous travel story. And this time, he had a doozy for her.


  The door flung open, and his mother nearly ran down the steps and met him halfway up the walk. “Wayne! And—” She stopped short. “Where’s Lena?”


  Wayne’s first thought was whether his mother was too young for Alzheimer’s or whatever other dementia issues caused memory loss. When she glared at him and then at the car again, he shook his head. “I told you, Ma. She’s not coming. She broke up with me.”


  Had anyone told him it could even happen, Wayne would have bet everything he owned and ever would have against such a notion, but it did. It absolutely did. His mother, who had loved him so dearly that she’d occasionally been accused of having a favorite spun him in place and shoved him toward the car. “You go get her. Right now. You fix this.”


  “Mom—”


  “No, Wayne. Go get her back. She’s the best thing that’s happened to you since Jesus.”


  Well, I’m glad He made the list—Savior of the world and all.


  Wayne turned, shaking his head as if it would make any difference. “She’s not going to take me back. I tried. I did everything I could, and then I decided I wasn’t going to grovel forever when I didn’t do anything wrong.”


  Right there, to Wayne’s utter disgust, his voice cracked. That was all it took. His mother snatched his overnight bag from his hand and half-dragged him into the house. “You go change—jammies and slippers. I’ll throw cookies in the oven. We’ll talk.”


  Jammies. At my age she still says jammies. Despite his objections, the coddling he’d hoped for after his still achy-when-it’s-cold ankle would be a thing now. And maybe, just maybe, that meant he’d really heal.


  Two pairs of sleep pants greeted him from the top of his suitcase. The plaid begged for wearing. Flannel, not too thick—they were perfect. Beside them, his Rockland Warrior fleece pants sat without bothering to vie for preeminence. They would win, and they knew it.


  At home, he didn’t care. Wayne wore what he wanted without much thought or consideration. At Mom’s house, you wore plaid sleep pants only after Thanksgiving dinner. She’d rather see you in white after Labor Day than to wear plaid before Thanksgiving. For the curious, Barbara Farrell was not, and never had been, Southern.


  Overheated in Warrior pants it would have to be. He compromised by leaving off the slipper socks he’d brought to appease her. A man must assert himself now and then—even with his mother.


  Cookies came out of the oven in perfect synchronization with Wayne’s arrival in the kitchen. His mother shook her head, popped a couple on a paper plate, and flipped the rest upside down on newspaper. “You’ve always had the best timing. Lydia never could get in on time, but you…”


  The dilemma before him—to stop her from reminiscing about his childhood all night or keep it going to avoid listening to her bawl him out for “blowing it” with Lena? Lena won out. His mother had more years of memories to rehash than he had days of knowing Lena. Self-preservation and a desperate need for sleep won out.


  “Ma?”


  She paused, cookie balanced on the spatula, and glanced over her shoulder. “Hmm?”


  “I’m concerned about you. I told you that Lena broke up with me. Why did you think she was still coming?”


  “You did not tell me, Wayne. I’m certain I would have remembered that.”


  He shook his head. “No… you called about Thanksgiving and said how excited you were that she was coming, and I told you she wasn’t.”


  His mother flung the spatula on the counter and popped one hand on a hip. “And what did I say when you told me that the only woman you’ve ever shown an interest in since—”


  “Don’t, Mom. Don’t.”


  “Aaah… I’m back to Mom. Concern’s gone now, is it?” She arched an eyebrow in that infuriating way he’d spent hours trying to copy as a kid of eight. He’d never managed, either. “So tell me! What did I say?”


  Therein lay the problem. He couldn’t remember. Why couldn’t he?


  Mom broke in with a sharp tone. “You didn’t talk to her, did you? You didn’t explain. You just let her keep thinking whatever it was. You let your pride—”


  “No. I tried. She won’t listen. I absolutely humiliated myself trying to get her to, but she wouldn’t.”


  “So why didn’t you tell me she wasn’t coming?” With each word, his mother’s voice scaled. “I told everyone—”


  “And I told you she wasn’t!”


  The oven dinged, likely saving him from a spatula shaking in his face. He saw it as she turned back to open the door—the tear. Oh, Lord. Don’t let me hurt her, too.


  In that moment of prayerful concern, clarity formed. He’d been interrupted. And since he’d been avoiding her calls for that long, he’d just continued to do it. He brushed the crumbs from his fingers and skirted the breakfast bar. The moment his mother set down the cookie sheet, he wrapped arms around her shoulders and squeezed. “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t know I hadn’t told you. I thought I did.”


  “Why didn’t you make her understand? She loves you.”


  It didn’t take long to share his theory, and it took even less time for his mother to shred it—one word, actually. “Hogwash.”


  “Mom…”


  “Don’t ‘Mom’ me. A woman like that, wounded by someone in the past, she needs patient, careful wooing. You have the heart for that, but you gave up.”


  The temptation to throw Jennie out there as an alternative presented itself, but Wayne had lost the confidence that she’d be so thrilled that he had another girlfriend that she’d drop it. I should never have let them talk on the phone. That was dumb.


  “Wayne?”


  Oh, how he hated that tone. He knew what it meant, but he couldn’t say. It would only make things worse. “Yeah, Ma?” Maybe using “Ma” would soften her a bit… distract her.


  “Promise me something?”


  And here we go… Wayne just nodded.


  “Pray about it—pray and see what the Lord shows you in His Word. Pray.”


  Barbara Farrell knew how to punish a guy. Throw prayer at him. How could he refuse? But every time… every time, the result came out all wonky. Still, he heard himself say, “I’ll pray, Ma. I’ll pray.”
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  Just on the other side of Holly Circle, three “evergreen streets” lay at the edge of town. The farthest was Fir Street, and there Lena had purchased her tiny two-bedroom house with its single bath and eat-in kitchen with no dining room at all. Just five small rooms with itsy bitsy closets and a half-enclosed back porch that doubled as a laundry room when the pipes didn’t freeze.


  But it was hers. She’d even managed to pay cash for it, and every year she saved enough to do one more thing to improve it. So while most of America popped turkeys in ovens to roast all day, Lena planned for a simple, traditional Andalusian pescaíto frito—a fried fish dish. Ramon would come, and because he did, she’d also planned for polvorones—Christmas cookies.


  The doorbell rang just as she’d pulverized the roasted almonds. Lena hurried to the front door, wiping her hands on her apron as she went. “Ramon! You are early.”


  “Should I come back later?”


  Lena pulled him inside and scolded him like the little brother he was to her. “You will never make a girl happy if you arrive before she is ready for your date. Marta would tell you this.”


  His hug told her she’d made the right decision to bring Ramon’s wife into the discussion. Too many people ignored the dead as if they no longer mattered. It is wrong. I won’t do it to him.


  “Thank you, Magdalena.”


  “She was my friend, too. I miss her.” No other words would come—they refused. But it would be enough. He would be comforted by her love for the fairy-like girl who had been his wife.


  “Are you ready to tango?”


  At this, Lena roared. “Only you would ask that as I’m making your favorite postre!”


  “Dessert can wait. I must dance!”


  They did not dance. Instead, she worked to create the feather-light cookies that would melt in their mouths. Her throat tightened as she set half a dozen aside for Wayne. They were his favorite, too. She nearly piled them back on the plate before Ramon noticed and teased her—again. She must show that Wayne was a friend, still—a good friend. And when you made enough polvorones for half the town, you saved some for your friend. Your boss, even.


  However, the moment she’d taken the last cookies out of the oven, allowed them to cool completely, transferred them to wax paper, and dusted them with powdered sugar, Ramon was there, “Jealousy” playing on his phone in his shirt pocket. “I must improve.”


  Had he not been ten years her junior, did she not know his heart still wept at the grave of his wife, Lena might have doubted Ramon’s true meaning. He was right, however. If he hoped to take his contestant to the end of the contest, he would have to improve. Something lacked in the steps he choreographed, in the way he held her, and as they moved to the living room, she knew what.


  “Ramon, you must pretend that I am Marta—that you must win her back, but she makes you angry, too.”


  “I was never angry with her.”


  This was probably as close to the truth as it could be, but he needed to do it. “You lack the passion. You must want me to follow you. You must push me away—not just with your feet or your hands but with your eyes, the snap of your head, your heart. Then you must make me follow.”


  “I can’t pretend you are Marta.”


  She stood there, staring, waiting, thinking.


  “Magdalena, you know…”


  “I do know,” she said. “I pretend that you are Alejandro when I push away. Then I pretend you are W—one whom I love when I return to your arms. Do you see? Think of the man who hit her—think of his cellphone.”


  Three rounds—four. The song played in an endless loop that drove her mad. The words, they spoke truth. Jealousy tortures.


  “She’s just a little girl, Magda. Don’t let her win. He loves you.”


  Lena stepped back and turned to go… do something. But he caught her wrist and twirled her to him. Anger flashed in his eyes. “Don’t be eh-stupid! You love him.”


  “He—”


  “I don’t care what you think he did. You love him.”


  Hand out, she pushed herself away in a classic move. “Love does not make a happy life. We both know this—you from loss. Me from…” Lena choked.


  “Wayne isn’t Alejandro,” Ramon insisted. “He’s kind.”


  In a move more suited to her natural flamenco, Lena stamped her foot and clapped. “And he has found someone else. He’s not for me.” Before Ramon could object, she stormed from the room, insisting, “I make fish.”
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  In comfy plaid sleep pants and slipper socks—a concession to his mother, of course—Wayne jogged down the stairs and crept toward the kitchen. A light glowing told him he hadn’t been the only one to think of it. Great.


  After the loud creak of the last stair, Wayne knew he couldn’t hide his intended approach, so he headed into the kitchen and hoped for the best. His mother stood at the sink, a plate of pecan pie in hand and a guilty smile on her face. “Hungry?”


  He shrugged. “More munchy than hungry. Didn’t get the pumpkin like I wanted at Lyddie’s. I figured you’d have some.”


  The way his mother cleaned every bit of sticky goo from the fork before stabbing it in for another bite warned him of impending trouble. “Wayne?”


  How he ached to tell her to mind her own business. But you don’t do that to your mother, do you? Not when you love her. Not when you know she just wants to see you happy. With that reminder, he just gazed at her until she continued.


  “Did you call and wish Lena a Happy Thanksgiving?”


  Wayne froze in the middle of the kitchen and stared. Oh, brother. It was time to make her see how serious he was about moving on. “No. I called Jennie, though. We’re going shopping for new decor for the windows Tuesday night.”


  “That sounds like something better suited to your shop manager than some customer.”


  As Wayne reached for a plate, he tried to make her see—make her hear how important this new relationship had become. “That ‘customer’ is my girlfriend now, Mom.” He hadn’t said as much yet, but it was time. “It’s serious. I think maybe the Lord had things go so badly with Lena because He had something better for me. Jennie’s quiet, stable, not so emotional. She’s good for me.”


  Mom’s jaw set hard and firm. “You sound like you’re trying to convince yourself.”


  I’m trying to convince you!


  “Don’t get me wrong,” she continued. “I’m sure this Jennie is a very nice woman, but you don’t talk about her like you did Lena.”


  “Or maybe…” Should he say it? Maybe not, but what else could he do? “Maybe you just hear what you want to hear. Lena was good for me, Ma. I know that.” He pulled pie from the shelf and unwrapped the aluminum foil from around the edges. As he did, he gave her his theory on the Lord using each other to prepare the way for a new life. Again. Only the third time. Not bad for twenty-four hours.


  “You don’t talk about Jennie the way you did Lena. I don’t hear it in your voice. Something’s missing there. She’s a rebound, plain and simple. Talk to Lena. A relationship—”


  Wayne smashed the aluminum foil back down on the pie and shoved the whole thing back toward the shelf. He replaced the plate and stepped back. “Mom, you’re going to have to get used to the fact that it’s over with Lena. I’m probably going to ask Jennie to marry me.”


  “What? How—it’s too soon! Just weeks since you bought that ring for Lena.” She reached for his face. If he let her, she’d cradle it in her hands like he was five again and whatever she said, she’d expect him to just accept and follow—just like he’d done back then.


  Wayne had had it. He backed away again and turned to go. “And now I care for Jennie. Goodnight, Mom.”


  With each step up the stairs, Wayne’s anger grew. The door slammed shut. Well, it shut with as much force as he dared. Sure, he was a grown man, but in his mother’s house? He wasn’t a fool!


  And now I’m up here with no pie and a mom who is stuck on a woman she’s never even met for a daughter-in-law. Great.
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  Years of waking at three in the morning didn’t cease just because he’d gone home. Add to that the time difference, and Wayne found himself unable to stay in bed a minute after four o’clock the following morning. A walk, a shower, and a few minutes in prayer whittled away an hour, but the day stretched out before him.


  At least if Mom asks if I prayed, I can say that I did. And I’m still convinced Jennie’s the one. I just need to be bold. Not boring. Lena was right about that. I can be predictable and too cautious. I’ll be bold. I’ll take that ring and give it to a woman who will love it because she loves…


  That wouldn’t work. He’d thought Lena loved him, and Jennie wasn’t anything like Lena. She could be bored with him for all he knew, but she would like the ring. That much he didn’t doubt. She might not love me yet, but maybe she will… someday. She said she thought people didn’t use their heads when they chose someone to marry. Well, she can use hers.


  The words on the page of his Bible blurred and faded as he planned what he’d say—how he’d do it. I was right with Lena. It needs to be special. She needs to know that I will cherish her. A woman should feel cherished.


  Decision made, Wayne only had to worry about just how to do it. A small, private moment in some romantic place? It worked for movies, but… Something about it felt… lacking. Perhaps at Marcello’s or while looking at Christmas lights. That sounds romantic enough…


  Another idea blossomed. The ornament exchange at church. Everyone would be there to celebrate with them. Lena would have loved something like that. Maybe… Lena does have a better pulse on romance than I do.


  It was one more way he needed to remember to be thankful for his time with her. Okay, Lord. I get it. I do. I needed to learn a thing or two, and she taught me. I’ll even thank her. How’s that?


  Creak! That bottom step announced his mother’s arrival seconds before she entered the kitchen. Wayne looked up from the battered old table where he’d learned to color, learned his numbers, learned fractions, and wept over algebra—not that he’d ever admit that now. She’s a good mom.


  “Morning, Ma. Sleep well?”


  The chic “grandma-do” looked like a Meg Ryan cut gone wrong first thing in the morning. Still, no one in the world had a prettier mama than Wayne and Lydia Farrell. Everyone had always said so, and time hadn’t changed that. “Ma, you’re still the prettiest mom ever.”


  “Now, I know that’s Lena’s influence. Call her, Wayne.”


  “Why can’t it be Jennie’s? Or maybe I just happened to remember how much my father loved and admired you? Maybe I got old enough to remember that people need to hear nice things.”


  The chair nearly toppled over as he shoved it back—not an easy thing for the heavy old chairs that had managed to survive his rough treatment over the years. Mom called out for him, but Wayne took the stairs two at a time to get away. Well, he did for the first two or three steps. His knees creaked in ways that he wasn’t used to, and the ankle still didn’t appreciate the up and down of stairs.


  Wayne managed to get his bedroom door shut before he heard the creak of the first step. The closed door did not, however, deter her. A sharp knock sounded. Great. She’s mad.
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  Barbara Farrell stared at the door for half a second before she gave a sharp rap on the door. He’ll just tell me to go away…


  Without waiting for a response, she opened the door. The sight of Wayne flat on his back on his old twin bed with one arm flung over his eyes almost halted her. Almost. “Wayne?”


  “Sorry, Ma. I shouldn’t have overreacted like that.” He sat up and met her gaze with pain-filled eyes. “It’s just…”


  “Just?”


  Before her eyes, Wayne nearly transformed into the little boy he’d once been—hurt because another kid didn’t like him. He no longer looked at her. Rather, he looked everywhere but at her. “It just feels like what you want for me matters more to you than I do.”


  It had always been that way—Wayne sharing his feelings with her, Lydia only opening up if their father took her away for a long talk. And he’s not a little boy anymore. Remember that.


  “Ma?”


  Barbara sat beside him and held him as if he was four again. So much for not treating him like a child. She needed to do something—say something. “You know I love you, son.”


  “I know.” He dropped his head to her shoulder. “Lena didn’t want me, Mom. I know you think I really didn’t try, but I did. I tried everything—even just giving her time. I told her about the engagement ring, and she just hung up on me.”


  “But you’re rushing into this Jennie thing. You don’t talk about her—”


  He sat up stiff and instantly distant. “I can’t. You’re set on talking about Lena. Jennie is a great girl, but you won’t let me talk about her, because you’re so fixated on a woman who rejected me.”


  Atop the little chest of drawers that had once held his shorts, pants, T-shirts, and unders, Wayne’s suitcase sat. He swung his feet around the side of the bed and hopped up. Digging into the side pocket produced a small box. Silvery gray, the leather cover spoke of quality. He loved her so much. He still does. I see it. But how do I get him to see it?


  Without a word, he passed it to her.


  Barbara took a slow, steadying breath and flipped the lid. It sprang back revealing one of the loveliest rings she’d ever seen. “Oh, Wayne…”


  The bed creaked as he sat beside her and stared at it. “It was more than I wanted to spend, but the minute I saw it, I knew it was perfect. If that stupid woman hadn’t been wearing ankle buster heels, it would be on Lena’s finger, and she’d be downstairs bossing me around, demanding that I show her where I went to school and where my first girlfriend’s house was.”


  Maybe she shouldn’t have said it. Barbara didn’t know, but the words came anyway. “Do you hear yourself? It’s about Lena. Why are you so set on this Jennie when your heart is obviously—?”


  He jumped to his feet, pacing. The room seemed to shrink as he took three long strides, pivoted, and took three more. “Because Jennie is there—for me. I can make her happy. She’ll make me happy. That has to count for something.”


  “I hear you desperate for a woman instead of the one who still holds your heart. You can’t see it, but I—”


  Once more, Wayne moved to his suitcase and dug inside. Jeans, sweatshirt, underwear, socks. He might have left, but seeing her still with the ring in her hand, he snatched it up and bolted for the door. “Fine. Whatever.”


  The minute he’d stepped through, Barbara followed, calling after him, “I’m not done talking to you, Wayne Farrell.”


  Wayne’s reply came sharp and fast. “Bet you wish you’d given me a middle name now, don’t you?”


  It worked. Barbara stood there staring at the closing bathroom door. Dumbfounded.
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  Still fuming, Wayne would have shot past his niece’s flower shop and on toward the highway, but a candy apple red Ford Focus parked out front changed everything. “Emma!”


  That’s all it took. He whipped a U-turn in the middle of Main Street, and only once he’d put the car in gear did he think to glance around for an eagle-eyed officer. The Lord had apparently chosen not to out his sin to the guy who could make him pay. “And I’ll thank You for that…”


  An old truck, rusted enough to make its road-worthiness dubious, approached, and Wayne allowed it to rattle past before he reached for the door handle. But once out, he bolted for the Out of the Blue Bouquet entrance. His eyes adjusted to the dimmer lighting almost immediately.


  “Uncle Wayne!” His niece left Emma Sheldon and a bunch of ornaments spread out across the counter and ran to hug him. “I thought you said you wouldn’t have time to come in!”


  Oops. Busted.


  Emma got him out of that one with a simple greeting. “Hi, Mr. Farrell.”


  “Wayne’s fine.” He inched forward, one arm draped around Brooke’s shoulders. “What’re you doing?”


  “Emma brought in a bunch of ornaments on consignment. Aren’t they exquisite?”


  Handmade snow globe ornaments stood beside a row of metal stamped “year” ornaments. Clusters of vintage buttons and charms combined with miniature rolls of sheet music and created mini sculptures that hung from gold and silver ribbons. Any of them, if not all, would have been just fine for his purposes, but a pair of stained glass birds on a silver branch with a metal sign below that read, “Our First Christmas” caught his attention. “Could you do one like that—special order?”


  The way Brooke sucked in her breath told him the gossip had circulated through the family, but Emma didn’t seem to notice. “Yes, but if this is the one you like, you are welcome to take it. I have more at home.” Even as she spoke, she began putting lids on boxes and scribbling something on a sheet.


  The warmth of the shop nearly prompted him to scold Brooke for not being careful of her flowers. Instead, Wayne tugged at his shirt collar, moved a tad closer to the refrigerated case, and tried to appear nonchalant. He failed, of course. “I kind of wanted next year on it.”


  Was it his imagination or did Brooke relax?


  Fingers twitching, Emma grabbed the boxes and shifted from one foot to the other. “I can do that, but it won’t be ready today.”


  She’s anxious to get out of here. Busy, or does she anticipate Brooke’s explosion when I leave? The answer didn’t matter. If he didn’t hurry, she’d bolt. “You can just send it to me. But if I could have it by December fifteenth, that’d be perfect. Jennie and I are going to the ornament exchange at church. I’ll give it to her there and propose.”


  A squeaked protest erupted from Brooke, but he shot her a silent order for her to mind her own business. Emma, on the other hand, eyed him with a thoughtful gaze until he almost squirmed. “Are you giving her a ring?”


  The ring he’d snatched from his mother’s hands still burned in his coat pocket. She’s wrong. I bought this for the woman I want to be my wife. That’s Jennie.


  “Uncle Wayne?”


  He pulled out the box and set it on the counter. “Actually, I am.”


  Fingers inching toward it, Emma asked, “May I see?”


  “Sure.” The girls’ dual sighs soothed his pride and pushed aside his uncertainties. “Will it do?”


  Emma spoke first. “It’s perfect. If you would like, I can attach the ring to the ornament itself. That way it’s almost a part of it. I’d tie it so it won’t shake off or anything. I could make the loop extra-long so the ring would dangle just so.”


  Brooke nodded approvingly, albeit with noted reluctance. “That would be beautiful, Emma.”


  It couldn’t be more perfect. Wayne snapped the lid back down on the little gray leather box and stepped away from the counter. “Perfect. Do that.” He jabbed his index finger at the box. “And wrap it. What’ll I owe you?”


  “Shipped?”


  He nodded.


  Visibly agitated, Emma pulled out her invoice lists and retrieved an empty one from the bottom of the stack. Wayne squirmed as she wrote out something—what, he couldn’t tell. As she passed the paper to him, her gaze shifted to the clock above the door, and she inched away from the counter. Item, price, shipping, handling… it was all right there on the sheet. Just as his eyes reached the bottom, she announced the total. “Fifty.”


  As he dug into his wallet for the cash, Brooke made squeaks of protest. However, his phone rang just as he passed Emma the money, cutting off any actual discussion. “It’s Mom—gotta take it. Thanks!”


  Emma called out, asking for his address just as Wayne reached the door. “Just get it from Mom. Gotta go.”


  It worked, too. He made his escape before Brooke could make a comment about how it was too soon after Lena to make a commitment to someone else. Everyone else in the family had driven that point home, and an irrational conviction that if all of them did, it would become a truth formed in his heart. She didn’t want me.


  That thought—too pathetic. As he slid behind the wheel, Wayne tried again. Lena’s too set in her ways. Jennie knows how to compromise. We’ll be happy. We are happy. A smile formed. Yeah, that’s much better. Not as pathetic.
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  Three o’clock came too early that first Monday back. When Wayne pulled up to pick up the van, Ramon stood there, outside the shop, waiting for him. As if that weren’t odd enough, the man rode to Rockland, helped cart flowers, and even helped put them away when they got back. All the while, he talked tango.


  “You must find the inner passion—love and hate. They are part of the same emotion. You show both parts—draw her to you. Push her away, but it is not really pushed away. Is just the pretense of it. Do you see?”


  Wayne had watched enough tango videos in the past month to know exactly what the man meant. I should be able to manage that part of it just fine.


  A corner of his conscience reminded him that he was supposed to be planning to propose to Jennie. The love for another woman shouldn’t be there. Wayne argued back. I’m just concentrating on what was. That’s all.


  Despite it all, Wayne had developed a faint hope that this tango thing might not be as difficult as he’d thought. That hope grew stronger and more confident—right up to the moment where Ramon shoved the work table over to one side of the room and showed him how to hold his “form.”


  “Your hand goes here…”


  A sick churning filled his gut.


  “And your other hand holds mine—like this.” Ramon clasped his hand lightly. “Remember, you lead.”


  A nudge. Wayne stepped back. Another. He stepped back again Ramon grinned. “Now you. Just lead me in two slow steps. That’s all. Two.”


  If vomiting would have gotten him out of it, Wayne would have happily obliged. Instead, he nudged—a gentle shove, really—Ramon backward. Ramon nodded. “Gentle. Just a push—like riding a horse. You don’t dig your knee into the horse’s side. You just give a hint, right?”


  “Never rode a horse,” Wayne admitted.


  Once they’d made a few turns with two soft nudges, and a dozen corrections to form, Ramon said they could begin. He could only hope he didn’t sound like the whiny child he thought he did as he said, “I thought we did. What was that?”


  “Preparation?”


  Music began. “Shoulders erect. You hold yourself just a bit aloof at all times—even when you are close. Like this.”


  If Wayne could have melted into a puddle and poured himself down the drain in the middle of his floor, he would have. “Look, I gotta admit. I’m not comfortable being this close to a man.”


  “Right now, I am not the man. I am the woman—the one you love and hate.” He glowered at Wayne. “Dance. Slow, slow, quick, quick, slow…”


  Not once since Lena had thrown him over had Wayne ached for her arrival more. Forget that, he mused. I’ve never wished she was here more. Never.


  After a passable circuit around the workroom, Ramon stood back and stared.


  Maybe he’ll decide I’m hopeless.


  “You are not thinking of love and hate. You are thinking of steps. You cannot do that. Think!”


  Music began again. “Jealousy,” of course. What else?
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  After four long days without him, a rushed job through her makeup, and the realization that she’d worn his favorite sweater with his favorite skirt, Magdalena Rojas was forced to confess that she’d missed Wayne. A glance at her speedometer told her that she’d pay for that admission if any of the local officers saw her coming.


  Snow dancing through the sky in light, fluffy flakes also hinted that perhaps, if not for saving the cost of a ticket, safety might induce her to take her time. Wayne would be there, creating beautiful floral arrangements, and Ramon would be waiting for further instruction in the tango.


  At the stop sign just heading out of her neighborhood, Lena glanced into the rearview mirror to check her lipstick. “If I did not know better, I would think he is looking for the excuse to spend time with me—that little boy. But he is not. This is not the way of Ramon Merino.”


  The van sat in its usual place in the alley behind The Pettler. Trash tumbled in the wind that tunneled through the buildings and swirled the snowflakes around her as she stepped from the car. A wrapper, a plastic bag, a paper cup. People should throw away their garbage—not litter.


  Strains of music wisped from the door. He is already practicing. Good boy. It took only a minute to snatch up the pieces of garbage and drop them in the great bin behind the building. As the lid banged shut, the music stopped. He will meet me at the door and talk. It wastes the little time we have. Very foolish.


  Wayne stood at the large worktable, his face as red as the amaryllis and roses spread out before him. In fact, he seemed to be… was he? Perspiring! I should have been here to help—the extra flowers after the weekend.


  “Good morning, Wayne. Did you have a nice trip? How is your mother?”


  He stared at her as if he hadn’t actually watched her walk in. He had, of course—from the sides of his eyes, as if she wouldn’t know it. I’ve made him… what is the word? He’s… Try as she might, Lena couldn’t find it. And trying as she did, she missed most of what he said.


  “—and Mom said to say hello.”


  The words flew out before she could capture them. “I was sorry not to meet her.”


  Wayne’s head snapped up, and he stared at her—almost glared at her. She saw his response as if his eyes were marquees with flashing lights. “You could have. You broke up, not me.”


  The moment he blinked, it disappeared. Instead of reminding her of what a fool she’d been, he said, “Yeah, she’s still mad at me over that one.” He gave her a weak smile. “She almost sent me home to get you.”


  “You didn’t tell her—that we…” Lena swallowed the rest of that sentence. “You didn’t tell her?”


  “I thought I did, but I must have gotten interrupted or something.”


  The words were inadequate, of course, but Lena had to say something. “I’m sorry, Wayne.”


  In the weeks since he’d been dating Jennie, she hadn’t seen any sign he cared—that he’d ever cared, but all that dropped away for half a dozen seconds. He met her gaze and gave her a weak smile before whispering, “Yeah. Me, too.
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  With songs of chestnuts crooning in the background, a “blaze” in her electric fireplace, and virgin eggnog and sugar cookies to add a festive air to the moment, Wayne regaled Jennie with the flight story his mother had never asked for. “So, there we were on this plane, and no one even knew that the ‘emotional support’ dog was in the woman’s bag. I mean, it was completely silent. Take off. Turbulence—you name it. Didn’t hear a peep.”


  He’d lost her already. Despite every effort to make the scene come alive… nothing. Even when he said, “Seriously, it was out of the blue! No warning at all! The dog just jumped out of the bag and raced down the aisle. When it didn’t find what it wanted, it darted in and out of people’s feet—tiny little Yorkie thing. People were screaming and swearing.”


  “Oh, no!”


  Finally. She responds. Must be tired. Wayne grinned and nudged the last cookie her way. “Eat up. So, yeah. It was insane. Turns out, the dog has a crazy thing for black licorice. This poor woman had walked down the aisle sucking on a licorice mint and then spat it out in the lavatory sink because she didn’t like it.”


  “Poor dog.”


  He grinned. “Yeah…that dog went everywhere trying to get it. But I’d say poor passengers—some of them were seriously ticked.”


  “I saw an old black and white movie with a kind of similar scene once. The stewardess did it on that one. To make a little girl happy or something. It was fine until the dog went looking around and freaked out some lady.”


  An awkward silence filled the room as Jennie toyed with her cookie star. She bit the points off to make a circle, but ate no more—just played. Wayne had planned to hint around about his plans for the ornament exchange but decided against it. Time for another story, I guess.


  “Oh, and you missed my first tango lesson.”


  Jennie gave him a droopy smile. “I did?”


  “It was every bit as awkward as you predicted. There we were, sashaying around my workroom floor. I was supposed to be in pursuit of Ramon—and pushing him away at once. Do you know how hard that is?” At her shrug, he tried again. “Trying to force feelings you can’t and will never experience is a waste of time and energy. Just so you know.”


  That caught her attention. Jennie sat up and leaned forward at the same time. “Wayne, I—”


  “I’m supposed to lead with my hips. My hips. Do I even have those things? If you listen to Ramon, I do not. I have two lead feet. Not left. Lead.”


  That got him a giggle—a giggle and a real smile. The first one of the night. “I wish I could have seen that.”


  Wayne might have asked her to let him show her, but he could see it. She wasn’t into the date. Probably a long day at work or something. I’ll use my burgeoning headache as an excuse and go.


  Once more, Jennie started to speak, but he rose and rubbed the back of his neck. “Mind if we call it a night. I think I have some kind of mini jet lag or something. Headache is coming. If I can head it off—pun intended, of course—and get to sleep, it’d be best.”


  “Of course! We can talk later. Maybe after church on Wednesday?”


  That’s better. Buoyed by her eagerness to see him again soon, Wayne kissed her cheek. That lasted him until he reached the door where he almost threw caution into the swirling snowflakes and kissed her. However, the headache really had intensified, and it would only get worse. “I hate to go so soon. Thanks for understanding.”


  This time, Jennie kissed him—a soft, feathery brush intended for his cheek that landed at his jaw. Wayne’s heart raced at the subtle message it sent him.


  As she closed the door, Jennie whispered, “Goodbye, Wayne.
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  Conviction, never palatable without the salt of God’s grace, did go down easier with Mary Poppins’ spoonful of sugar—or pecan pie, as it were. Barbara Farrell took another bite of pie, but that bite soured before it even hit her stomach. I should have called.


  It was true. She should have, but even the thought of it drove her to her knees instead. First, she knelt metaphorically, of course, but when that didn’t settle her spirit, Barbara did the only thing she could think to do. She left the pie on the counter and shuffled off to the family room. There, in a little-used corner of the room sat an old recliner with a small lamp table beside it. Hank’s chair.


  She knelt before it, elbows propped up on the seat, head in her hands. There she poured out her heart to the Lord. She’d made it just past asking forgiveness for her anger at Wayne and had just asked for wisdom in how to help him when the phone in her pocket rang. Barbara might have ignored it, but something prompted her to fish it out of her sweater pocket. The screen read, Emma Sheldon.


  Wisdom would have to take a five-minute break.


  “Emma! Good afternoon. How are you?” It felt as though she should say something else, but what eluded her.


  “Hi. I’m sorry to bother you, Mrs. Farrell, but Mr. Farrell—I mean Wayne Farrell—ordered an ornament. It’s done, and I need to ship it, but he didn’t give me an address. He just ran out of Brooke’s shop and said to call you for it.”


  The idea made no sense. “Wayne bought an ornament? Why? He doesn’t even put up a tree at home.”


  “He said it was for a gift for his girlfriend. It’s an ‘our first Christmas’ ornament? But he had me put next year’s date on it. And he had me tie the engagement ring to it, too.” A rustling and mumbling followed. “Oh. It looks like I forgot to charge him for insurance on the ring. I probably should have done that.


  While her mind worked through what that ring meant, Barbara assured Emma that she’d pay for the insurance. “Wayne’ll pay me back. Don’t worry about it.”


  A moment of dead air followed. “Emma?”


  “Yes?”


  Barbara couldn’t help a smile. The girl had a few quirks, but she really was a dear. “Um, I just thought maybe we’d gotten disconnected.”


  “No. I was waiting for Mr. Farrell’s address.”


  Ever disciplined and to the point. Barbara opened her mouth to rattle off Wayne’s house number when it occurred to her that a package with that ring should not sit in his mailbox all day. “Let me get you the shop address. That would be safer, I think.”


  Her knees creaked as she stood and the blood rushed into them. “I’ll just get my address book…”


  Though Wayne and Lydia teased her about the old, green, half-falling-apart address book, she’d never get rid of it. She’d recorded the addresses and moves of friends and family for four decades in it. Every one of them told a story that no digital replacement could show. Lydia’s first boyfriend had been added by Lydia herself. As Barbara found and flipped through the book, she saw the blacked out box in permanent marker again—the result of a bad breakup at fifteen.


  Barbara turned the page. “Found it.” However, scrawled at an angle beneath it, was Lena’s address. An idea formed. Wayne thought it perfectly okay to play with the flower deliveries… why not?


  “I’m ready for it whenever you are.”


  Resolve made slow, tentative steps forward. Doubt did a double quick step back. At Emma’s, “Mrs. Farrell?” Barbara made one, long, slow step forward again and plunged onward. “Better yet, we’re going to send it to his manager. She’ll make sure it doesn’t sit on the counter where anyone can walk off with it. So, send it to Lena Rojas, 116 Fir Street, Fairbury…”


  Emma requested that she repeat the address. Twice. And as she did, Barbara grew nervous. Just as the girl started to disconnect, she shouted, “Emma!”


  “Yes?”


  “Please be sure to insure the ring for thirty-five hundred dollars. I’ll be over with the money to pay for it right away. Don’t forget.” The moment she said it, Barbara winced. How rude to imply that. She’s not twelve!


  “I won’t. See you soon, Mrs. Farrell.”


  A smile formed as the phone went dead. Barbara stared at it for a moment before pocketing it. “I should have known Emma wouldn’t take offense. It’s too bad she hasn’t found someone who appreciates her for the catch she is.”


  Her cravings ordered her to the kitchen to finish that pie. Her conscience sent her back to the chair. For once, her conscience won. Score one for maturity.
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  A text message that read Answer. I’m not going to yell at you, preceded his mother’s call that evening. Wayne sat in his bathtub, soaking a stiff and unhappy ankle and waiting for the quiet attack. Yes, if she said she wouldn’t yell, his mother would not.


  Few women outside the South possessed the unique skill of being able to blast a person with just a few kind words. Barbara Farrell, however, was one who could.


  The phone rang. Wayne hit the connect button and put it on speakerphone. “Hey, Ma.”


  “I called to apologize.”


  Uh oh.


  As he squirmed and tried not to make any splashing noises, Mom went on. “You spoke truth, Wayne. I did show more outward concern for Lena. I have my reasons for that, of course, but I didn’t communicate how concerned I was for you. I’m really very sorry. Please forgive me.”


  Aaand… there it is. Forgive her. Like I can say no even if I want to.


  “Wayne?”


  “Of course, I forgive you, Ma. I owe you an apology for yelling like that. I took my hurt with Lena out on you.” Wayne’s jaw clenched as he pushed aside his pride and added, “I hope you’ll forgive me, too.”


  Her reply came soft, quiet, and with the force of a steel 2x4. “Do you hear yourself? Your hurt? With Lena? If you were over her, she would not continue to hurt you like that—not like that.”


  “Mom!”


  “You brought it up, son. I am showing true love by saying what needs to be said rather than what you want to hear. Now, how were sales while you were gone?”


  Those last half dozen or so words closed the subject as far as his mother was concerned. They were her way of saying, “I love you, and if you’re too stupid to see that I’m right, well, I still love you, even if you are an idiot.”


  Wayne skipped the sales discussion and dove into the description of the six lessons he’d endured since his arrival home. “I’m terrible, Ma. I mean… this is bad. There’s no way Lena will win anything with me in the picture, and now tomorrow, we have to go to some store in Rockland to pick out real dance shoes…”


  He winced as if the words hurt as much to say as they had to hear. “And clothes. Ramon promises no sparkles, but the pants! Ma, they have spandex in them. Your son is going to parade around in front of people wearing spandex. I thought you taught me better than that.”


  “Will it really bless Lena?”


  That’s a low blow. Wayne made murmuring affirmative sounds and continued his rant, citing the horrors of unbuttoned shirts and no undershirts. That would stir his mother to indignation. “He said not even black!”


  “It won’t kill you for one night.”


  “I give up. You are on their side.” Once more a wince formed as the sound of the words hit home. You sound eight—at the oldest.


  His mother’s laughter filled the bathroom. “I’m on the side of right. And it’s right that you help someone you claim is your friend. Now don’t forget to wash behind your ears. Good ni—”


  Wayne broke in before she could go. “How did you possibly know I’m in the bath? My ankle is killing me, by the way. I didn’t splash once.”


  “Mothers know, Wayne. They know.”


  He waited.


  “Oh, all right. Nowhere else in your house does anything echo like that. It’s all that tile. Goodnight. Love you.”


  The call disconnected.
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  Every case was full, the daisy barrel had been refreshed, and his workroom couldn’t have been tidier if he’d hired a white-glove company to come in and give it a once-over. That left Wayne with no excuse at all not to go. Ramon had promised to pick him up promptly at two o’clock.


  At one fifty-three, the delightful chime and subsequent “whoosh” of the printer feeding paper through told him an order had arrived. Oh, please be complicated. Or at least let it be enough that Lena will think it’s complicated. That’s all I need.


  He waited, fingers tapping the table and ears straining at every sound. The soft whap! of a case door confused him, but just in case, Wayne pulled out his phone and typed out an apology. Just got an order. I need to reschedule. Sorry.


  The wait resumed. Just as he reached to hit the send button, The curtain flung open, and Lena appeared with a small mailbox wrapped in greenery and flowers. “Wayne, do you think this fits this order? I think it does. It just needs the rose inside, yes?”


  The scent of Noble fir and red cedar mingled with the pleasing display of variegated holly and red sheer ribbons. It really had been one of his most inspired designs, considering he’d just used leftovers from several centerpiece settings. After a scan of the order, he nodded. “It says a box, but since it says big enough for a greeting card, I’d say this fits.”


  Almost immediately, he began the hunt for excuses not to use it and found none. He did, however, find an excuse to stay. “Why don’t you get the rose ready, and I’ll make something to replace it.”


  “There’s no room, Wayne. I just got it looking nice again. You make too much.” Lena gave him a soft smile—one he hadn’t seen since the day before he’d sprained his ankle. “Is good for you to be prepared for me, but you go with Ramon. You have fun.”


  There it was… that soft, “Ch—ou” instead of you.


  “—and I will take care of the shop. If there is something I cannot do, I will call Tabitha. She has a good sense for what is nice. It will work.” Her hand paused half an inch from his arm before she curled it into a fist. But her gaze met his, and that smile remained. “Thank you for being the friend to him. Ramon has not many friends without Marta. Is nice of you.”


  With that, she turned and carried the arrangement out of the workroom and left Wayne there, waiting. Wondering. Unsure. He stared at his phone. And stuck with a stupid shopping trip. He glared at the phone and shoved it in his pocket. I feel like a girl or something. At my age.


  From the moment Ramon appeared until they stepped into a dance store an hour later, time both flew and crawled. Ramon did not seem to notice. He dragged Wayne up to the counter and said, “We need shoes and a tango costume—simple. Plain. Not flashy.”


  The guy behind the counter muttered his appreciation to the Almighty for small favors—or something to that effect. Wayne chose to think of it as sincere—a prayer. After all, he sincerely prayed and thanked the Lord for it himself. Then again, perhaps if he took offense at the flippant use of God’s name, assuming said use was indeed flippant, he might be able to get out of his current dilemma.


  By the time he’d processed his thoughts, they stood before a mirror, and one shirt after another appeared beneath his chin as if Cinderella’s little birds held it up for him. I would think of Cinderella. This is ridiculous.


  “The red is no good.” Ramon shook his head. “We want the silver. It…” He hesitated. “I know the word. I am not eh-stupid. For accent.”


  “Accentuates?”


  “Yes!” Ramon continued as if the aside hadn’t occurred—as if he hadn’t taken precious time that would keep Wayne trapped in the store for at least six seconds more than would have been necessary. “It accentuates the silver at your temples—so sophisticated. Now, we need the black pants.”


  The other man’s jaw clenched twice before he managed to spit out, “And with the silver stripe or plain?”


  Wayne and Ramon spoke in unison. “Plain.”


  Off they went to a dressing room—Wayne holding four pairs of black pants and three silver shirts. Ramon sat in a chair in the “lobby” area of the room. “I wait here. Come out so I can be sure it fits well. Too tight and you cannot move. Too loose and you will lose—makes things eh-sloppy.”


  Heedless of Ramon’s instructions, Wayne tried on every piece until he found the ones he thought fit right. The last thing he intended to do was parade around for some dude to see and approve. Mortification, thy name is Wayne Farrell. Or something.


  He found himself in the snugger pants he’d rejected, and a looser shirt than he’d assumed he’d need. The sales clerk shook his head. “How long has he been dancing?”


  “Eight days,” Wayne groaned. “Eight horrible days in which I’ve only gotten worse rather than better.”


  “Is a lie. You are much better. I am the expert. I will tell you when you are worse.”


  “When is the competition?”


  How’d he know this was a competition?


  Ramon seemed unfazed. “Brunswick. In January. He will be ready.”


  “Practice every day?” At Ramon’s nod and assurance of at least two hours of practice per day, the man reached for the shirt Wayne had decided fit best. “This will be loose by then—but if not, it still fits. That one’s too big. It’ll sag if he tones up a little.”


  In other words, I’m fat now. Great.


  Ramon, however, agreed. “I did not think of that, but a month of dancing? Yes. He will need smaller We’ll take that one. Now shoes.”


  All of Wayne’s hopes that at least buying shoes would feel normal vanished as both of the other men forced him to dance with each of them. In the store. With giggling little ballerinas and elementary tap dancers, who were much more secure in their masculinity than Wayne was at present, watching every move.


  Lena… is friendship worth the humiliation?


  Then again, having a happy store manager meant that life wouldn’t be as awkward when he and Jennie were married. Proving they could have a platonic friendship, even while he was married and happy, would be a good thing. Wouldn’t it?


  “Where is your rhythm triangle? Walk! Push, turn-over, push, turn-over… one, two, one, two…” A moment later, he called for backward step, “And reach, roll, and reach, roll…”


  The other man shook his head. “No, no. Stop. His shoes don’t work. He’s clunky with the toe. I know which ones he needs. Take them off.”


  And welcome to the dance world, Wayne. The moment they’ve got you, they become bossy.
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  Lena froze as Wayne’s voice drifted in from the workroom, over the twang of country music that both stirred and revolted her, depending on the song. Did he really just say…?


  Yes, the story continued. She couldn’t help a smile at the mental picture of Wayne being fitted for trousers and a shirt, but the longer the story went, the more obvious it became. Only one person could be responsible for Wayne learning the tango.


  After placing just one foot on the bottom step, Lena realized she’d never make it upstairs quietly. So, she unbuckled her strappy heels and set them in the corner before racing up the stairs. Had she worn something other than a pencil skirt to work that day, she might have taken them two at a time. So, this is why we do not need to dance. He dances with… She froze near the top of the stairs and shook her head. With Wayne?


  Ramon opened to her soft knock as if he’d been waiting for her. His surprise, however, told her he had not been waiting for her. “Wayne is still working.”


  “Wayne?”


  The air of innocence might have worked with Marta, but it would not with her. “Why is Wayne telling his mother about shopping for clothes—for the tango?”


  “He’s learning.”


  She glared.


  Ramon threw up his hands and stormed into the apartment, Spanish flowing from his lips faster than water over Niagara. “What did you teach me?” He insisted. “Always you have said to me, ‘You know what you know when you try to teach it. So, I teach Wayne. He can almost walk the tango with decent form.”


  Everything would have made sense—except Wayne had mentioned a silver shirt and dance trousers. “Why does he need a costume?”


  “For the competition. You’ll dance with him, won’t you, Magda? He needs the experience to see that he’s learned it. He needs someone who can help him when he makes mistakes.” Ramon gave her that sly smile that had always meant he knew he’d get his way. “You know how to make him look good.”


  One hand on one hip, she jabbed her other in the air, pointing at his nose. “When were you to tell me this? When would you say, ‘Magdalena, Wayne needs a partner for the competition’?”


  “I would give you time—after Christmas. It’s a simple dance. Much walking, a few turns. I know he can do it.”


  She shook her head and planted the other hand on her other hip. “No, Ramon. No.”


  “Magda!”


  Her eyes closed. Inhale. Exhale…. Eyelids opened up again. She glared. “You do not know what you ask of me.”


  “He’s just a friend, is he not? He is just your boss. You can do this for him.”


  I loved him. Can’t you see that? Her heart called her a liar. Fine, I still love him. But I can’t have him. I can’t dance with him. Not the tango!


  With one arm around her shoulder, Ramon led her to his couch and snatched up a box of Kleenex as he did. He pushed it into her hands and spoke to her almost as if a child. “I’ll keep it friendly—playful. The tango does not have to be sensual, Magda. Who taught me that?”


  A new idea sent her thoughts scurrying in a different direction. “How did you convince him to do this?”


  “I told him what I told you. If you are friends, if you will work together, you can dance.” His expression changed, and he reached for her hand. “Magda. I need you. He’s a horrible dancer, but I can’t tell him this. But he has form.” Her sharp look helped him amend it. “Okay, okay… it’s becoming good. And he’s helping me. I think…” He glanced over his shoulder as if expecting Wayne to appear. “I think it is good that he is no longer your novio. You could not be happy with a man who cannot dance.”


  That is not true! I was very happy—until he…


  Ramon eyed her. “Until he what?”


  Lena couldn’t find her voice. She hadn’t meant to say it aloud. “I—until—I.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter. He has a new girlfriend—that silly Jennie.” Ramon made a dismissive gesture before adopting an affected apologetic humility. “She’s a nice girl—pretty, if you like women who look like little girls. He obviously couldn’t make you happy, or he wouldn’t have let you go.”


  He didn’t “let” me go… A quick glance at Ramon showed she hadn’t spoken aloud this time. “I pushed him away, Ramon. I made a decision that he could not break.”


  “You make my point well.” Before she could protest, Ramon added, “You will do it? Por favor?”


  Music downstairs silenced. Lena heard the back door slam shut. Wayne would be taking the cuttings to the dumpster. Then he would come upstairs—to dance. She jumped up. “If he agrees after all the lessons, then I will do this, but do not be the bully, Ramon. Don’t make him feel he must.”


  With that, Lena dashed downstairs, snatched up her shoes, and made it into the front of the shop before the back door banged shut again. She bent to buckle the straps around her ankles, and in a stroke of luck she could only attribute to her Heavenly Father, Wayne stepped in. He started to call out to her, and cut himself off. “Hmm… must have gone already.”


  She would have called out, but his next words cut. “What, now she can’t even say goodbye?”


  It took all her strength to make it out the door and into her car before the first tear fell. She’d not allowed a true cry fest—not yet. However, it might be time. All the hopes, dreams, and trust she’d placed in him crashed down into a pit she’d dug in her heart.


  The streets rolled by at speeds that shamed her but not enough to slow her. She snatched up the mail from her mailbox in the glow of the streetlight. Her shoes slid on ice as she dashed up the walk, but Lena knew how to correct, how to fall, if necessary. Her feet hurried up the steps to the door, and the porch light flipped on.


  The automatic light that Wayne insisted on—for my protection. He’d put it in, too. She hadn’t known that he could do little repairs and things like that, but he had.


  For reasons she couldn’t explain, the memory of kissing his cheek as he screwed on the plate around the light is what finally did her in. Lena burst into her house, hopped down the hall, dropping one shoe and then the other as quickly as she unstrapped them, tossed her mail onto the headboard, and flung herself onto the pillows.


  She wept.


  Each tear worked as a cleansing agent, washing away doubt, anger, mistrust. By the time she’d cried herself dry, her heart was clean—prayerful. Lena hadn’t prayed in weeks—not really. But once she began, she couldn’t seem to stop.


  Ah, Dios mío… have I ever prayed? Have I ever really prayed? I have, haven’t I? The priest taught me all those years ago. But somehow…


  In a way she knew she never had, Lena poured out her heart to the God she claimed to serve—to love. Every fear, every hope crushed, every dream dashed. She railed against the torment she’d endured at Alejandro’s hands. She blamed God for not protecting her and then begged forgiveness for not understanding and trusting. I knew I shouldn’t marry him. The priest, he told me not to do it. But would I listen? No… and I nearly died.


  Her fingers slid up the side of her face to the hairline by her left temple. A slight ridge—so minuscule most people never saw it. A scar from the blow that had almost been the last thing she ever felt.


  But Wayne saw it. He knew.


  Eyes closed, Lena remembered well the night he’d slid one finger over the scar and asked, “Alejandro?”


  That’s all he’d needed. At her nod, he’d pulled her close. Held her. Promised never to hurt her like that.


  He wouldn’t, either. I know this. So what was he hiding? Why would he do something he knew would frighten me? Is not kind.


  Only one answer remained. He hadn’t. He was innocent. She only needed to ask. He would tell her. Then he would tell Jennie it was over.


  Lena sat up. “I’ll ask.” Her eyes rose heavenward, and her palms closed flat against each other in that classic prayerful pose she’d been taught as a child. “Please protect me.”


  It took a minute to find her phone and retrace her steps to the bed. She dropped it before her, ready to tell Siri to call him. But a package at the bottom of her mail stack caught her eye. “I didn’t order anything.”


  A flat, mustard-colored bubble mailer had a return address from Crossroads. “Little Star Boutique… what?”


  When the return address did little to enlighten her, Lena tore open the top and shook out a small, flat box. The sheer gold bow slipped off with a tug. Her hand shook as she lifted the lid… folded back the tissue paper.


  Lena’s heart squeezed at the sight of two stained-glass birds and the banner that said, “Our First Christmas.” Her breath caught at the sight of the ring that hung from a ribbon, and her heart broke as she looped the ribbon over one finger and lifted the ornament. One bird and the ring dangled there. The other bird and the banner lay still in the box.


  A tear fell onto that opaque bluebird and slid down the words, “Our first…”
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  Seven days. He only had seven more days until the ornament exchange at church, and Wayne found it harder to wait with each passing hour. An inexplicable sense of urgency tempted him to blurt out the proposal each time he saw her, but something else held him back. That “something” definitely had roots in a ring that he couldn’t offer her yet. It still hadn’t arrived.


  The whole thing created turmoil that made him ache to spend more time with her and resist it at the same time. Nerves, he thought nearly every time that resistance surfaced. Still, he’d feel better once the ornament arrived. Maybe I’ll just give it to her right away. Yeah. That’s what I’ll do. She’s quieter than Lena. Maybe she won’t like a big splash. And intimate is romantic. Right?


  The first week after he’d been home, he saw her twice. Unfortunately, the closer it came to Christmas, the busier she became. All understandable, of course, but it didn’t help his already over-burdened nerves.


  That, of course, might explain why he almost drove past her house after work that Saturday night before the exchange. Maybe he would have if the scent of two taco plates from Rosita’s hadn’t reminded him that he’d brought her dinner. “Can’t let her go hungry.”


  He pulled up in front of the neighbor’s house and let his car idle. In one awkward motion, he shut off the engine and opened the door. Inside of thirty seconds, he stood at her door. As he waited for her to answer his knock, Wayne gave himself a stern “talking to.”


  You will ask about her day. You will make her feel special. You will not let things turn serious—not tonight. You will also resist the temptation to kiss her. It’s not a good idea. Finally, he added as her silhouette filled the door window. You will not propose to her.


  Jennie’s smile greeted him, but she said nothing as he handed her the little potted and blooming amaryllis. “Hungry?”


  “Starved.”


  Whew.


  In her kitchen, Wayne realized that they’d have to move her into his place after the wedding. That thought stuck in his craw. A wedding. Family. Tulle. Flowers. Family. And more family. Does she have family, too? How do I not know this? He gazed at Jennie as she transferred her food to her plate. Shouldn’t I know about her family before I propose?


  So, as he set his plate at the table and pulled out her chair for her, he tried that as a conversation starter. “You said you were spending Christmas with your family?”


  She gave a short nod as she lowered herself into the chair. Jennie’s response came out in a whisper. “I wish I could invite you—”


  “No!” Wayne choked and tried again. “Sorry, not that I object to your family or anything. I just wasn’t angling for an invitation. I just wondered where they live—what Christmas is like in your house.”


  There. That’s not serious, is it?


  A floodgate of stories poured forth as they sat there eating their tacos, rice, and beans. The whole time Jennie talked, Wayne wondered. How had he not known she was an only child in a family of dozens of cousins, aunts, and uncles? How had he not known her grandparents and half of the family lived near the Indiana-Michigan border on the Michigan side?


  How did I not know that half her cousins are Jewish?


  “I shipped all the Hanukkah gifts today. They’ll arrive before it’s over.” She sagged and dropped her taco to the plate. “I am always late, but this year I was determined. I mean, you get eight days to get it right. There’s just no excuse!”


  Wayne didn’t know how to reply to that. I mean, you can’t just say, “Yeah… no excuse” when your girlfriend obviously already felt bad enough. So, instead, he tried for a middle-of-the-road, innocuous comment. “It’s a major holiday, though, right? They understand the mail and—”


  “Christmas is a major holiday, Wayne.” He heard a sharpened edge to the words and winced as she picked up the taco and tore out a bite with more vim than he might have expected. “Hanukkah is relatively minor. But I like it to be fun for the kids.”


  I’ll have to study up on Jewish holidays, I guess. Don’t some church groups still celebrate them? Maybe we can find one.


  That prompted him to ask Jennie about it, but she just shrugged and muttered something about not trying to mix Biblical Christianity, Christian-ized cultural things, and Judaic celebrations. “Maybe I’m over-sensitive,” she added at Wayne’s apology, “but my family gets tired of feeling like their faith is a poor man’s Christianity.”


  Before Wayne could even ask what that meant, she held up her hand. “Don’t—don’t even say it. I’ve heard too many people argue that this is exactly what it is. Well, I’m not going to argue it. And I’m not going to be the thing that drives them further away from Jesus, so just don’t start.”


  There wasn’t anything safe he could say, so Wayne just mumbled a weak, “Okay.”


  A couple of minutes later, Jennie shoved her plate aside and pushed the chair back. She leaped at him, squeezing him for just a moment before plopping down in her seat again. “I’m sorry, Wayne. I’ve been jumped on so often, and I’m crampy and—” She winced. “I cannot believe I just told you that.”


  Ignoring the heat rising up his neck, Wayne tried to remain nonchalant. “It’s just a reality of life, right? So, why don’t I clean up and go on home—let you rest?”


  Jennie propped her head on one hand, her elbow shoving the tablecloth into a puddle at one side of the table. “You wouldn’t mind?”


  “Not at all.” He cleared their places, rinsed dishes and racked them in the dishwasher, squeezed her shoulder, kissed the top of her head, and let himself out with a promise to check in on her the next day.


  Only when he pulled up in front of his own house did Wayne feel like he could take a deep breath and relax.


  That ring and ornament better arrive… and soon!
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  Lena’s Lincoln pulled into her usual parking space behind The Pettler and resolved that she’d say something—make an effort. After three days of debate as to whether the ornament broke in shipping or was sent broken to make a statement, Lena decided it was the former. “Definitely. Wayne would not be so cruel.”


  The “Our First Christmas” with the following year’s date hinted that perhaps he meant for them to marry then? “Could I do that?”


  Lost in thoughts, she didn’t notice the music blaring in the workroom until she’d flung open the door. There, wearing dance shoes, no less, Wayne “walked” the tango. Or, rather, he stopped mid push, stumbled, and nearly took both himself and Ramon to the floor.


  She couldn’t help herself. “Not so tightly, Wayne. If you fall, you should not be holding your partner so tightly that she—or he, I suppose—falls with you.”


  All the wrong words. Lena knew it the moment she opened her mouth. Ramon shot recriminating daggers at her, and Wayne’s face flamed.


  He sputtered and stammered as he said, “I—wasn’t holding him tightly until I almost fell. Then I tried to keep him upright so I wouldn’t fall on him.”


  “A dancer—”


  Ramon stopped her. “Magdalena!”


  Unsure what else to do, she stepped forward and held out her arms. “Show me.”


  Wayne would have protested, but Ramon clapped. “Excellente! Sí! Do it!”


  His red face turned a glistening greenish yellow as he took one hand in hers and slipped his other around her back. Three months ago, Lena would have laughed. Now all she could do was wince and wonder what the ring could have meant. He didn’t act like a man ready to propose.


  Their eyes met and held. With subtle moves he couldn’t notice if he even knew to look for them, Lena guided his lead, kept her counter-lead subtle, and self-consciousness melted away. Right up to the moment Ramon cheered and reminded Wayne that they weren’t alone.


  Had she been dancing with him instead of Wayne, Lena might just have chosen to slap his face. Wayne’s expression hinted that he concurred. She smiled. He returned it.


  All awkwardness melted as he pushed forward one… two… Lena pushed back one… two… Just as everything began to feel a new sort of normal, Wayne began perspiring again. His hands became clammy, and he refused to look at her.


  A warm glow filled her heart as Lena thought she understood. He’s nervous. He’s afraid I’ll say no. She shot a look that said, “Get out of here,” to Ramon and kept dancing as he did. “You do so well, Wayne.”


  A strangled gurgle came from deep within him, but he couldn’t speak. Lena waited, leading and following him around the room. Just as she thought she might tell him the ring had arrived, a ringtone blared out, mingling badly with the staccato notes and long violin strains of “El Choclo.”


  He fumbled for it and winced. “Sorry, Lena. Jennie. I’ve got to take it. She might have to cancel our date tonight.”


  Confusion filled her. Why is he still dating her if he sent a ring to me?
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  Five days left, and the ornament still hadn’t arrived. He held his phone in hand, wondering if he should call his niece for Emma’s number. What was the name of her shop? Little Star something? Star of Crossroads? Boutique Starlight?


  Each idea became more ridiculous than the last. He’d reached for his phone and almost had it out of his pocket when Lena burst through the curtain and fixed it in place behind her. In seconds she stood close enough to whisper, “Do we have the mistletoe yet?”


  “Tabitha is out at Willow’s place now, cutting me some more. Why?”


  “A man is here. He wants a dozen mistletoe kissing balls for gifts for his ‘girls.’” She moved a bit closer as if there was even room for that. “He has twelve daughters, do you think?”


  Wayne inched past her and peered through the gap in the curtain. Just as he’d expected. He shook his head as he moved back and pulled out an order pad. “Steve at the Aphrodite. His ‘girls’ are his almost underaged and severely under-dressed servers.” He scrawled out an order for twelve wrapped balls to be delivered by noon the next day with a special price for the man. “Give him that. He’ll accept.”


  Her breath danced across his cheek as she whispered, “You don’t think the less money is bad? It sets a bad pre…” sent his senses into overdrive. Her forehead and nose wrinkled in that way that still sent his heart skittering across his chest.


  “The word is precedent.” Wayne stopped himself just shy of squeezing her hand. “Giving a discount to everyone who walks in is bad for business. But when someone orders a dozen of something every year, when he can’t get it the day he wants it, giving him ten percent off says that we value his business and will take care of him.”


  A sharp nod of the head—how had he not realized that it was a dance move instead of her intense personality? “Yes, this is what I think. But I then think I am wrong. Thank you, Wayne.”


  The way she said “Wayne,” punctured that skittering heart and sent it flying like a balloon. I need that ring before I make a fool of myself with Lena. She must be so relieved that I’m not trying to make her listen anymore that she’s relaxing.


  That thought is all it took. Wayne bolted out the back door, dashed back in for his coat, and tried once more. He hit the contact button for Out of the Blue Bouquet and prayed it wouldn’t go to voicemail—then prayed it would. After all, too busy to answer a personal call was good news—excellent news for any business person.


  The voice mailbox asked him to leave a message. “Hey, Brooke. I was just looking for Emma’s number. I wanted to make sure the ornament would be here in time. The party’s in five days… Hope you’re overrun with orders! I just got an order for twelve mistletoe kissing balls. I’ll trade you for whatever you have to do. Ugh. Talk to you soon. Sorry to bother you. Bye.”


  Her reply came back ten minutes later.


  I’ll ask Emma to send you an email when it ships. If she said it would be there by a certain date, it will. Deep breath. And I’ll trade you kissing balls for mistletoe and holly swags for a Christmas wedding.


  His quick reply said it all.


  No trade.
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  Ramon dragged him upstairs at the end of the day, insisting that he needed to practice with Lena. His initial objections faded when Wayne decided Lena would never agree. So, he followed Ramon up the stairs and started as he saw Lena turn toward him with a smile.


  “You came. Good. If we are to succeed, we must practice.” She moved forward and waited for him to extend his arms. “It is kind of you to do this for—”


  Music blared and drowned out her words. Though Wayne thought he should know the name of the song, it escaped him as a swirl of notes announced themselves as “the tango.” Their distinct style begged to be danced. As Ramon had taught him, Wayne listened and synchronized himself with the music. His mind tried to count a beat, but Lena stopped him.


  “No, Wayne. Close your eyes. Listen with your heart. Only move when you’re ready.”


  Ramon had said the same thing—dozens of times. This time he understood. After a moment. It happened. Eyes closed, the music swelled through his heart and down into his feet. They knew what to do. For once.


  Again, Ramon cheered. “Very good. Very good.”


  Lena’s eyes offered more than Ramon’s simplistic praise. In them, he read what she didn’t need to say. She agreed. He did well. And somehow, that silent praise meant more than any of Ramon’s repeated assurances that he would be a fantastic dancer. Someday.


  Though their steps were simple. Basic. Still, he could feel it. They were becoming fluid. He was becoming fluid. That wasn’t something he’d ever expected.


  Even more than that, though, he’d learned something about the tango—something he had never imagined. It wasn’t the sensual, seductive dance he’d always understood it to be—not at the core. It’s probably how you use it, he mused. But really, it’s more a picture of a healthy relationship—the give and take. I didn’t have that with Lena. I do with— Honesty forced him to stop. Did he have that give and take with Jennie?


  He missed a cue and stomped on Lena’s foot as truth ripped blinders from him. I don’t. I give with her because I want her to fill that part of me that craves connection. Would she balk if I asked her to give a little?


  A sharp pain on his instep jerked Wayne out of his thoughts once more. “Oh, sorry, Lena. Lost my concentration for a moment.”


  “You have it now, so use it.”


  And I was wrong about Lena, he thought wryly. She does give as good as she gets. That’s one kind of give and take, anyway.


  Still, when he finally met her gaze, her eyes smiled at him. “Are you tired, or are you ready to tango?”


  It was a challenge, and if she hadn’t told him in no uncertain terms that they were through, he’d consider it a flirtation as well. “I won’t tangle my tango again.”


  “We’ll see about that.”


  Wayne had just opened his mouth to protest when she winked. What does that even mean?


  He had one recourse. Call Mom the moment they were through. Then go to Jennie’s.
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  Barbara Farrell’s gaze darted back and forth from the tense scene on the screen to the jumbled stitches of her knitting—a new hobby she strongly suspected wouldn’t last past this scarf. Cop cars careened around a corner, chasing a motorcycle popping a wheelie as if that would help it get away faster. “Show off.”


  Her cell phone rang, and she tossed aside needles and yarn with one hand while fumbling for the remote with the other. With the scene on pause, the motorcycle bent at such an angle that he should have fallen off, she reached for her phone.


  Had Barbara been thinking, she would not have answered. However, the suspense did her in before rational thought could intervene. She tapped her screen and screeched, “Wayne!” the moment the call came through.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Okay, dial it back a little… “I was just thinking of you is all.” She hadn’t stopped thinking of him, since giving Lena’s address to Emma. But that was beside the point.


  “It’s about the ornament. It’s not—” Wayne broke off with a groan. “Ma, why would she flirt with me? Why now? And how do I know if I’m right? What gives?”


  Barbara fumbled for a response, but Wayne kept talking as if he hadn’t asked a question.


  “But I know she did. I’m not stupid. I know her. So, what gives? Why now?”


  Two “what gives?” It’s serious. Yes!


  “Ma?”


  “Sorry, son. Just thinking. Look, you knew Lena had a difficult past. You were going to marry her—for better or worse. But you fumbled when you didn’t give her time and space.”


  His lack of response told her much. Barbara waited. A chill rippled over her, but with a quick swipe at the back of the couch, a lap blanket dropped into place. For good measure, she tucked her toes under it and waited some more.


  The expected protest or request for further advice never came. The longer he didn’t speak, the deeper her heart sank. Son. I waited so long for you to find the right one. Don’t throw it away on your pride.


  “I didn’t just rush out and grab a new girlfriend, you know. I tried to work it out. I tried to give her space. I—”


  “And yet, inside a month, you had a new girlfriend.”


  “She hung up on me, Mom. Do you remember that? When I tried to explain, she wouldn’t listen. How can we work out problems in marriage if she won’t even try beforehand?”


  This Barbara couldn’t refute, and it irked her. “She could say the same about you. How can she trust you’ll be faithful to her if you take off with another woman the first time her past reaches out and shakes her up.” It was the wrong tack, and she knew it. Barbara tried again. “Can you tell me what you love about Jennie? Can you tell me why she matters more to you than Lena? Can you tell me how she has taken away and replaced your love for—”


  Wayne broke in. “I’m not an animal, Mom! I care about Lena, of course. But we just needed each other… a stepping—”


  “—stone to a new life. Yes, you said. But tell me about Jennie.”


  Flat, hollow words appeared in tumbled, jumbled disarray. Jennie made him laugh, she didn’t criticize him, they didn’t argue, and Barbara’s favorite, “She’s available.”


  She didn’t even bother hiding her mockery. “She’s… available?”


  “Emotionally, Mom! She’s emotionally available.”


  “Uh, huh.”


  Once more, she thought he’d disconnected, but Wayne’s voice broke through again. “She’s comfortable, Mom. She’s nice. You’ll love her. I promise.”


  “I’m sure I will, but do you? Do you really love her? Or do you love having a her in your life?”


  While Wayne waxed eloquent—well, for him anyway—about all the ways Jennie was a superior choice for him, Barbara closed her eyes, tuned out the still-frozen motorcycle chase from her mind, and turned to the Lord. It’s like junior high all over again. But he didn’t do this in junior high. That was Lydia. It’s like he has to go through that awkward, juvenile relationship phase before he can really understand or something.


  “Ma?”


  She’d missed most of the tail end of his waxings, but Barbara took a chance. “So what you’re saying is… she ‘completes you’?”


  “I think I’ll go now. Jennie’s waiting. Love you.”


  Only his chuckle showed that he wasn’t angry. As the phone went dead in her hands, Barbara sagged against the couch and sighed. “He completely forgot about the ornament.” Her gaze rose heavenward. “I want to thank You, Lord. Even if You didn’t cause that somehow, I still want to thank You. Just a few more days…”
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  Three days before the ornament exchange, Lena decided not to go. What if she got Wayne’s ornament or worse, what if he got hers and misunderstood? The more she thought about it, the more jittery she became until she’d charged three times the cost for a small Christmas basket and barely caught up with the man in time to issue a refund.


  That’s all it took. The moment the man exited the shop again, with an odd glance back at her for good measure, Lena flipped through her contacts and called Tabitha Allen. “Can you come? We need the help. Right now.”


  Assured she’d arrive in fifteen minutes or less, the girl disconnected before Lena could even thank her. Wayne popped in. “Everything okay?”


  “I am going home.” She scribbled a note reminding him to dock her half a day’s pay and shoved it in the cash register. “Tabitha, she is coming. She will—”


  Lena couldn’t finish. The door jingled as it opened to welcome three women laughing and joking about some party they’d been to. Wayne stood there even as Lena went to greet them. She felt it in the stare that bored twin holes in the back of her skull. But with head held high and every bit of poise she’d ever been taught, Lena began the work of finding six floral arrangements for the local nursing home—for residents without family to visit or send gifts.


  “Is such a beautiful thing to do. I will deliver them myself, and I will stay to talk to them for a few minutes. How is that?”


  The moment she offered, Lena regretted it, but the largest of the ladies shook her head. “That’s so kind of you, Mrs. Rojas, but it’s part of our ministry, you understand.”


  “Of course, of course.” She’d almost offered to send some of The Confectionary’s soft candies, but that thought fizzled as one woman said, “We have some of Audrey’s soft centers for the men.”


  Another woman giggled. “Audrey even keeps a few specially printed stickers with ‘confectionery’ spelled correctly so old Mr. Harbinger doesn’t get his editorial nose out of whack. Isn’t that funny?”


  Lena knew nothing of which they spoke, but she gave a light laugh and rang up her six smallest arrangements with a ten percent discount for each. Wayne would laugh when he saw it, but she couldn’t help it.


  By the time the ladies disappeared through the door, Tabitha appeared looking like a ray of sunshine that had been sprinkled by a thunderstorm. “Thanks for calling me in, Mrs. Rojas. Mom’s having a terrible day and wanted me gone, but she was too afraid to ask, and I can’t just decide to go, because…” She swallowed back the rest of the explanation. “Anyway, it’s good to have something to do.”


  Oh, Dios mio, please keep her here until after Christmas. One more.


  Only when she’d made it to her car and started the engine did Lena realize she didn’t know if she’d replied. As she pulled down the alley, she saw the back door cracked and Wayne watching.


  After a stop by the post office, a stop in at Bookends to pick up some new music, and a dash into The Market for eggs, asparagus, and chorizo, she finally made for home. If she could not work, she could at least have a decent meal—huevos a la flamenca. The baked egg and tomato dish would give her a taste and feel of home.


  So would Ramon sitting on her doorstep. The moment she pulled into the little gravel driveway—the one she’d have to pave in the next year or two just to save her sanity—Lena saw him there just sitting on the porch, shivering. He hopped up and helped carry her things into the house without a word. Not one.


  Lena quaked.


  Sure enough, the moment she pulled out her Dutch oven and began chopping bell peppers and onions, Ramon began. “You must forgive him.”


  “I can’t.”


  “But you do.” He leaned forward until she couldn’t keep him from her line of sight. The temptation to poke her knife in his direction was tempered only by the fear that he’d move closer and she’d hurt him. “You do.”


  “I can’t. I must not. I just…” She couldn’t say it. Even in her pain-filled state, Lena knew how ridiculous and unfair she was.


  “Magdalena…” When she didn’t respond, Ramon slammed his palm flat on the counter. “Do you know what Marta would say? She would say, ‘You are better than this. You are not a coward!”


  The words echoed in her mind if not in the little kitchen. Anger flared in her heart and spewed from her lips. “I am not! You are correct. This is wisdom, not the coward!”


  “What did he say?”


  That stopped her tirade, and she dropped the knife on the cutting board. “What? Who said?”


  “Wayne. When you asked what he was doing in a place like that, what did he say?”


  “I—he—well—” She scooped the peppers and onions up, tossed them and a bit of olive oil in her Dutch oven, and slammed it on the stove. “It isn’t important why. He was there. He wouldn’t tell me where—”


  Ramon exploded in a string of Spanish that was almost unrepeatable. This time, Lena did whirl and brandish her knife with enough force to make her anger known. “No! You will not talk like that in my house! No!”


  “You didn’t even ask him—or if you did, you didn’t let him answer, did you?”


  “I asked! He wouldn’t tell me. He said it was a surprise.”


  That stopped Ramon. “A store like that? A surprise? For you? It doesn’t sound like him.”


  That’s the problem, isn’t it? She just glared and reached for tomatoes from her fridge and a cheese grater from the drawer. With it balanced over the top, she began grating tomatoes into the simmering mixture.


  “Call him.”


  Lena shook her head.


  “If you don’t ask him, I will. Call him.”


  Every instinct demanded that she order him to stay out of her business—that their friendship would be over if he interfered. But she couldn’t. She didn’t have enough friends to toss good ones aside just because of misguided interference.


  As she reached for the next tomato, Lena spoke. “Fine. Do as you wish. Ask him. Believe his excuses and his lies. It will not change my mind.”


  “You love him, Lena.”


  The tomato dropped into the pot ungrated. Lena stood there, eyes closed, tears sliding down her cheeks, and sighed. “It does not matter if I love or if I hate. I cannot trust him. I will not.”
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  Lena hadn’t been out the door five minutes before Wayne lost all patience and called Brooke. “Hey, I need Emma’s number. What’s the name of her shop?”


  “Little Star Boutique, why?”


  “My ornament. The party’s in three days, and it’s not here.”


  She snickered. “Cutting it short, Uncle Wayne.”


  “That’s why I have to call now. I call—” It didn’t matter why, and if he got started, she’d weasel the whole conversation out of him without even trying. How she always got him, he didn’t know, but she wouldn’t this time. “Gotta go call. See if she can overnight or something.”


  “I think she mailed it already. This is Emma. She probably mailed it that Monday.”


  “It’s not here, so she didn’t.”


  Once more, Brooke argued. “She must have. Did she send it to the shop or your house?”


  He started to answer and realized he didn’t know. That’s what you were calling Mom about. “Not sure. Wherever Mom sent her. I’ll call Mom first. Thanks.” He barely tossed out a half-hearted, “Merry Christmas,” before disconnecting.


  His mother didn’t pick up. “Probably getting her hair done for Christmas,” he muttered as he jabbed a rose stem into the delightfully pink arrangement. Anything not including red delighted his over-Christmassed soul.


  The stem broke, and his thumb slid down and impaled itself on a missed thorn. “Now you’re just getting lazy.”


  Thanks to Siri and her beautiful searching skills, he found Emma’s online shop but no phone number. “Ugh. Better just leave a message with Ma.”


  Five minutes later, the pink beauty stood on the table, all set for a sweet sixteen birthday. His phone rang. “Ma! Hey—”


  “You called?”


  “Yeah, I—”


  His mother interrupted. “Sorry, I was baking cookies. Had my arms up to elbows in dough. Do you want—”


  “Mom!”


  She didn’t stop talking. She just rambled on about gingerbread versus molasses cookies and if he wanted anything else. “Maybe peppermint bark? If I’m going to send a box, I might as well make it worth your while.”


  “I swear, you still try to ‘fatten me up’ like you did when I was twelve. I’m no longer underweight, Ma.” He jabbed a finger in his slight paunch and groaned. “Not even close. Look—”


  “Well, I think you look nice and healthy—not like these scrawny kids today. What’s with that? Even the men look partially anorexic.”


  “Ma!”


  “Yes, dear?”


  Wayne froze. Eyes closed, mouth dry, he choked out, “Oh, Ma. What did you do? Do you have the ring?”


  “Ring? Of course not! Why—?”


  “Mooom…”


  Still, she didn’t back down. “Wayne, I’m becoming concerned about you. None of this makes any sense!”


  “Mother. Did Emma Sheldon call you for my address?”


  “Yes, of course. I told you about that, didn’t I? Did you know she sold out—?”


  Again, Wayne broke in “Mom, did you give it to her?”


  “You don’t have to be rude, Wayne Farrell. Of course, I gave it to her. Just a few days after you left. It’s not there yet?”


  Her tone couldn’t be denied. Now she was concerned. Still, that “yes, dear” always meant one thing. She’d meddled. Brooke’s question derailed that thought. “Did you send it to the house or the shop?”


  “Oh, the house. Definitely. Should I have given her the shop address?”


  “Apparently. Look, I’m going to go ask down at the post office. Meanwhile, will you text me Emma’s phone number? I forgot to get it from Brooke, and it’s not on her website.”


  The following silence sent ominous waves over him.


  “Ma?”


  “Um, about that…”


  He closed his eyes. I knew it. Taking a steadying breath and gripping the worktable, Wayne asked the obvious question. “About what exactly?”


  “Well, you may need to leave Emma out of it. I gave her the address. If it didn’t arrive, she’d feel terrible about it. You know how she gets if things don’t go according to plan. Better just deal with the post office and leave Emma out of it.”


  Every instinct told him there was more to it, but Wayne couldn’t deny a single thing his mother had said, either. Emma’s quirks were well-known in Crossroads. “Um, okay. Well, I’ll call you back. Maybe you could find a way to just happen to run into her and get the insurance slip—for my records, you know. Something like that?”


  Wayne couldn’t help a bit of pride coming out in that plan. His mother pounced on it. Not until he’d turned off the phone and carried the vase of roses out to his truck did he realize why it unsettled him. She was too eager. Much too eager.
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  In a pristine kitchen, with only lingering scents of baking overriding the scent of dishwashing liquid and Soft Scrub, Barbara stared at her phone, wondering if she’d done the right thing. Still, if it delayed an ill-advised proposal until Lena could work through whatever problems she had, wouldn’t it be worth it?


  “But the ring. I really can’t afford to replace that ring for him. Maybe if I didn’t get that new car until year after next…”


  That did it for her. She hated her car with a passion usually reserved for tomato worms in July. It took only a moment to find Lena’s number and tap the screen. With a prayer for favor and a niggling feeling she may need to examine her actions a little closer, Barbara waited for an answer.


  It came in the uncertain but melodic tones of a light, Spanish accent. “Señora Farrell? Is this you?”


  “Hello, Lena. How are you?” Her mind demanded that she get to the point and get off the phone, but Barbara couldn’t make herself do it. “I’ve been concerned.”


  “I am good.” Silence. “That is not the right word. But it is.”


  “Well, is the one you’re looking for. Not to worry, dear. Now I just have a quick question for you. I won’t keep you except to say that you are welcome to call me anytime. You know that, right?”


  “Sí, yes. I know. Thank you. What is your question?”


  Despite every attempt to keep herself calm, Barbara’s voice wavered. “I just wondered if you’d received a package recently? An ornament from Crossroads?”


  “You sent me this? I—”


  “No, no.” She had to think and think fast. “I didn’t send it, no. But I knew it was coming and didn’t know if it had made it. It’s so valuable that—”


  “I should give it to him. Why did—?”


  “No!” Barbara swallowed. “Sorry, dear. Um…” She scrambled for truthful words and smiled as the right ones came to her. “Lena, Wayne bought that ring for you. He bought it because he loves you. He lost everything that mattered to him, namely you, because of what happened when he bought it.”


  Silence filled the airwaves and settled uncomfortably in Barbara’s stomach. She waited.


  “What happened when he bought it? He didn’t tell me.”


  I knew it! She had few words to work with before Lena spooked, of this Barbara had no doubt. “Lena, dear. Remember? He fell trying to save the jewelry store clerk from hurting herself. I don’t know why that bothered you so much, and I wish you’d reconsider, but he bought the ring for you, and now it’s where it belongs. I just wanted to be certain it had been delivered.”


  With apologies for not being able to talk any longer, Barbara disconnected the call and sagged against the fridge in relief.


  “Now, to confess to Wayne.” She eyed the phone in her hand. “Maybe after dinner. I’m famished.”
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  With promises to ask both of Wayne’s mail carriers if they’d delivered any small packages to either of his addresses, Wayne hurried down the post office steps and hesitated. Work or The Grind for coffee?


  Tabitha had come in last minute. He’d get her the peppermint vanilla frou-frou coffee the girl loved and get him a nice cup of something extra bracing. He ordered, waited in line, and then backed up next to the Christmas tree in the corner and watched as the room full of coffee aficionados interacted. Couples, moms, businessmen, and teenagers filled the chairs.


  The wait grew. Even a trip to the restroom and back still had his order waiting. Three to go it looks like.


  A familiar voice from the other side of the tree slowly worked its way into his consciousness. “—a great guy. I really like him. I just wish…” The words trailed off, and her friend commented on how not all relationships work out.


  “I think Wayne needs someone who understands him—challenges him to step outside his comfort zone. I want to be that person—”


  “Jennie aaand Desiree?” The voice rang out, cutting her off.


  The two women stepped forward to retrieve their steaming cups, and when Jennie turned and saw him standing there, she blanched. Wayne just smiled. It’s okay. You’ll see why soon enough. I’ll ask even without the ring. You’ll understand.


  Face flaming, she shot out of the shop and into the cold. Wayne, however, never noticed the frigid temperatures or the giant snowflakes filling the streets of Fairbury. He carried the hot coffees all the way to The Pettler. Tabitha took hers with a bounce and a grin. “Oh, I was just dreaming about one of these. Mrs. Paulson was just in to complain about flowers she received.”


  Wayne frowned. “We didn’t deliver any to her. No orders—”


  “I know, right? Someone sent her Christmas flowers through one of those overnight places that ship with FedEx. But she just assumed we were to blame somehow. I told her to contact the number on the invoice, but we were not allowed to interfere in other businesses’ customer service issues.” The girl gave him a weak smile. “Was that the right thing to do?”


  “Perfect!” He took a swig of his coffee and wondered why it didn’t seem as hot as usual. “I think they’re getting careless over there. Mine’s not quite piping. Going to heat it up. Want me to do yours, too?”


  Tabitha shook her head. “Mine’s just right. I’ll heat it up when it gets halfway gone, but thanks.”


  A text message came just a second before his phone rang. Jennie and his mother—in that order. Skipping the call, he clicked on the text message.


  Sorry you had to overhear that. We should talk.


  He grinned, his heart warming at the picture of her mortified that he’d overheard her sharing her feelings about him. His thumbs flew over the keyboard with speed and skill usually reserved for teens on an angst-riddled mission.


  I’d like that. When are you free?


  His heart soared as her reply arrived.


  Now?


  Wayne tapped back a quick, On my way, before grabbing his spare shop key and taking it out to Tabitha. “Gotta duck out early. Can you lock up? Just leave the register and the credit card machine. I’ll cash them out later tonight.”


  “You sure? Mrs. Rojas showed me how…”


  He almost agreed, but with him gone so much, the cases looked a little sparse. Still, you may want to spend a little more time with Jenny, after the whole proposal thing. Tomorrow. You can work faster tomorrow.


  Nearly sick with nerves and almost girly with giddy anticipation, he agreed and shot through the curtain on his way to the back door. “See you tomorrow?”


  “If you want me.”


  He paused, hand on the handle. “Be here. I’m not sure what’s up with Lena.”


  “Okay!”


  Out in the alley, he stared at the empty spot where his van should be. “Where’s my van? Stolen? In Fairbury? Not poss—oh.”


  He took off double-time for the post office.
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  Red-rimmed eyes and a hint of pink about the nose greeted him as Jennie opened the door. “Hey…”


  Wayne couldn’t take it. He stepped inside and pulled her into a hug. “Shh… it’s okay.”


  “You’re not upset?”


  It seemed a weird thing to ask, but she was probably doing that psychological thing where people assumed everyone felt the same as they did about something. Projecting. That’s what it’s called.


  “Not at all, silly. You were very flattering.”


  She wrinkled her nose and sniffled. That’s all it took to send her after a box of tissues. Jennie blew twice before admitting, “I thought—well, I just thought you liked…” She swallowed. “Well, I’m glad. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. I wouldn’t have told you like that for the world.”


  Her words made no sense until he recalled how private she’d been about some things. “Well, hearing what a great guy you are—”


  “What?” She wrinkled that nose and blew again. Understanding lit her face. “Oh… compliment sandwich without even meaning to. I’ll have to tell Desiree.”


  Compliment sandwich? I thought that was when you had something bad in the middle. What’s bad?


  “You just never seemed to want to talk about things, so I didn’t know how serious—”


  “Oh!” Okay, this is it. Just get it over with. Take her ring shopping before the ornament exchange. Sell that other one before taxes are due, and everything’ll be golden. Or platinum. Definitely platinum this time.


  He couldn’t stand there like an idiot. The words wouldn’t come. So, he took her hand and pulled her down beside him on the sofa. “I kept trying to find a good time—the perfect time—to do this, but it just won’t come. You know how I feel about you—”


  “I don’t!” Eyes wide, Jennie jumped up. “That’s the problem. You don’t talk about anything. We just exist together. We don’t have that… that… well, whatever it is couples have when they’re right. We don’t!”


  The words weren’t what he’d expected to hear, but Wayne was too far gone to let that stop him. He pulled her back down beside him and took her hands in his. “Well, I’m telling you now. I care about you—”


  “I care about you, too, Wayne, but—”


  “Good. Then I don’t see why we have to date for months and months. I know—”


  Her white face stopped him. Except for two very red rings around her face and the bright pink sides to her nose, Jennie lost all color for a moment. Then her face flamed. She jumped up once more and began pacing. “Why are you doing this to me? Are you insane? You hear me tell Desiree that I don’t want to see you anymore, and you what? Propose? Were you really going to propose?”


  “I—” His voice cracked, and heat rose up his neck to burn his ears. “I—”


  “Please go, Wayne. I can’t believe—” Jennie shook her head, eyes closed. “I was so worried about not wanting to ruin a nice friendship, but I don’t think I’m comfortable with that anymore.”


  He made it to the door in a semi-dazed stupor, but before he exited, understanding swept away a bit of the fog. “You told Desiree you were breaking up with me?”


  Again, she blanched. “You didn’t hear that?”


  Wayne opened the door. “No. I just heard what a great guy I was and how you wanted to be the person to push me to be a better man.”


  Only when he reached his van did Wayne realize just how pathetic that sounded. “Oh, no…”


  With that thought spinning dizzily in his mind, he did the only thing he could think of. He called his mom.
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  A call from Tabitha asking about a shipment of flowers that arrived just as she was about to leave sent Lena out the door. “Can you stay until I get there? Wayne probably forgot the roses. I’ll be right there to inspect and pay.”


  Her mirror said she should change out of loungewear, but her coat would cover, and it wasn’t as if anyone could tell unless they owned said clothes themselves. At the door, she hesitated again. What if he comes back?


  It didn’t matter. She couldn’t keep the driver waiting. The sight of one of the local cruisers turning onto Oak Drive slowed her until she reached the town square. However, the moment she turned into the alley that ran behind The Pettler, Lena punched the gas and came to a jolted standstill in Wayne’s usual parking spot.


  The muted scent of roses beckoned as Lena stepped into the workroom. Hank, the driver, stood waiting and looking exceptionally impatient. Tabitha, however, killed that idea. “Wow. He barely grabbed that clipboard after setting down the last box, and you opened the door! Talk about timing!”


  A scowl at her confused the girl until Hank laughed. “So much for trying to guilt Lena into having dinner with me.”


  Lena rolled her eyes and flung one hand into the air before reaching for the clipboard and beginning her count. “As if I would ever. Your wife would kill us both.”


  “I don’t have a wife.”


  Lena ticked off the first box. “That’s what they all say.” She peered over the top of the clipboard and eyed Tabitha. “Don’t believe them.”


  The teasing continued as she opened every box and inspected the contents. Overkill, perhaps, but this close to Christmas, she didn’t want to risk needing to get replacements in time. She’d heard horror stories of apologies that some place couldn’t do anything until “after the first of the year.”


  However, every box looked perfect. Lena set Tabitha to filling the large, walk-in refrigerator buckets with water while she signed for the roses and paid Hank. “Receipt…”


  “Aw, Lena. You know all my tricks.”


  “Coming back in half an hour won’t change my mind.” She softened at the slight wilting her words caused. “But you make a lady feel good because you tried. Thank you.”


  That’s all it took. Rejection with a compliment. Hank walked out whistling. Yes, it was a lonely, country tune she’d heard somewhere, but he still whistled.


  By the time she got the first set of stems trimmed and stepped into the refrigerator, Tabitha had filled the first row of buckets. Lena waved her off. “I’ll do the rest. I can trim while each one fills.”


  “I can do it. You—”


  “I’ve done it before. Is a perfection. I start the fill, I cut the stems, it is full enough by the time I return with the roses. Go home.” Still, the girl looked uncertain, so she added, “Thank you. I needed a few hours to myself.”


  With one quick hug and a kiss to each cheek, Lena sent Tabitha home. The faint rose scent that had greeted her now became overpowering as dozens of roses filled the back room, their boxes laid open while Lena worked quickly.


  Ramon came down not a minute after she turned on her favorite Leona Boyd album and immersed herself in roses and the Spanish Guitar. “Magdalena?”


  “Roses came.” If she said more, he’d hear the uncertainty in her tone. She heard it herself. Even her hands trembled as she acknowledged its presence in her heart. What am I going to do?


  “Magdalena?” he repeated.


  “I have to put them in the water. I cannot stop to do the chitchat.”


  “Something happened.”


  Lena worked faster. Ramon just waited. She’d filled three more buckets before she stopped and met his concerned gaze. “The store? Wayne’s ankle?”


  A nod. That was it. He only gave one hint of a nod.


  “It was a jewelry store. He went to buy me a ring—to do the propose.” She shook her head. “To propose.”


  “And you thought he was like Alejandro. How did he hurt his ankle?”


  Heat filled her cheeks as she turned to take another bunch of roses to the refrigerator. “He caught a woman falling off a ladder.”


  “Magda…”


  “I know, Ramon! I still must think about it.”


  “And maybe cut the flowers first?”


  She stared at the roses in her arms—the untrimmed stems mocking her. “Sí.”


  The faint squeak of Wayne’s brakes stopped her mid-snip. Eyes wide, she shot a panicked look at Ramon. “What do I do?”


  He came to her, gave her a hug and kissed her cheek. “Talk to him, mi amor. He is a good man. He loves you. Talk.”


  Lena stared at the roses in her arms as if they’d tell her what to do—tell her something less terrifying than Ramon’s suggestion. When they said nothing, she looked up, desperate. “Hijo…”


  But he was gone, and Wayne burst into the workroom.


  “Lena?” He stared around him. “I thought you’d gone?”
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  The rose order. How had he forgotten it? Lena stood there, arms full of blooms looking like she belonged in a garden instead of the utilitarian workroom. A deeper look showed her… startled and… embarrassed? Before he could apologize, his phone rang.


  Mom.


  “Hey, mind if I get this really fast? I’ll be right back to take over. You—”


  Over the ringtone, she waved him off saying, “Go. Talk.”


  Wayne stepped back outside and climbed into the warm van. “How did you know, Ma?”


  “Well hello to you, too. How’d I know what?”


  “That Jennie wasn’t the one.”


  Her relief, though wordless, filled his van and wrapped him in comforting arms. “Son, you told me. In everything you said and didn’t, you told me. Now I have something to tell you.”


  “She dumped me.”


  Only the faint sound of a haunting rendition of “Silent Night” answered.


  “Ma?”


  “Who, son? Who dumped you?”


  “Well, both of them, but Jennie today.” He clenched his jaw against the ache that called forth tears he couldn’t afford to risk. Not now, Lord. Please not now.


  “Talk to Lena. She knows you bought the ring now.”


  He’d just started to ask what she meant when her words became all too clear. “What did you do?” The nervous clearing of her throat sent his own nerves doing the tango up and down his spine.


  “I called about the ornament—to make certain she got it.”


  It didn’t make sense. “She? Wait, Lena or Jennie?”


  “Lena, dear. I called Lena because I had Emma send the ornament to her house. She got it. She asked about it. I told her when and why you bought the ring. The rest is up to you.”


  His nerves formed an army and burst into attack mode. “Mother! That wasn’t your—”


  “I know you’re probably angry,” she continued.”


  “Furious? Livid? What other synonyms am I neglecting? How could you interfere like that? I was dating Jennie!”


  “Whom you did not and do not love.” Again, she cleared her throat. “It may have been wrong of me…”


  “I’ll say! Mom, how could you?”


  “Now you sound like Lydia. You even scaled that emphasis just like her.”


  “Great. I’m girlie now.” Wayne tried to control himself. Tried and failed. “You had no right to interfere—”


  His mother broke in with that stern tone that had once made him quake in fear. Now it only added to his ire as she said, “I had every reason to believe that you would accept my so-called ‘interference.’ After all…” He winced as he realized what she’d say next. “—you were the one who deliberately sent flowers and an ‘I love you’ note to someone for someone not ready to do it himself.”


  “Low blow.”


  Her retort came almost the second he finished speaking. “You should know.” Before he could respond, she added, “Look, son. I love you. And I suspect I’ll call and ask your forgiveness at some point, but right now I’m rather pleased at turning your own ideas on your head like this. Go inside. Talk to her. She loves you. You love her. Fix this.”


  With that, the phone went dead.


  Oh, great. Aloud he prayed, “Lord… what do I do now?”


  The answer came in a soft whisper in his heart. Love is patient, love is kind and is not jealous; love does not brag and is not arrogant, does not act unbecomingly; it does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not take into account a wrong suffered, does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth; bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails.


  As he opened his door, a text message dinged. From his mother. Two simple sentences.


  The Lord is patient as He woos us to Him—even when we push Him away. Be like Jesus.


  “I don’t like you right now, Ma,” he muttered to himself. “I hate it when you’re right.”


  Still, he pushed open the door and hurried into the workroom. Lena was gone.


  Wayne closed his eyes and prayed like he’d never prayed before. He lost himself in pleas for wisdom, for forgiveness, for patience, kindness, longsuffering, endurance, hope. For unfailing love.


  “Wayne?”


  If he’d sounded girlie when he asked his mother how she could have butted into his relationships, he must look it now as he fought to control his reaction to seeing her standing there, staring at him. “Hey.”


  Lena took a step closer. “Are you all right?”


  “No.”


  In a moment, she had one arm around him, ushering him to the door. “You go home. Rest. I will do this. Is fine.”


  He shook her off and shook his head at the same time. “No… You go. I’ll stay.”


  A slow smile formed—that one he knew so well. Was she… flirting again?


  “We’ll both stay. Get it done.” As Lena turned, Wayne could have sworn she whispered, “Together.”


  The questions he’d ached to ask for weeks rose to the surface, but that still, small voice in his heart reminded him. Love is patient.


  The thought that he hadn’t been so patient mocked him, but Wayne ignored it and grabbed the nearest box of roses. That’s when he saw it—every box open. “You inspected them all?”


  “Of course! If they are bad, we do not pay. They have…” She snapped her fingers. “What is the word for a reason to replace them quickly.”


  You are a savvy businesswoman, Lena. “Incentive.”


  “Sí! Incentive. But, they are perfect. Only one stem looks wilty, but you say they sometimes revive.”


  Wayne was certain they would.


  As he worked, Wayne watched her—when she left the room, when she bent to pick up fumbled cutters, when she paused to sniff one here and there. Each time she caught him watching, his face and neck flamed.


  That smile returned and warmed his heart each time he caught it.


  A cry of frustration erupted from the refrigerator. She’s poked herself with a thorn. But when he arrived, he saw her toss a rose into the garbage. At the sight of him, she threw up her hands. “How are we to work with broken stems? I cannot pick up every rose to check before I send Hank away!”


  “It’s just a rose, Lena. I ordered extra because this happens.”


  “No. The ones in the middle,” she snapped as she shoved past him, “they do not break. They are put there to hide them. At the top or the bottom—the outside. There they break. I am not eh-stupid!”


  Each time he carried a new dozen roses into the refrigerator, that lonely broken bud called to him. At first, it seemed to mock, but as they carried in hundreds of roses for the upcoming week of Christmas orders and two last-minute weddings in Brunswick, it spoke to him. Soothed him.


  Only four dozen roses remained when Wayne mustered the courage to hint what pushed and pulled across his heart. He followed her into the refrigerator and scanned the row of buckets. “It looks like only one rose is actually broken. I may have overbought.”


  “They should replace it and the wilted one.”


  He caught her gaze and held it for a moment before shaking his head. “Lena, if we only have one damaged rose among all the beautiful blooms surrounding us, I think we can bear that minor loss.”


  “The pennies add into dollars.”


  “But making too much of one minor thing can damage our relationship with our supplier. Relationships are more important than a thirty-three-cent rose.”


  Lena couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from him, but Wayne watched her try. The muscles in her neck tensed, her jaw clenched. She swallowed, and… were those tears at the corners of her eyes?


  “You are a forgiving man, Wayne Farrell. I want the justice. You give the mercy.”


  He nudged her from the refrigerator, racking his mind for some way to keep her thinking well of him and still hinting that he’d been a fool. “Everyone needs mercy sometimes, Lena.” She’d just lifted an armful of roses to trim when he added, “Sometimes in our pain, we do stupid, stupid things, and in the end, we only cause more pain.”


  Rigid, stiff. Her shoulder blades looked as if she were ready to begin a dance. Wayne shifted just enough to see the profile as her cheek lay against the rosebuds. Why did a woman like that ever give me a second glance?


  He hadn’t expected a reply—not the way she stood there, immobile. Then the whisper came. “What do you do when you cause pain like that, Wayne? How can you fix that kind of hurt?”


  I blew it. God forgive me, I blew it. Wayne fumbled for an answer and came up with only an inadequate, “You can’t, I guess. You can only ask forgiveness and hope to receive it.”


  A dozen roses tumbled to the floor. Lena stared at them for a moment before rushing out the back door. Wayne called after her—chased after her—but only the taillights of her Lincoln responded.
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  She’d never make it home with tears falling. At Market Street, she turned and drove to the little Prayer House that sat on the corner. The lights glowed, showing someone still inside. Of course, she took her turn there on Thursday nights between nine and ten o’clock. She knew where the key was kept in one of those realtor-like lock boxes in the back.


  The man who sat in the corner chair smiled as she entered. That smile faded almost immediately. “Mrs. Rojas?”


  She brushed aside his unstated question, shaking her head as she found a chair and dropped into it. The tears fell faster. Her shoulders shook. He’d leave her alone for another minute, maybe two. But if she didn’t gain control of herself…


  The first sob ripped through the room and drowned out the soft, instrumental music playing. The man—why could she not remember his name—stood and moved to the chair beside her. “Would you like me to pray?”


  She’d had every intention of shaking her head, but Lena nodded.


  A hand on her shoulder, his voice low but clear, he prayed. She’d learned in her time at the prayer house, that people often prayed by reminding God of what He knew. This man didn’t. It must be Mr. Stephens. He always sounds a little different from the others.


  “—ask that You show me how to help her. Please give me the words, the Scripture, and the discernment to know what and when to share and when to be silent so You may speak. Please comfort her heart and give her peace.”


  He waited, giving her time to pray as well. Lena tried and choked. Mr. Stephens pleaded once more for her comfort before asking it all in Jesus’ name. “Amen.”


  “May I say something, Mrs. Rojas?”


  Lena could only nod.


  “For Christians, it all comes down to love—loving the Lord with all our hearts and loving our neighbor. So when things go wrong, sometimes all we need is to see where we’ve failed to love.”


  With that, he stood and walked away, but a minute later, he returned with an open Bible and pressed it into her hands. The words swam before her eyes, but as Lena brushed them away, she focused on three small, semi-familiar words. “…record of wrongs.”


  She dabbed at her eyes, struggled to compose herself, pleaded for help from the Lord. He gave it. The tears cleared and she could read the whole thing. “‘… it keeps no record of wrongs.’” She flipped the Bible over and stared at the spine. NIV. She’d never read it quite like that. I’ll buy one. That diversion did little to quiet the prompting in her spirit. I do, though. I keep the record. At home. In my Bible, it is there, so I never make the same mistake.


  Lena lifted her gaze from the words and caught Mr. Stephens’ concerned expression. “When you forgive—wipe it clean from your mind.” She swallowed back her fear and tried again. “You become…” her throat closed, not allowing herself to finish.


  Mr. Stephens moved back to her side and leaned his forearms on his knees, clasping his hands in front of him. “I think the word you’re looking for is vulnerable. And yes, you do. But if Jesus can make Himself completely vulnerable on that cross in ways we can’t even imagine, can we try to obey Him even if it costs us a little control?”


  Her pride ached to insist that she’d known the word but just couldn’t speak. That’s when she realized she’d become fixated on anything but that forgiveness. Instead, she prayed for strength to do what he’d said. Obey.


  Lena stood, whispered strained thanks, and fled the building. She’d have to do it—do it now—or she’d find an excuse not to. As she pulled from the parking space, she saw Mr. Stevens standing there at the door, watching. Praying, she surmised. This is why the Prayer Room is such an important part of Fairbury. Someone is always praying.


  Snow began to fall as she neared Fir Street. It distracted her until she pulled up into the drive and into her garage. She ran for the house, shivering and scolding herself for leaving her coat behind at the shop. There, standing under the overhang of her back porch, stood Wayne, holding it out for her.


  “I wondered if you’d ever get here.”


  Words filled her heart and tried to spill out, but Lena couldn’t allow it—couldn’t be distracted. “Come inside. Quick. It’s cold.”


  She darted into the house and down the hall to her bedroom. There, from the thick, old Bible she’d owned as a girl, Lena extracted an envelope. Hands shaking, she dragged her way back through the house to where Wayne waited in the kitchen. She handed him the envelope.


  “Burn that,” Lena gasped out before she could stop herself.


  “What is it?”


  Fear overrode sense. “Read it. I don’t care, but then burn it.”


  While he read her written declaration never to forget what Alejandro had done to her—never to allow herself to be broken by anyone again—she set about making coffee. Arms came around her middle and held her close. His chin rested on her shoulder. “Why burn this? It’s—”


  “I must forgive and forget, Wayne. This thing—it controls me. It’s why I—” Lena turned and buried her face in his chest. And Wayne, dear, kind Wayne held her as she poured out fears of letting the past go and having it repeat itself. “It even made me doubt you. This is not right.”


  “Lena,” he whispered in that tone that warmed her heart every time she heard it. “You must forgive, of course. But we aren’t commanded to forget—”


  She jerked away from him, hands pushing him back. “No! No, Wayne. We do. We are. We are told to love—and that it does not keep a record of wrongs. This…” She snatched up the paper and shook it in his face. “This is my record of wrongs. This is why I cannot love—”


  There, once more, her voice broke. There, once more, he pulled her close and held her. This time, she wept.


  Only when he took the paper, twisted it into a “stick,” and set it on fire from the flame of the stove did the tears slow. He stood there holding it over the sink until the flames grew too close to his hand and then dropped it. It burned out there, but he doused it for good measure.


  That’s when he reached into the pocket of his overcoat and pulled out a very short-stemmed rose. “We can let the broken days separate us, Lena. Or…”


  She took it. Held it close. Inhaled the sweetness of its fragrance. “Forgive me?” she whispered.


  “That was my line. I was so stupid.”


  Who could help but smile at the sheepish grin on the man’s face—her man’s face. Her Wayne. “We were both, eh-stupid.”


  
    
      [image: ***]

    

  


  Mom was right. Again.


  The realization that he’d just thought of his mother while kissing the true love of his life prompted a groan. “You were right, Lena. I’m not romantic.”


  She gave him an odd look and pulled him to the living room couch. “I don’t know what you are saying. I think you are the most romantic man in the world.”


  “You’re punch drunk.”


  “I have not drink anything!”


  Wayne didn’t bother explaining. He just held her hand, closed his eyes, and thanked the Lord that Jennie’s head had been on straight—even if his hadn’t. He’d almost forgotten, but the small Christmas tree atop an end table reminded him. “Mom says she sent your ring to you.”


  And thank you, Lord, that I can say that honestly. It was her ring. It always was. I was an idiot to think I could stand to see it on anyone else.


  Before he could stop her, Lena hopped up and disappeared down the hall again. She returned with a little flat box. “I’m sorry, Wayne. Is broken.” As he opened the lid she asked, “Can we fix it, do you think?”


  Wayne stared at the two birds, the ring that seemed to separate them, and the year beneath “Our First Christmas,” and shook his head. “No.”


  That coy tone that once had sent his pulse racing now pumped a slow, slow, quick, quick, slow beat to his heart. “Will you get me a new one just like it? For Christmas?” She dropped her head to his shoulder. “I don’t care if it is late.”


  “Not just like it, Lena.”


  Lena jerked upright again. “What? Why? Is beautiful.” She fingered the birds. “Maybe some metal glue… just right there…”


  “I don’t want that year.”


  “We can wait…”


  Wayne shook his head. “But that’s the problem. I don’t want to wait.” No, it wasn’t grand or romantic, he supposed, but something in her eyes hinted that she really wouldn’t care.


  His fingers fumbled as he tried to free the ring from the ribbon. Lena took over and had it off in seconds. Wayne slipped it onto her finger. “Marry me before New Year’s?”


  “Sí.”
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  Wayne burst through the back door with a bucket in each hand. As to be expected, Lena flung open the curtain and stood there, hand on hip. “Where have you been? I have the orders, and they—” The computer blipped, and the printer chugged. “See! There is another one! Twenty-three already. It is only nine-fifteen!”


  Despite the flashing eyes, the scolding tones, and her imposing posture, Wayne’s heart stumbled at the sight of her. “Morning, love.”


  It all melted. “I was worried.”


  “Left my charger at home. Bad crash on The Loop. Stuck there for hours.”


  She repeated the words. “I was worried.”


  Wayne dropped the buckets and moved to her side. Pulling her close he murmured, “I’m all right. You’re all right, and we’re finally all right.”


  Overhead, “Jealousy” began playing. Footfalls tapped out the tango as Ramon practiced alone in his apartment. Lena gave him that slow, daring smile as Wayne took her hand, moved his other to her back, and began the slow, slow, quick, quick, slow movements around the workroom.


  “Christmas Eve?”


  She shrugged. “Today if you want. Tomorrow. Christmas Eve. New Year’s Eve. As long as you marry me, I don’t care for the date.”


  Don’t care about the date, but why be picky? He hadn’t planned to do it, but Wayne found himself admitting his proposal plan. “I wanted it there at the ornament party. But last night, I couldn’t wait.”


  “I’m glad you didn’t. Besides, it was so romantic, just you and me…”


  Now you’re mocking me. And I don’t even care.


  “You could ask Pastor Allen if we could after the Christmas Eve service,” she suggested. “Maybe the people who came would like to stay and celebrate with us? I make polvorones and buy wine—”


  Wayne shook his head. “Sparkling cider. No wine in the building. Pastor Allen would lose his job for that if a few families had their way.”


  “Why is this? I don’t understand the American attitude about wine. Jesus made wine! Would He do this if it is wrong?”


  Someday, he’d explain the different opinions on alcoholic consumption—on the theories about the alcohol content of the wine at Cana. Someday. Today wasn’t the day for it. Instead, he reasserted his concern for Pastor Allen. “Right or wrong, it would cause problems for Pastor Allen. We can’t do that to him—not his last Christmas with Lily.”


  They stopped dancing at those words. Lena brushed away a tear just as Wayne saw it form. She nodded. “We’ll have cider. And I will find a pretty dress for you.” She giggled. Had she ever giggled before? “Well, to wear for you. Gold, maybe. Or silver. Like tinsel.” She frowned. “Can we dance? At the church?”


  Wayne shook his head. “Better not ask. Besides, we’ll dance enough preparing for that contest.” He pulled her close again, this time, just swaying to the music above. “Why did you want me for this contest, Lena?”


  “I didn’t want the contest at all. It was Ramon—” She jerked back, eyes wide. It took half a second before they both yelled, “Ramon!”


  A door banged open. Feet clattered down the stairs, and the workroom door flew open as well. “What? What is wrong?”


  Hands on hips, Lena whirled to face him. “You tricked us into this contest to interfere. Admit this!”


  Ramon’s grin was all the confession she needed. Wayne lurched forward to stop her, certain she planned to slap him, but Lena just marched to the younger man’s side, wrapped her arms around him, kissed each cheek, and said, “Gracias, mi amor.”


  “I thought that was ‘my love,’” Wayne blurted out. “I’ve been drowning in jealousy every time you say that!”


  Back at his side, she kissed Wayne’s cheek as well. “It does, but it is also what a mother would say to a son or a big sister to her little brother. You say love for God and football. What is the difference?”


  This, he couldn’t argue with, but before he could respond, another thought occurred to him. “Wait. So does this mean I don’t have to humiliate myself in a tango contest?”


  Lena shrugged. “I don’t care.” She tossed Ramon a questioning look and asked, “Have we paid the entry fee?”


  Ramon took a step back. Two. “Aah… about the contest.” A third step. “There…” He winced. “There is no contest.” A fourth.


  It occurred to Wayne that the first two steps had been slow. The next two quick. Will he take one more slow step before running away like a little girl?


  Unfortunately, Wayne would never know. Lena burst out laughing. Ramon chuckled. Wayne just shook his head. The longer she laughed, the harder she laughed—and snorted. A hand clapped over her mouth even as the light in her eyes danced. Then Wayne laughed.


  Ramon’s eyes widened, and he pointed. “Is that ring…?”


  “Congratulate me, man. She said yes.”


  Lena might have accepted a kiss right there, but the blip of the computer, the whirring of the printer, and the jingle of the doorbell snapped her into manager mode. She jabbed a finger into Wayne’s chest. “Now! Go get the rest of those flowers. We have orders—lots of orders!” Before he could turn to get to work, she grabbed him and kissed him until his heart tangoed around the room and back again. “I love you, Wayne Farrell.”


  Merry Christmas!
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  1. Sometimes, our past hurts blind us to the truth of the present. Lena had been terrorized by her husband until he’d nearly killed her. His secretive nature prompted an over-sensitivity to anything that could put her in a similar position again. She made a promise to herself that she’d never forget her pain as a result. I Corinthians says that love “does not take into account a wrong suffered.” How should Christians live out this verse while still being discerning as Jesus told us to in Matthew 10:16?




  2. Barbara Farrell used her son’s interference in another person’s life (as seen in CrossRoads Collection I in Premeditated Serendipity) as justification for interfering in Wayne’s love life. The things she says and does indicate that she knows what she’s done is wrong, and she even admits she’ll have to repent. Why do we do this? Why do we justify our actions as if the end justifies the means? What does the Bible have to say about violating one’s own conscience? (See James 4:17)




  3. Wayne’s “rebound” relationship with Jennie was doomed from the start. Several different times she tried to show him that they weren’t meant for each other, but his determination to have a relationship with her blinded him to her hints. Had Jennie been forthright from the moment she realized her lack of romantic interest, it would have been kinder to both of them. Had Wayne taken his hurt and questions to the Lord instead of focusing on “moving on,” things might have taken a very different turn. James 1:5 says that if we lack wisdom, we can ask the Lord for it, and He will give it to us. How can relying on our own wants and feelings blind us to the wisdom the Lord has to offer?




  4. Many people showed dismay at Wayne’s “new relationship,” but instead of taking it to heart and examining it before the Lord, he became frustrated and angry that they didn’t support him. What does the Bible say about listening to the counsel of many? (See Proverbs 15:22)




  5. Richard Stevens (whose story is told in The Matchmakers of Holly Circle) told Lena, “For Christians, it all comes down to love—loving the Lord with all our hearts and loving our neighbor. So when things go wrong, sometimes all we need is to see where we’ve failed to love.” He then brought her a Bible and used Scripture to encourage her in the Lord. How can we ensure that our admonishments and encouragements are Biblically sound?
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  Introducing Alana Terry
By Chautona Havig





  The writing world is full of interesting people from unique and varied walks of life. Christian authors have one beautiful, instant connection. Jesus. When we get to know each other, there’s already common ground outside our love of words. So, in a sense, we’re never truly strangers. We’re family who just haven’t met yet.


  That’s how I felt about Alana Terry almost from the first moment I “met” her in one of these collections. I first fell in love with her passion for Christians and prayer and after that, her writing. Alana creates beautiful stories that tackle difficult issues with grace. She expands our literary experience outside of the borders of our own countries and guides us to embracing all of the world the Lord created.


  I’m so honored and pleased to get to introduce her and the next book in this collection, Shattered Pieces. Lovers of her Kennedy Stern series will recognize this family and enjoy getting to know their story a little better. Those unfamiliar with the series may just find out why they should pick up book one today!
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  Note: The views of the characters in this novel do not necessarily reflect the views of the author, nor is their behavior necessarily condoned.


  Description: A young boy discovers the story of how his parents survived as an interracial couple in the American South during the Civil Rights movement.
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  Dear Miss Sheldon,


  My name is Woong, and I live with my mom and my dad in Medford, Massachusetts. You may be wondering how old I am except I couldn’t say for sure on account of me being adopted from Korea. Things got hard enough for me there that I sort of lost track of how many years went by, which is how come I couldn’t say for sure my real age. But I’m in seventh grade, and most of my friends are twelve, so sometimes when I don’t feel like explaining the whole story to folks, I decide to tell them that’s how old I am, too.


  Anyway, Miss Sheldon, the reason I’m writing you is because I’m looking for a Christmas present for my mom, and when I saw your Little Star webpage, I knew the ornaments you make and sell are just the kind of thing she’d like. She gets all girly about stuff like that, you know, things that make her feel so good inside she starts to cry a little except they’re happy tears. There’s a word to describe folks like her, only I’m forgetting it just now.


  But back to my original point. I’m writing you because you make these really pretty Christmas ornaments, and I’ve been saving up the money I’ve earned doing some babysitting for my Auntie Hannah. Only it’s not really babysitting, by the way. What happens, see, is Auntie comes over to do Bible studies with Mom. I guess I should mention something else first. Dad’s a pastor, which means that Mom always has people coming over to do things like pray and read their Bibles and stuff and nonsense like that. And I don’t know if you’re a Christian, Miss Sheldon, but I kind of think that maybe you are on account of how many of your ornaments have decorations of baby Jesus and whatnot. But if you aren’t a Christian, something you need to know about pastors’ wives is they love praying with folks and having lady friends over and drinking tea together.


  So whenever Auntie comes over, I babysit her little girl, Emily, who’s going to be two this summer, which means she gets into basically anything she wants. Like once, Mom and Auntie were talking about this really important Bible verse for women called Proverbs 31, which tells moms and stuff the kinds of things they’re supposed to do if they want to make God happiest, and Emily walked into the bathroom and pulled out a box of … Well, maybe I shouldn’t tell you on account of them being something that ladies use but it’s a little personal, so it’s sort of like a secret. But Emily got into this box and got a whole lot of these secret things out (I know the name for them, by the way, but it’s a little embarrassing to write it out here), and she started unwrapping them all and sticking them on the walls and drawers and even the inside of the bathtub. Mom laughed, but Auntie got a little cross, which if you knew Auntie says a lot because she never gets mad at anyone.


  So starting that day, Auntie asked me if I’d keep an eye on Emily. And that reminds me of something I should explain. She’s not really my aunt. I just call her that because I’ve known her for such a long amount of time. And this part’s kind of funny too because Auntie’s Korean, and I’m Korean, but Emily’s not because she’s adopted too, just like me.


  Well, what happened was Mom said that if I do a good job keeping Emily out of trouble when she and Auntie are doing their tea and praying time that she would give me five dollars if I promise to be good and remember to put a tithe into the church offering and then at least another fifty cents into my savings envelope. And I think that’s a pretty good deal, don’t you?


  And now you understand what I mean when I tell you that it’s not really babysitting because I’m not home alone with just Emily and me. Mom doesn’t let me stay home alone, which if you ask me, I’d say it’s an abomination because this boy at my school, Chuckie Mansfield, his parents both leave for work before seven in the morning and don’t get back until at least seven at night, and nobody makes a big deal about him being home alone for that long. Then again, his dad yells a lot and his mom never smiles, so maybe it doesn’t make an awful lot of sense for me to be jealous of someone like that.


  All that is to say I’ve got money in my savings envelope now from all that babysitting I do (even though, like I said, it’s not actual babysitting). So I can afford one of your ornaments except your website didn’t tell me how much it would cost for the shipping, so I hope I end up having enough.


  I’m actually not sure which ornament Mom would like, so what I thought I’d do is tell you a little bit about the kinds of things she tends to enjoy, and then you can pick something out special for her.


  So here’s the things you need to know about my mom. First, she’s a pastor’s wife, and that’s pretty much all she does. She’s kind of old —old enough to be a grandma actually, and I even have nephews and nieces who are almost adults by now. Weird, huh? See, Mom and Dad were married for a long time before I was even born, and at first they had some kids the usual way (I hope you get what I mean because I really don’t want to have to write it out). After that they adopted a few more, and then they were foster parents for a whole bunch of others. So basically any time we go to the store, we run into someone Mom calls my brother or sister even though I’ve never met them, and if you were to stand us all together, we certainly don’t look like we could be related at all.


  Here’s what I mean. Mom’s got peachy skin, and her hair’s brown even though she says it’s blond, but if you really want to know the truth, it looks gray to me. She keeps it in a braid most of the time, so if she comes in to tell me something at night and she’s got it down, she doesn’t even look like my mom at all. She says she doesn’t like how much she weighs, and she’s always doing some kind of diet or stuff and nonsense like that, but Dad says he likes her exactly the way she is.


  See, my Mom and Dad have been in love forever. But even though things are really good for them now, it wasn’t always the case back in the olden days.


  I told you about Mom’s peachy skin and gray hair (except if you ever meet her, you probably shouldn’t call it that on account of not wanting to hurt her feelings), but my dad’s got really brown skin, and they fell in love back in that time when black people and white people hadn’t learned how to get along with each other too well yet. Which is sad, if you ask me, because if Mom and Dad hadn’t gotten married and decided to adopt, I might still be in that orphanage in Korea, know what I mean?


  And I guess I need to be careful because I actually don’t even know what color skin you have on account of your website not having any pictures of you, and some people have certain words about skin color that they say are just fine, but other folks tell them not to use them. Here’s what I mean. Dad tells people it’s okay to say that someone’s black, but other people try to find other ways of putting it or just don’t mention it. But I’m used to my dad’s way of doing it, so I hope it doesn’t hurt your feelings at all.


  So anyway, my dad’s black, and my mom’s white (even though technically I’d call his skin brown and her skin peachy), and that sort of thing happens all the time now, you know, when people with two different kinds of skin fall in love. There’s a word for it, I’ve just forgotten it right now. But back in the olden days, that sort of thing made people mad. The only reason I’m telling you this is because I think it might help you get to know Mom a little better so you can decide on the best kind of Christmas ornament, although now that I think about it, I’ve never really seen ornaments that couldn’t go on a white person’s Christmas tree just as easily as on a black person’s Christmas tree or the other way around, so maybe that part of their story doesn’t matter too much after all.


  But what you do need to know (and now I remember why I brought up the skin color thing to start with) is that Mom and Dad love each other. I mean they really love each other. Like sometimes it’s even a little gross. I’m probably not supposed to tell you this on account of you being a stranger and all, but whenever Mom’s cooking in the kitchen and Dad walks by her, he’ll actually spank her. I’m not talking about the kind of spanking a kid gets if he’s being bad, by the way. I know some adults don’t like the idea of kids being spanked, and Mom and Dad say it’s okay in certain situations but definitely not okay in others, but that’s not the sort of spanking I mean.


  I’m talking about kind of like a pat on the butt except he’s doing it all the time, so sometimes Mom complains that she can’t even get any work done because she’s afraid to turn around and trip over him because he’s always coming up behind her and doing that. So now you know what I mean when I tell you they love each other so much. Dad says I shouldn’t complain, that lots of kids my age have parents who don’t like each other at all let alone love each other, and I suppose that makes sense. My best friend, Becky Linklater, her dad divorced her mom, and it’s made her really sad. Becky’s the one who’s sad, I mean, not her mom, although now that I think about it, Mrs. Linklater’s probably sad too on account of her still loving her husband except he’s fallen out of love with her. I think that would be a terrible abomination, don’t you?


  Mom says she prays for me every day to grow up and find a wife who’s nice and loves Jesus and that we’ll be just as happy together as she and Dad are, which I suppose wouldn’t be all that bad except for the part about having to ask a girl to marry me and stuff and nonsense like that. I don’t know how to go about doing that sort of thing, so I hope I learn before the time I have to try my hand at it. I figure I’ll probably ask Becky Linklater to be my girlfriend, and some of the kids at school are already starting to go out together, but Mom and Dad won’t let me until I’m older. Dad said once I’m not allowed to date until I’m married, but I’m pretty sure that was just a joke.


  So anyway, what I wanted to ask is if you’ve got any ornaments that would be really good for someone who loves her husband just as much as my mom does because I think that’s just the sort of present she would like the most. You can email me back here, but I’m only allowed on the computer between 4:30 and 5:00 every day, and that’s only if I’ve got my homework done, and do you know how hard junior high is? I used to do homeschool with Mom, which was okay except I missed my friends from Medford Academy, and now that I’m at Medford Middle School, I get four out of my six classes with Becky Linklater, so I really wouldn’t want to go back to homeschool, which is what Mom says will happen if I don’t stay on top of my grades. So that’s why it might take me a little bit of time to write back to you.


  Sincerely,


  Woong Lindgren


  P.S. Until I get more babysitting jobs, I only have $4.30 extra after paying for the ornament. Will that be enough for shipping?
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  Hi, Miss Sheldon.


  Or actually, now that I think about it, I’m not sure if you’re Miss Sheldon or Mrs. Sheldon, or maybe you’re something else altogether. I really can’t tell from your website, so sorry if I got it wrong. You can email me back and tell me if I made a mistake so I don’t do the same thing again next time.


  I was really happy to hear from you. I was surprised you were the one to write me that email. I thought maybe you’d have an assistant or someone to do that sort of stuff, kind of like how Dad has the church secretary who prints out the bulletins. Now that I think about it, I’m sure she does more than that, I just don’t know what.


  Anyway, I liked your idea about Christmas carols, so I even found a sneaky way to ask Mom what her favorite Christmas song was. She says she really likes Mary Did You Know? because it reminds her how hard it must have been to be as young as Mary and have such an important job as being pregnant with God, know what I mean? The biggest problem is that song always makes her cry, so I’m not sure it’d be the best to do an ornament out of.


  She also really likes Little Drummer Boy, but I don’t think that one would work on account of Dad saying there’s nothing in the Bible about a little drummer boy, and he’s kind of particular about that sort of thing. That reminds me of a Bible question for you. Do you know how many wise men came to visit baby Jesus? Did you guess three? Well, you’re wrong. The answer’s none.


  Know why? Because the Bible says the wise men didn’t come to see Jesus as a baby, that he may have been as old as two when they gave him all those presents. Which is how old the kids were in Bethlehem when that really sad part with King Herod happens. You’ll have to look it up and read it yourself if you don’t know what I’m talking about, but it’s really upsetting on account of the kids being so little when it took place. But it’s kind of strange if you ask me because Mom and Dad won’t let me watch the third Star Wars movie (that’s the one where Anakin goes to the dark side) on account of them saying it’s too violent. Becky Linklater told me that Anakin even kills some little kids, but then every year we read about King Herod doing the same thing, and not just to little kids but to babies. My parents make me read that part of the Christmas story, so why don’t they let me watch Revenge of the Sith, I wonder?


  All that is to say Mom loves Little Drummer Boy because it makes her feel so happy that even someone without any money or gold or spices can still give Jesus their gifts, but Dad wouldn’t like it too much if we got an ornament about a part of Christmas that didn’t even happen in the Bible. Although now that I think about it, the Bible doesn’t specifically say that there wasn’t a drummer boy at the stable, so maybe it’d be all right after all.


  I’ll have to find a way to ask Dad about that one.


  But other than those two songs, Mom really likes O Holy Night. There’s this singer, I forget his name just now, but Mom listens to his Christmas album all the time (even if it’s not winter), and she says he does the best O Holy Night version of anyone. Which reminds me of something really funny. Once after school, Becky Linklater and I were both staying for drama club, and while we were waiting for our teacher, Becky showed me a video on her phone where they actually have goats singing O Holy Night. I don’t mean they were singing the words, but they yelled out the right tune, and it was really funny.


  But back to your question about whether or not Mom would like an ornament that has to do with Christmas songs. We sing all the usual ones at church, and I don’t think there’s any church music Mom doesn’t like. But you’ve got to be careful with other kinds of Christmas songs because Dad’s not a big fan of Santa Claus. I don’t know when you said Christmas carols if you were talking about just baby Jesus music or if you meant things like Jolly Old St. Nicholas and stuff and nonsense like that, but we should probably avoid Santa ornaments if possible.


  Hope this helps. Let me know if you have any other questions.


  Woong Lindgren
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  Dear Miss Sheldon,


  It’s me again, Woong Lindgren. I’m really glad you wrote me back, although after I sent you my last email, I started to wonder if maybe I’d acted kind of rude. Mom’s always talking to me about how important it is for me to have good manners, especially because my dad’s a pastor. She says it’s not fair, but people are going to judge me stricter when they find out my dad’s a preacher, and if I do something bad like forget to say thank you or mumble when I’m shaking a new person’s hand, Mom says it can cause trouble for Dad at work. And he really loves his job, so none of us want anything bad to happen on account of him being such a good preacher.


  Did I tell you he even got some kind of award from the Bible school around here? Well, now that I think about it, I don’t think award is the right word to use. I think that maybe there are rules about pastors not being able to accept awards on account of they’re supposed to be extra humble and stuff and nonsense like that, but there’s this Bible college where they train people to become preachers, and last year they let my dad wear a special graduation cap and gave him a fancy piece of paper that Mom put in a frame and Dad hung up in his office at our church.


  So, seeing as how my dad’s the kind of preacher to be getting fancy papers from different Bible schools and whatnot, I know it’s important for me to try not to be selfish or rude. All that being said, when I sent you my email the last time, I felt kind of bad afterward on account of only talking to you about my mom and dad and forgetting to ask anything about you. Where do you live? Your website didn’t really have any address, at least none that I could find, so that got me wondering. Because if you lived anywhere near me and my family in Massachusetts, I know Dad would want me to invite you to our church. We go to this big one in Cambridge called St. Margaret’s, and if you were to come visit, Mom would be sure to ask you to come over for lunch afterward, so you might want to show up a little hungry on account of Mom always making plenty of extra food for guests.


  And that gets me to the questions in your last email, the one about how my parents met. Mom does a way better job telling the story than I could. In fact, if you did come over Sunday for lunch and really wanted to know about it, I think you should probably ask Dad first on account of Mom taking a couple hours to tell the whole thing start to finish but Dad being able to do it a lot shorter than that. I wasn’t around when they were dating obviously, but I’ve heard them talk about it some.


  I forget if I already told you this, but my parents are actually old enough to have grandkids even bigger than me. And now that I’ve remembered to use my manners and not only talk about me, that gets me wondering how old you are, Miss Sheldon? And I’m glad that you told me you’re a Miss and not a Mrs. or something else on account of me not wanting to get it wrong. So I kind of picture you in my head as a young woman who maybe just hasn’t had the time to find herself a husband yet, but I suppose you could be a widow like Miss Roberts, the new church secretary, and she’s even older than my mom, so old that even some of her grandkids have babies of their own now.


  So, if you remember, you’ll have to tell me which kind of a Miss you are, a young one who just doesn’t have a husband yet or maybe one who’s so old your husband’s died. Or I guess you could be like the lady who lives on our street who isn’t really old or really young and just never got around to marrying because she says men are too much trouble.


  Anyway, you wanted to know how Mom and Dad met, and I can see how that might be helpful for you to know so you can pick out just the right ornament for Mom. I know Christmas is getting closer, and I want to make sure you have plenty of time to make her just the right one. Last year, I didn’t have much money saved up on account of me not being big enough to babysit yet, so I didn’t have a whole lot of choice about what I could buy for Christmas. I ended up writing Mom a story about a little orphan boy who finds some nice parents, and they gave him a nice big house with a room of his own and all the cereal he could eat whenever he feels hungry.


  She really liked it and even got it turned into a real-life book on account of one of her grown-up foster kids being a writer and knowing how to do that sort of stuff and nonsense. Mom thought it was so good she even asked me if I wanted to send it to this adoption magazine that sometimes comes in the mail, but I don’t know if she ever sent it to them or not. She never said.


  Anyway, that was Mom’s Christmas present last year, and it didn’t cost me anything on account of me already having paper and pencils in my room. And Dad’s gift wasn’t hard either because Mom helped me make him a tie he can wear when he preaches. It’s got a pattern that I made in a computer art class Mom made me take back when I was in homeschool. It ended up really nice, even though what looked brown on the computer turned out kind of purple in real life, but Dad says that purple is a fine color for a pastor to wear even though I was afraid he might think it was too girly, and that’s the tie he puts on about once a month for preaching in. If I remember right, it was even the same tie he wore that day he got the fancy piece of paper from the Bible college except I’m not totally sure on account of him wearing that big graduation robe over his regular clothes.


  All that is to say is last year I didn’t have to spend any money getting Christmas presents because I made Mom’s story all by myself, and then Mom was the one who got my pattern printed onto a tie for Dad. And now that I think about it, I’m sure it cost money to do that, only she was the one who paid for it on account of me not having a credit card of my own.


  Which reminds me, I guess I should have asked you if there’s any way I can pay you without using a credit card on your website. I’m not allowed to share my address on the internet either, so what I was thinking was if it was okay with you, I could tell Auntie what I’m doing and see if she could write you a check and I can give her the money I’ve saved in the envelope I keep in my sock drawer. Now that I think about it, I probably shouldn’t have mentioned where I keep my money on account of Mom and Dad always telling me to be really careful what kind of information I give to strangers online, so you have to just pretend like I never told you that part.


  Anyway, I don’t know how I got started talking about all these other things when you just wanted to know the story of Mom and Dad getting together, but my computer time is already almost up for the day, so what I think I’m going to do is send this email to you now, and then tomorrow I’ll write more about the way they ended up married to each other. Except now that I think about it, I have a research paper due the day after tomorrow so I might be busy. It’s all about Martin Luther King Jr. Have you heard of him? He’s not the Martin Luther who nailed those things to the door of that church, even though Dad says that he was super important in history too.


  My research paper’s about the one who helped teach black and white folks how to get along way back in the olden days. All that to say if you don’t hear from me tomorrow, it’s just because Mom doesn’t let me do any computer time if I haven’t finished my homework. And the computer time that I do get, I may need to spend it all on my research. I found a website that has a lot of information, but it’s a little hard to know just what parts I should put in to make my social studies teacher happy. (His name is Mr. Sheen, by the way. Did you ever have him for a teacher?) Anyway, that’s what seems to be taking so long for my report. Sometimes, I start to write about one thing, and then half an hour later, I realize that I’m talking about something else and haven’t even mentioned the first thing I wanted to say. Does anything like that ever happen to you?


  Well, I guess I’ll do my best to talk to you tomorrow, but if that doesn’t work, I’ll be sure to write more after I’ve turned in my report. Bye!


  Woong
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  Dear Miss Sheldon,


  Just me again. Woong Lindgren. Sorry it’s taken me a few days to write you back. We’ve been really busy, but something pretty amazing just happened!


  My mom gets really into visiting with people and stuff and nonsense like that. It’s part of being a pastor’s wife, I think. It means she works hard to find ways to get us to big crowds where she can talk with people and invite them to church and pray with them. My mom is always praying with people. Like once, we were at the grocery store to pick up some hams for this big church potluck we were doing. And usually when it’s a potluck and you’re a normal, everyday person, you might bring like a cake or some soup or a crockpot full of hot dogs. But not my mom. When she goes to a potluck, she usually brings either a ham or a turkey (sometimes both), and she cooks bunch of other things to go with it too, including her favorite kind of bread rolls she makes. Except now that I think about it, she doesn’t cook those quite as much anymore on account of my dad having that disease that gets too much sugar in your blood, so Mom doesn’t bake quite as many bread rolls as she used to, but that’s not the part of the story that I meant to tell you.


  Well, we were at the store picking up our hams for this big potluck. I forget just now what the occasion was. It could have been all the way back to last Easter because we always have ham then, and she was getting something like six or eight of them all at once, which probably meant we had to stop by the church directly after the store on account of us not having a fridge big enough for that many back home, but I can’t remember if that’s how it really happened just now or not.


  Anyway, the lady who was checking out our groceries looked just like a normal worker to me, but Mom thought she looked sad and said something like, “Been a long day?” or one of those kinds of things she says to get folks she doesn’t even know to start talking to her. And this checker lady started telling Mom about how her dad had that old timer’s disease that makes you so forgetful, and he got himself lost that morning before this lady had to come into the store. And she wanted to stay home and look for him, but she had some money troubles and couldn’t afford to skip a day, but she was awful worried.


  So Mom asked what her dad’s name was, and then she asked if she could pray for him, and the lady said yes. I kind of think the lady was expecting Mom to just pray all quiet-like the way most folks do when they tell you they’re going to talk to God about you because she looked plenty surprised when Mom shut her eyes and then made this big long prayer asking Jesus to look out for this old lost daddy.


  Well, even if that checker was surprised at first, she seemed mighty thankful in the end that Mom would pray with her like that. She started to sniffle a little, and Mom gave her a hug and invited her over for church on Sunday and said we were having a big potluck. So we bought the hams, and Mom cooked them up, and sure enough that Sunday this checker lady came to church, her and her dad both. He got found, by the way, although I never did learn where he ran off to or what he did when he went missing. She’s a Christian now too, the checker lady I mean, and she’s one of the ones who comes over to have tea and prayer time with Mom so they can study the Bible and eat some of Mom’s muffins.


  So, I’m telling you this just to explain the kind of person Mom is. You know, the kind who’d pray with a stranger in the checkout line, and maybe that will help you understand why I’ve been too busy to write you for a couple days. See, Mom’s part of this adoption group, where it’s all these parents and all these kids like me who come from other countries. And we get together sometimes, like for picnics or costume parties or park days in the summer. It’s not all that bad except a lot of the kids are really little, so I’m one of the biggest ones there now. Mom still likes to keep getting together with them, though, so when I complained that there are hardly any other junior highers, she said I could invite a friend.


  And you know what, Miss Sheldon? That’s exactly what I did.


  I asked Mom if she thought it’d be okay, and then she had to ask Dad, and once Dad said it was all right with him, Mom had to go and make another phone call, but in the end it all worked out. So last night me and Becky Linklater went to the ice-skating rink with all the other adoption kids. Becky said she didn’t know there were so many kids like me, and at first I was a little nervous because I thought she might want to ask me all sorts of questions about the orphanage or stuff and nonsense like that, but mostly we just talked about Star Wars.


  Becky’s a real Star Wars fan, by the way. Maybe if you think about it, you could tell me whether or not you have any Star Wars ornaments because if I have any money left over after buying a present for Mom, I might want to get Becky something special. Like maybe you could make her a Death Star ornament. Except I don’t think that’s very Christmassy, do you?


  Well, I had so much fun with Becky. I’ve known her forever. Back when I was brand new to Medford Academy, right after I moved, she was the first person in my class to be nice to me, and she’s been my best friend ever since. She’s a really good skater too. She even knows how to go backward really fast and do jumps. Before her parents got divorced, she took lessons so she could grow up to be one of those fancy skaters you see on TV, but then when her dad moved away, her mom ran out of money to keep paying her teacher, so that’s kind of too bad because I know Becky would have made a really good professional skater. She can even do some of the twirls. That gives me a really good idea, by the way. If I end up with extra money and you don’t think Star Wars feels enough like Christmas to make a good ornament, maybe Becky would like a pretty pair of ice skates. Not real ones, I mean, just the kind she could put on her Christmas tree for decorations to remind her of how much she liked to do her lessons before her mom ended up too poor. What do you think?


  Well, when Mom was driving us home from the ice skating party, she told us both a story. I guess when my big brothers and sister were younger, like about the age I am right now, that was the first time Mom and Dad decided they wanted to adopt. They always wanted to have lots and lots of kids, but something went wrong when my big brother Justice got born. You know that thing vets will do if you don’t want your pets making babies? The doctors had to do that same kind of operation on Mom even though she really wanted to keep on having lots and lots of kids and at that time she only had three. So she and Dad prayed and decided that what they wanted to do was they wanted to go to one of those countries where people are really poor, and they’d pick a baby from there who needed a good home.


  I think it’s a great idea, don’t you? Except all this happened quite a long time ago, and it was so long ago in fact that it was still during that time when sometimes black people weren’t treated very fairly. And do you know what the adoption folks told my parents? They told them that since Dad’s got dark brown skin but Mom’s is peachy that they weren’t allowed to adopt. It would have been fine if they were both brown or if they were both peachy, but since my parents were one of each, these people said they wouldn’t be allowed to adopt after all.


  I think it really hurt Mom’s feelings because even though that was so long ago, she started to cry when she was telling us about it in the car. Later when I was saying goodnight to Dad, I asked him if Mom was still sad that she didn’t get to adopt back then, and Dad said no. Because even though that one agency wouldn’t let them find a baby, Mom and Dad started doing foster parenting, and they actually ended up adopting quite a few kids from that, and then they have even more kids who weren’t ever adopted legally but Mom says they’re soul-adopted. That just means they call them Mom and Dad and stop by to see us and send us letters when they have babies or when it gets close to Christmastime like now. So Mom and Dad got their big family after all, even though I’m the first kid they adopted from another country. Which I guess just goes to show how far things have come from back then in the olden days when people got treated so unfairly just for the color of their skin.


  I’m glad that if Becky and me grow up and decide to get married, and if Becky has to have that operation where she can’t make any babies either, people wouldn’t tell us we couldn’t adopt a baby because our skin colors don’t match. Because Becky’s got really light skin. It’s so light that if she’s out in the summer for more than an hour or so, she has to use sunscreen. She told me that before her parents divorced and she had to be poor, she went on a vacation once to Florida and got such a bad sunburn she had to go the emergency room because the blisters got so bad her parents were worried she’d get an infection.


  I’ve never had a sunburn, but I got frostbite one winter when I was an orphan, and it’s hard for me to know which is worse —being so burned your skin blisters open and gets an infection or else getting so frostbitten you can’t feel your toes. But my toes are just fine now, and Becky’s skin’s all better too, so I guess neither of us have anything to complain about.


  You know, talking about Mom and Dad and how they wanted to adopt but couldn’t reminds me I was going to tell you about when they met, because that was back in the olden days when people still thought it was wrong for black people to fall in love with white people and the other way around. And did you know even a lot of churches felt that way too? Like you remember that adoption agency I just mentioned, the one that hurt Mom’s feelings so bad she still cried a little yesterday when me and Becky were in the car? It was a Christian adoption agency. Kind of hard to believe, isn’t it, that Christians would do something so mean and hurtful like that?


  I’m glad things are so much better now. And when I mean better, I don’t mean they’re perfect. Like once, someone broke into this new pregnancy center Mom and Dad just started, and they wrote a really bad word about Dad on the wall. It happened a year or two before they adopted me, back when I was still living in Korea, but I heard Mom talking about it to one of my big sisters, and I know it was scary for her and made Dad pretty angry.


  I sometimes get teased too. Like there’s this boy at school, Chuckie Mansfield, who likes to call me Slanty Eyes, and sometimes he pretends to talk in a stupid-sounding voice that he says is Chinese, even though I’m not Chinese. I’m Korean. But he’s probably too dumb to even know the difference. He said a bad word once about Dad being black, but he got in really big trouble and had to talk to the lunch lady and then the teacher and then all the way up to the principal, so I doubt he’ll be using words like that again any time soon.


  Even though things still sometimes happen, it’s not nearly as bad as it was when Mom and Dad first met. But I’ve actually already used up all my computer time for the day, so I’ll have to finish their story later. It shouldn’t take me so long to get back to you next time on account of Mom not having anything special planned for the rest of the week and Becky Linklater spending the weekend at her dad’s, so I won’t be busy with any more ice-skating parties (even though that would be fun too).


  Remind me when we talk next to tell you about what Dad told God the first time he saw my mom. I bet it’ll make you laugh. And maybe when you write back, you can tell me what color your skin is, but only if you want to. Just like Mom and Dad say, it doesn’t change who you are on the inside, but sometimes it’s nice to have a picture in my head.


  If you don’t want to tell me about your skin color, maybe you can tell me why you named your website Little Star. Is it because a lot of your Christmas ornaments have stars on them?


  Talk with you later.


  Woong
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  Hi, Miss Sheldon!


  I had a lot of fun reading about how you named your webpage. I like looking at the constellations just like you, but you can’t see them as good from where we live on account of the street lights always being on in Medford. But even when I can only see a couple stars out, I still like the way they make me feel.


  It kind of reminds me of a time when I had to sleep outside, back when I was homeless and before I got myself adopted. And I was so lonely, but the stars were really bright, and I didn’t know anything about Jesus or God yet, but when I looked at the stars, I had a knowing. Have you ever had a knowing? If you haven’t, I’m not sure I can explain it all that good, but it’s basically where you just know something even if you don’t know how you know it. Like back in Korea when I was looking up at the stars, I knew Jesus loved me and was looking out for me, which is kind of funny on account of me not even learning about Jesus until way later.


  Well, I promised to tell you more about Mom and Dad in this email, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Only this time I’m not going to let myself get so distracted. Mom says that’s probably why I have trouble in school. At first she thought it was just because the Korean schools are so different from the American ones that I was really behind when I got to Medford. And of course I was trying to learn English too, and I had people like Chuckie Mansfield teasing me and saying I spoke Chinese and calling me Slanty Eyes. I’m actually really glad that first year is over.


  I did some homeschool after that, which was all right, I guess, but Mom says I need to be around kids my own age, and I agree. So I’m really glad to be at Medford Middle School now, especially since Becky Linklater and I have so many classes together, but the learning parts are still pretty boring. Mom says my trouble is not being able to focus as much as I should, but Dad says that’s because schools want you to sit for eight hours at a time and that’s just not the way God created boys to grow up. Don’t tell my mom, but I get in trouble with my teachers sometimes for goofing off, and every morning Mom reminds me to be on my best behavior and to remember that I might be the only Bible the other kids in my class ever read (whatever that means).


  The good news is I have one teacher who doesn’t really mind if I’m not on perfect behavior, Mr. Sheen. He teaches my social studies class. In fact, he’s the one who made me write that research paper about Martin Luther King Jr. I did earlier. And do you know what, Miss Sheldon? He gave me a B+ on it, which is the best grade I’ve gotten all year. Mom was really proud and took a picture on her phone to send to my big brothers and sisters, even the one I told you about who’s a real author. It made me feel really good. Dad told me I should go back and ask Mr. Sheen what I can do next time to get an A, but Mom said that’s just the way Dad is.


  He did really well in school. My dad did, I mean. That’s why even now places like that Bible college I told you about earlier are giving him fancy papers. Dad says the reason he learned to study so hard was because when he was growing up, black students weren’t ever expected to be as smart as the white students. There were all kinds of unfair things going on back then, like the black kids had to go to separate schools than the white ones, and when they did try to mix them up, people got really mad. And not just the kids either. Dad showed me this news article from back when he was little, and they had moms throwing rocks at a school bus because they didn’t want the black kids in the same classes as their white ones.


  I asked Dad what would happen back then to the folks like my big brothers and sister who are half black and half white, and Dad explained life was especially hard for them. But he also said it was less common for black people and white people to get married back then like it is now. In fact he and Mom were the first couple who did it that either of them knew about.


  Dad grew up in the South. Both my parents did, and he was a kid before Martin Luther King Jr. came and changed everything. In fact Mr. Sheen, my social studies teacher I was just telling you about, invited Dad to come speak to our class about civil rights because he got to live through it. Some of the things Dad told the class I’ve heard about a million times. Like did you know my dad was there when Martin Luther King Jr. gave that famous speech of his about those dreams he kept having? About every two or three months or so, Dad will go onto YouTube and find a recording of that speech even though he’s got the entire thing memorized. He said that becoming a Christian and then listening to Martin Luther talking were the two most important days of his life before he met my mom.


  But he told our class a whole bunch of new things I’d never even known. Like have you ever heard about the teenagers who went marching, and the police were so mean they actually made their dogs bite them? And some of the police even turned on the water hoses and put kids in jail just for trying to walk down a street. I’d read about those water hoses in my social studies book, but I had no idea my dad was actually in one of those marches. Can you believe he even got arrested once? He was doing one of those things ... I forget what it’s called just now, but it’s that thing where people would go to a restaurant that didn’t normally allow black people, and they’d just sit there. My dad did that, and he had to spend the night in jail. Just for sitting at a table at a restaurant, and I never knew that until he told my class.


  He said something else too that really surprised me. He said that things were so bad when he was younger that he actually started hating white folks. And I know you’ve never met my dad, but if you had, you’d be just as surprised as I was. Not just because he’s a pastor, either, because did you know not all pastors are nice? Like my dad has this friend named Elder Tom who is kind of like a pastor except at his church they don’t use the word pastor, so that’s why everyone calls him Elder Tom. But he’s basically a pastor (even though they don’t call him that), except he’s really mean.


  Mom says the only reason Dad’s friends with him now is because they were such good pals when they went to Bible school together, but now they’re nothing alike. Here’s what I mean. If you do something Elder Tom doesn’t like, he’ll tell you right then and there that you’re going to hell. Sometimes it’s not even things about the Bible, either. It’s things like if you baptize a baby, that means you’re going to hell because God never tells people to baptize babies. Which makes me wonder if you’ve ever been baptized, Miss Sheldon, because that’s a pretty important thing to do if you’re a Christian (even though you can’t go to hell for doing it a different way no matter what Elder Tom thinks).


  All that to say I was really surprised when Dad admitted that he hated white people in the olden days. He wasn’t a Christian yet, by the way. That didn’t happen until he finished college and became a football player. Did you know my dad used to be a real football player? He never got famous or anything, and his team never made it to any of the Super Bowls or stuff and nonsense like that, but I still think it’s pretty cool, don’t you?


  Well, when we were studying the civil rights in social studies, Mr. Sheen talked to us some about groups like the Black Panthers and people like that. Because some black folks followed Martin Luther King Jr. (he was also called Dr. King, by the way, which is a lot shorter to write out) and wanted to make everything peaceful. But other people were really angry and wanted to hurt white people the same way they were hurting black people. And it really surprised me to hear my dad say he used to be one of the angry ones. He told our class that it was Dr. King who convinced him to be one of the peaceful kinds of protestors though, not the other kind. And when I say it was Dr. King who taught my dad that, I don’t mean my dad heard one of his speeches and then changed his mind to become less violent. I mean Dr. King actually talked to my dad face to face. And can you believe that he’s been my dad all these years, and he never even told me he’d met someone as famous as that, let alone talked to him?


  Well, Dr. King died the year my dad started college, and there was a whole bunch of fighting. That was something Mr. Sheen didn’t tell us and the social studies book never said either (at least in the parts that I can remember). Dad went to one of the black colleges at the time, and he said their whole school had to go on lockdown, kind of like what we have to do in class when we do drills so we know what to do in case a shooter comes into the school. He made it sound really scary. After Dr. King died, Dad got angry again, and it was really hard for him to keep on fighting for civil rights but doing it in the right way where you don’t hurt people or let yourself get to the point where you’re hating on other folks.


  It caused some pretty big problems in his family too. His mom didn’t like him doing any of that sort of protesting because a cousin of hers actually got himself killed by this certain group. I forget their name just now, but maybe you’ve heard of them. It’s that gang of white men who wear sheets over their faces (Dad says they do it that way because deep down they’re cowards and don’t want anyone to know their identities), but like I was saying, one of my dad’s uncles or some other relation kind of like that got killed by these folks. So his mom didn’t like Dad doing any kind of protesting, even the peaceful kind like Dr. King wanted.


  But Dad had a brother who protested too except he did it the mean and angry way, and he went to jail not because he was the kind of person to sit at a whites-only counter at a restaurant but because he got into a really bad fight and believe it or not, he literally killed a white man. He says he was just defending himself, and Dad says that really is what he thinks happened, but the jury decided my uncle had to go to jail for a long time. He’s still alive, but Dad says I won’t ever meet him. Once he got out of jail, this uncle of mine was even more angry and violent than he’d been when he first went in, and that’s how come we don’t spend any time together, even though sometimes Dad calls him on the phone to say hello.


  So there was a lot of fighting in Dad’s home back then. His mom didn’t want either of her boys getting in trouble with the white sheet gang, so she was mad at them a bunch. And Dad’s brother was mad because he wanted Dad to protest violently, and Dad was mad at his brother because he wanted his brother to protest peacefully, and for quite a few years Dad says they didn’t even talk to each other. That’s how bad it got.


  I can’t imagine not talking to someone for that long. Once, Becky Linklater got mad at me, but that was back when I was still learning English and I said a bad word that hurt her feelings. It was Chuckie Mansfield who told me to do it, by the way. He said it was the word you call a girl in America when you think she’s pretty, and Mom and Dad don’t ever use bad words, so back then I didn’t even know what the bad ones were. And this one was really awful, and Chuckie tricked me into calling Becky it even though she was my best friend by then. She told me she wouldn’t talk to me ever again after that, but then by lunchtime I had explained what happened, and she forgave me. So I have a hard time picturing what it would be like to go years without talking to someone like Dad did, especially someone in my own family.


  Except maybe that’s not quite true because I had a sister back in Korea. We fought all the time, but then one day there was a flood in our village, and we got separated, and I never saw her after that. For a long time I figured she must be drowned, although now I wonder if maybe she is alive because sometimes I feel like I’ve had this dream where I’ve seen her. Except I’m not sure if it’s the kind of dream you have where your brain’s just thinking through all the stuff you’ve got on your mind (Mom says she has those kinds all the time) or if it’s the kind of dream you have where God’s actually talking to you. (Dad doesn’t have that kind of dream, but I asked him about it once, and he said that God used to talk to people that way in Bible times, so there’s no reason why he couldn’t do the same thing today.)


  I wonder what kind of dreams mine are. Like what if my sister really is alive, and the same nights I’m dreaming about her, she’s actually dreaming about me too? Maybe it’s God’s way of telling us to start looking for each other except I wouldn’t even know how to go about doing that, do you?


  Well, that’s all the time I have to write today, but I’m going to leave myself a note that when I get my computer time tomorrow, I’ll tell you more. And then we can talk about Christmas ornaments too. Like I was thinking that since Mom and Dad have two different skin colors, maybe you could find something like that, something pretty made out of two different colors. I don’t know. It’s just an idea.


  Oh, and have a good time at that Christmas party you mentioned. It sounds pretty fun, especially if you do one of those white elephant gift exchanges. Do you know what those are? And since you don’t like crowds, I’ll give you a tip my friend Kennedy taught me. Always carry some of that hand lotion. I forget what it’s called just now, but it’s really good at killing germs and stuff and nonsense like that. She’s always using it because she doesn’t like crowds either on account of her thinking she’ll catch somebody else’s sicknesses. Let me know if that trick helps. Talk to you later!


  Woong


  P.S. That’s pretty cool you get to go to a party with a real police chief. Is he your boyfriend? You’ll have to remember to write back and tell me.
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  Hi, Miss Sheldon.


  I didn’t hear back from you, so I don’t know how your Christmas party went with that police chief, but I hope it was fun. How’s the ornament making business? I started thinking last night before I went to bed, and I got to wondering who will make you an ornament for Christmas when you’re so busy making ornaments for other folks? I hope that maybe you take time to make something pretty just for you too. Or maybe you have a friend who’ll do it for you (maybe that police guy?). I think you deserve something nice like that.


  Anyway, it’s time for me to tell you about the way Mom and Dad met because I think once you know their story, you’ll have a better time coming up with ideas for ornaments. Because it doesn’t have to be something with two colors like I mentioned earlier, you know. There are lots of other things that could work just as well. My mom’s favorite colors, I should mention, are violet and light yellow. She’s into flowers and pretty things. She also likes those paintings that have Bible verses on them in real fancy letters and stuff and nonsense like that. We have a lot of those around the house.


  Dad didn’t become a Christian until he was an adult, but Mom grew up in a Christian home. At least her whole family went to church, but like Dad likes to say, just because you’re in a garage, that doesn’t make you a car. He uses that in his sermons to mean it takes more to become a Christian than just walking inside a church. If you want more information about that, you can ask my mom or dad. They both really like talking about those sorts of things.


  Mom grew up in a really big mansion. It’s actually a museum now. Can you believe that? I’ve never gone to see it. Mom says she’s too busy to go traveling, and if she did go traveling, she doesn’t really want to go back to the South anyway. Which after you hear her story you’ll probably understand why.


  Dad says that Mom was what you’d call a southern belle. That means she had a lot of boys who liked her, and her family was really rich. The town she lived in was actually named after her great-grandpa or something like that, and her uncle was the mayor for a long time. In a way it sounds kind of nice, the mansion she grew up in, I mean. She said there were secret passages, and you could climb into this little shelf that was like an elevator (I forget what it’s called just now), and it sounds like a great kind of place for hide and seek, don’t you think?


  But she didn’t seem to like it all that much. You know how I told you that it’s really important for me as the pastor’s son to remember good manners? It was like that for Mom too, being the daughter of such an important family. And the rules of good manners back then were a lot different than they are now. Like when her mom had ladies over for fancy treats and whatnot, Mom couldn’t say anything. Not a single word. And she had to wear gloves and all kinds of extra layers under her skirt she said were really itchy. And she wasn’t allowed to climb trees either.


  Mom’s not nearly old enough to remember slavery or anything like that, but did you know that when she was a little girl, white families could actually have black servants to work for them? It wasn’t called slavery, but the rich families still did it, and Mom says some of the servants weren’t treated any better than slaves would have been.


  When Mom was growing up, her dad was busy working as some kind of lawyer, and her mom was the president of a bunch of different groups for ladies, so Mom had a black nanny to take care of her when she was little. Her name was Jemma, and Mom still has a picture of Jemma on her nightstand because she said they were as close as a mother and daughter could have been.


  Jemma had a little girl of her own who was Mom’s age, but did you know that while Jemma was being paid to take care of Mom, her own daughter had to live with someone else? And the house Mom grew up in was really far away from the other parts of town, so during the week Jemma slept there in the servant bedroom, and she only got to see her daughter on weekends.


  But sometimes when my grandpa was away for work, Jemma got special permission to bring her little girl, Missy, over to Mom’s house, and they were best friends, Mom and Missy were, I mean. In a way it kind of reminds me of how me and Becky Linklater became best friends because it was at a time when so many kids were being mean to me on account of me not knowing English yet and being called Slanty Eyes, but Becky was different from the others, and that’s how we became friends.


  It was like that with Mom and Missy, I think, because Mom’s always been a Christian, and she’s always been nice to everybody. She was a little bit bigger than Missy, so when she outgrew her clothes, she got to give them to her friend, and they were really pretty clothes on account of Mom coming from such a rich family that had their own mansion with separate rooms for the servants to sleep and whatnot.


  Mom still tells me about Missy sometimes and what good friends they were. But then something really bad happened, and Missy had to move away. I don’t know the whole story. Mom said once I’m too little to understand, but I heard her talking to my big sister Blessing. I suppose what happened was Missy got beat up by some white boys, and she got so hurt by them and so scared that she had to move away, and her mom went with her. And did you know those white boys never got in trouble for what they did even though everybody knew it was them who hurt Missy so bad?


  Missy ended up having a baby, but she was still a teenager and didn’t really know what to do with a baby of her own, so she and her mom moved to one of the bigger cities up north, and Mom didn’t hear from her for years. Kind of sad if you ask me. Mom seemed pretty upset talking to my sister Blessing about it and said that those boys who did that should have gone to jail.


  So Mom had a black best friend growing up, but once Missy and her mom moved away after what those white boys did to her, it was still quite a long time before she met my dad. And would you believe that by the time they met, she was actually planning to marry someone else? It doesn’t sound at all like the sort of thing my mom would do if you knew her now, but she’s told me the story herself, and I know she’s telling the truth on account of her never having learned to lie when she was a little girl.


  So anyway, Missy moved right before my mom started high school. Dad said she was as pretty as a movie star. I’ve seen pictures of her, and I guess she looked all right. Her hair was lighter back then and super straight, not like Becky Linklater, who has all those springy curls that are so fun to watch when she’s twirling around on her ice skates.


  Mom had a boyfriend in high school, a doctor named David or Dave or something like that. It’s kind of weird thinking about the people your parents dated before they met each other. Which leads me to wonder about your parents, Miss Sheldon. Are they still alive? Do you go to visit them for Christmastime? What kind of ornament are you making them this year?


  Well, this boyfriend of Mom’s —I’ll just go ahead and call him Dave even though I might not have remembered it exactly right —he was quite a few years older than she was and was one of her older brother’s friends. So he was already in college by the time Mom started high school, but he came home on breaks with her big brother.


  He was going to school to become a doctor, and everybody thought that he and Mom should become boyfriend and girlfriend, so that’s exactly what they did. It’s funny. Sometimes people like to insult the people that they’ve broken up with in the past. Like Becky Linklater, she tells me that every time she goes to her dad’s house, she doesn’t like it because he’s always saying mean things about her mom.


  I’ve been at Becky’s house and heard the mean things that her mom says about her dad, so I know it goes both ways. Well, Mom’s not like that. She’s never said anything bad about Dave, just that she wasn’t sure she was in love with him. He came from another rich family in the South, and that sort of thing made a bigger difference to her family than whether or not you really loved each other. And she even said that she wasn’t sure if he loved her either or if he just loved the idea of marrying her because her family was even more important than his. Like, did you know that if Mom actually had married Dave, their kids would have two great-great-grandparents who were Civil War generals? Dad jokes that it’s a good thing they didn’t actually get married and have kids because if you look at their family tree with a magnifying glass, you may even discover they were cousins, but I’m pretty sure he’s mostly joking about that part.


  So anyway, by the time Mom graduated high school, she was planning on marrying Dave. He was finishing up college, so she went to the same college he did, and she said that it wasn’t until they were both away from home that she realized she wasn’t sure she wanted to marry him. And from the sound of it, he might not have been the nicest guy either. Here’s what I mean. You remember my mom’s friend Missy? The one who had to move away after getting beat up so bad by that group of white boys? Well, one day Missy found out where Mom was going to college and sent her a letter. Mom was really happy about it, and she told Dave that she was fixing to invite Missy to visit, only he couldn’t understand why she would want to spend some time with the daughter of her old black nanny because he’d had one of those black nannies too, and he never thought about her after he grew up and left home. They didn’t have a fight about it or anything, at least I don’t think they did, but Mom said it was those kinds of things that started to get her wondering about Dave.


  He went to church, but he didn’t really like to talk about God all that much, so Mom said she couldn’t be totally sure he was a Christian, and she knew she didn’t want to marry someone who didn’t love the Lord as much as she did. Well then what happened was, Dave had to move once he finished medical school so that he could do some more of his training, and he wanted Mom to move with him and go to another college instead. She didn’t really want to because it would mean she’d be even farther from home, but her parents said it was a good idea. Her mom thought that if she didn’t go where he was, Dave would find someone else over there and marry her, so Mom moved to start college in another state.


  Well, maybe it won’t come as any big surprise to you, but that’s when she met my dad. This was after things like him getting arrested and listening to Dr. King’s speech about dreams, and even after he stopped being a real football player. By that time, he had a job (I forget exactly what it’s called just now), but it was basically like being a pastor except instead of preaching in a church, you preach to college students.


  Since college students don’t tend to have a lot of extra money to give to pastors, Dad had to do the kind of thing that missionaries do where you ask people from other churches to pass around a plate to give you money. So Dad was a college pastor, and this was after the civil rights movement. So he wasn’t getting into too much trouble for being black because by that time black students and white students could go to the same schools and stuff and nonsense like that. Which makes me wonder what kind of school I would’ve gone to if Mom and Dad had adopted me all the way back then. Would I have to go to a black school because my dad was black? Or would I go to the white school? Or maybe they’d have an entirely different kind of school for Asian kids except when I asked him once about it, Dad said there weren’t that many Asians living in the South at the time.


  So anyway, Dad was working as a college preacher, and Mom moved to his school so she could stay close to her boyfriend while he worked on his doctor training. They met at one of their Bible meetings, and he says that the first time he saw her, God actually spoke to him. Which makes me wonder, Miss Sheldon, has God ever said anything to you before? Because when I listen to Dad’s story, it’s like God was right there talking to him.


  I know God is everywhere, and I’m sure he can talk to us any way he wants to. Like did you know that he even used a donkey at one point? So if he can do something like that, who’s to say he can’t show up and tell you or me something? Except it’s never happened to me. Not that I know of, at least, and that’s what gets me worried. What I mean to say is what if God really is talking to me except I don’t hear him? Or what if I do hear him, but I just think it’s one of those normal thoughts that come into your head all the time? How do you know if the things you’re thinking are God talking to you or not? That’s what I really want to know. Because the way God spoke to my dad that night he first met my mom is really cool. Dad says he was looking right at her. She was wearing a long, flowery skirt and had her hair in a braid, and God said, That’s the woman you’re going to marry.


  And here’s the really funny part of that story. See, Mom brought a friend with her to the Bible meeting, and that friend happened to be a black girl. It was actually the same friend Missy I told you about earlier, the one who wrote Mom that letter. She was visiting, and Dad said that when he heard God say what he did about my mom, he turned back to God and said, “Lord, I think there’s been a mistake. You must mean the other one.”


  But then Dad said that even though she was standing way over on the other side of the room, Mom looked over at him and caught his eye, and God talked to him again and said, I’m the Lord Almighty. I don’t make no mistakes.


  So they started out by becoming friends first, which my mom said is most important bit of advice to give to anyone who was thinking about dating, that you need to start off as really good friends. It makes a lot of sense to me. Like what if you fell in love and got married, and you realized that your wife doesn’t like superhero movies, or maybe you like Star Wars, but she thinks it’s kind of stupid? Those are the sorts of things you need to figure out before you start dating, and I guess that’s how it worked between my parents back in the olden days.


  Her side of the story’s a lot different, by the way, on account of God not telling her that she was going to end up marrying my dad but keeping that part a surprise. So she was still dating that doctor guy except he was so busy she hardly even saw him. She did see an awful lot of my dad, though, on account of him working at the exact same school she was going to, and she went to all of his meetings, not because she was looking for someone else to fall in love with but because she just liked church that much, and she said Dad was a really good college pastor, and even now he’s still her favorite preacher.


  So that’s the story of how they met, and there’s a whole lot more that goes into it, like how Mom decided not to marry Dave after all, but I don’t have all those parts memorized right now. Besides, Mom’s calling me to set the table for dinner. We’re having company tonight. Auntie and her husband and their daughter Emily are all coming over, which now that I think about it could mean that I’ll end up with even more money for babysitting, so maybe I can get two ornaments after all, one for my mom and one for Becky Linklater. I’ll have to think about that and let you know. Tomorrow I’ve got a checkup at the doctor’s, and Mom’s going to take me out for breakfast afterward, so what I’ll do is I’ll try to remember to ask her a little bit about the way she broke up with the doctor and decided to fall in love with my dad. So we’ll talk more about that tomorrow, I guess, or the next day if I end up being too busy. See you soon.


  Woong


  P.S. I guess I shouldn’t really say see you soon, but you probably get what I mean, right?
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  Hi, Miss Sheldon.


  Good news! Remember how I said I was going to the doctor’s with my mom? Well, guess what? I’ve gained six pounds and two and a half inches since my last checkup. You know how I didn’t come to the States until Mom and Dad adopted me a few years ago? Well, it means I’m a lot shorter than I should be on account of there never being enough food in the part of Korea where I came from, but Mom says the way I eat I’ll be as big as Dad one day. Except I don’t think I believe her because I’m pretty sure I told you my dad used to be a real football player. He’s still really big even though he hasn’t played in a super long time, and I just don’t think I’ll ever make it to that size.


  But Dad says I’ll be good at running, and he even says this spring I should join the track team at my school. I’m thinking about it. I like to run, and Becky Linklater and I sometimes have races and I nearly always beat her, but Chuckie Mansfield’s dad is one of the coaches for track, and I’m not really sure how I’d feel about that.


  Anyway, I was happy when the doctor said I’ve gained so much weight and two and a half whole inches too. I may not ever get as big as Dad, but if I can at least get myself to the point where I’m bigger than Chuckie Mansfield, I’ll be happy.


  After our trip to the doctor’s, Mom took me out to breakfast. Well, I guess it was more like brunch because it was almost eleven, plus I’d already had a few bowls of cereal and some pancakes and bacon before we went for my appointment. Do you like bacon, Miss Sheldon? I think it’s one of God’s yummiest foods, and Dad agrees with me, and he feels super sorry for the Jews in the Old Testament on account of all those laws that told them they couldn’t have pork or stuff and nonsense like that. I’m glad we don’t have to follow those rules anymore, aren’t you? Dad says it has something to do with Jesus taking away some of those extra rules when he died on the cross except he uses a different word for it (I don’t remember it just now). He really likes theology, by the way. I don’t remember if I mentioned that before or not.


  Well, when I was at brunch with Mom, I found a way to ask her a little more about how she ended up falling in love with Dad. I did it sneaky-like so she wouldn’t suspect that I’m really trying to figure out what kind of Christmas ornament to have you make for her. She said that when she first met him, she thought he was a very nice man and that’s all there was to it. I asked her if she fell in love with him right away, but she said the thought didn’t even cross her mind. It wasn’t necessarily because he was black, by the way.


  Mom wasn’t the way a lot of southern folks were back then. But remember when I told you she was dating that doctor guy, Dave? And not just dating, but they were actually engaged, which as you probably know is way more serious. Which makes me wonder if you’ve ever been engaged, Miss Sheldon. I don’t think I thought to ask you earlier, so you can just go ahead and let me know in your next email. That would be fine. Like maybe that police captain would be a good match. You never did tell me if he was your boyfriend, by the way.


  Anyway, I tried to figure out how it was that Mom and Dad started dating if she was engaged to get married to someone else, but I didn’t want to ask so many questions that she’d get suspicious. So here’s what I’ve found out so far.


  First of all, Dave was really busy at the hospital, so after Mom moved to that new school to be closer to him, she hardly ever saw him. So Mom got busier and busier with school and with that college church group I was telling you about earlier, the same one my dad was a pastor for. (I asked her the name of his job, by the way, since I couldn’t remember it earlier, and she said the work he was doing is what you’d call a campus minister. I don’t know if you’ve ever been to college, Miss Sheldon, but maybe you could remember to write back and tell me if you’ve ever met one of those.) Well, Mom started spending more and more time with my dad on account of him being the college pastor (or campus minister if you want to use the real name for it) and her going to all his Bible meetings.


  One of Dad’s ideas was to plan a retreat over spring break. Do you know what a retreat is? It’s kind of like a summer camp except this one would be in the spring, and it would be more about praying and singing and Bible studies and less about tents and hiking and stuff and nonsense like that.


  Have you ever been to a summer camp, Miss Sheldon? I was going to go to one last year except I couldn’t on account of one of my foster sisters getting married. Mom really wanted to go to her wedding even though it was all the way out on the West Coast somewhere, and with the cost of that plane ticket it ended up not working out for me to go to summer camp after all. Which is too bad because there was a special kind of program (I forget what they call those things just now) that could have paid for me go except we didn’t ask for it in time.


  I hope you’re making lots of money selling your Christmas ornaments online, by the way, because then you don’t have to worry about running out of money like we sometimes do. But that gets me wondering what you do the other times of the year when people aren’t shopping for Christmas presents? Are you one of those kinds of people who make a bunch of money all at once but then have to be really careful how you save it? My foster brother who’s a real author is like that. He only writes a book a year or maybe every year and a half, and he gets paid a lot of money for them and even once won a special award, but Mom says he has to be super careful on account of him never knowing when he’ll finish his next book or how much money he’ll make from that one.


  Is having a Christmas ornament store kind of like that? I hope that since it’s nearly Christmas that you have plenty of money for now, but maybe you should be careful to save some of it for the summer when folks aren’t shopping for ornaments, know what I mean? Speaking of summer, Dad says this year I can go to that camp I mentioned as long as I don’t get any really bad grades on my report card. So I’m trying pretty hard. Becky Linklater goes to a Girl Scout camp every summer, and she tells me a lot about it, and it sounds really fun (other than the part about her camp being only for girls, but you know what I mean).


  Well, I was telling you about Dad planning this retreat for the college students, and he asked Mom to be his helper. He was going to be the main Bible teacher, but he wanted Mom to lead some of the Bible studies that were going to be just for the ladies. So they started spending a lot of time planning this retreat together, and that’s how they became friends.


  I asked Mom how long it took after that for her to fall in love with Dad, and she laughed and said it wasn’t as simple as that. See, she still had that doctor who was planning on marrying her. Plus everyone in Mom’s family wanted her to end up with someone really rich and white, and Dad wasn’t either of those things.


  I asked what finally changed her mind, but she said Dad would be the better one to tell me that part of the story, so we’ve got it all planned out. Tomorrow morning is the men’s prayer breakfast. That’s where Dad and a bunch of his friends from church show up at this restaurant and eat food and talk about what they’re all reading in the Bible. Sometimes he lets me go, and tomorrow just happens to be a day when school starts late on account of the teachers having some sort of meeting or stuff and nonsense like that. So we’re going to go out to the men’s breakfast tomorrow, and then on the drive to school he said he’ll tell me about what happened once he and Mom started working on that Bible retreat together. So I think it’s kind of neat that in the same week I’ll get to go out to breakfast twice, don’t you, and it’s not even summer.


  Do you ever go out to eat? Maybe there’s someone you could invite out to breakfast. I don’t know what it’s like to spend all your time making ornaments for folks, but my foster brother, the one that’s an author, says sometimes writing is a lonely job, which got me thinking that maybe making ornaments is a lonely job too. So I think you should go out to breakfast with a friend this week (if you have the money, that is). And if you don’t have the money, maybe you should bake some muffins or something and invite someone over. Mom does stuff like that all the time, and the best part is that since Dad’s gone on this special diet (he can’t eat too many sweets), I get to have all the leftovers. Let me know if you need a recipe, by the way, because my mom’s one of the best cooks in the world (Dad even bought her an apron that says so), and I’m sure she’d be willing to teach you how to make something tasty if you wanted.


  Talk to you soon!


  Woong


  P.S. If you can’t think of anyone else maybe you should invite that police chief over. Does he like muffins?
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  Dear Miss Sheldon,


  I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to write again. Things didn’t exactly go as planned this week. You know that breakfast I was supposed to go out and have with my dad? Well, that didn’t work out for two different reasons. First, Mom read the school calendar wrong, and it’s not until next week that the teachers have those special meetings except she didn’t realize it soon enough, and I got to school late. But even if it had been a late school day, I couldn’t have gone to breakfast with my dad on account of him sleeping in. But it’s not because he’s lazy. The night before he actually got a phone call at two in the morning! Can you believe it? See, there’s this foster sister of mine, and she has a little girl with a lot of medical problems, and last night Tiff had to take her to the hospital and wanted to call my parents to ask them for prayers.


  Dad said that after he prayed with my sister, he had a hard time going back to sleep, so he just got up and started working on his sermon, and he didn’t fall asleep until four or five in the morning, and he slept right on through that men’s breakfast anyway.


  So that was the first thing that went wrong.


  Then, that same day at school, I was supposed to turn in my social studies report. I worked hard and printed it up right before bed. But would you believe it if I told you that I printed up the wrong paper? Instead of the one that was due, I handed in the report on Martin Luther King Jr., the one Mr. Sheen already gave me a B+ on. I explained to him the mistake, and he said he was still going to take five points off, which is the same thing that happens if you hand in a paper late no matter what reason you have for it. I didn’t think that was very fair, but then Becky Linklater told me a funny story at lunch about her grandma getting stuck in a closet at the nursing home where she lives. (It’s okay because her grandma was fine which is why it turned out to be a funny story instead of a sad one.) For the rest of the day, whenever I got upset about those extra five points or mad at myself for printing the wrong report, I just thought about Becky’s grandma waiting around in that closet. The entire nursing home spent hours looking for her, and they were really worried she was lost or hurt or something on account of her going missing for that long. But then they discovered her in the closet, and do you know what she said? She looked right at the worker who found her and said, “That’s the slowest elevator I’ve ever been on.” And I think it’s so funny I laugh just picturing it.


  Even though I started to feel better about my paper, the rest of that day didn’t go too well either because my throat started to hurt, and by the time I got home I had a fever too. So Mom put me to bed, and I didn’t even go to school the next day. (I got to email Mr. Sheen my report though, so it’s only going to count as late for one day, which is good news).


  All that is to say that by the time the weekend came, I still hadn’t asked Dad about falling in love with Mom, and weekends are always super busy at our house on account of Dad being a pastor. On Saturday, he usually goes to his office to go over his notes, and that’s the day Mom gives me a lot of extra chores too, and it was the first day I wasn’t sick anymore, so there were a lot of extra things on my list. So that took up most of Saturday (plus I lost my computer time anyway for talking back to Mom when she told me to re-clean under my bed). And then it was Sunday, and did I tell you our church is so big we have three different services? Have you ever been to a church with that many services? Well, since my dad has to preach at all three of them, we’re at church all day. And then Mom almost always invites folks over for lunch or dinner or sometimes both after all those services are done, but I guess that’s not too bad because Sundays are electronic-free days at home anyway, so it’s not like I could be spending that time on my Wii or anything like that.


  Which gets me kind of curious. What sorts of things does a Christmas ornament maker do for fun? Maybe you can write back and let me know.


  Speaking of writing back, I have to go because Mr. Sheen gave us two whole chapters to read for social studies, and he says there might be a pop quiz tomorrow. I already finished the reading part, but I better go back and look at it again because I really want to go to summer camp next year only I can’t unless I get good enough grades.


  But I’m planning to talk to Dad at dinner tonight about when he fell in love with Mom, so maybe I’ll have more to tell you tomorrow. Talk to you soon!


  Woong


  P.S. I liked hearing about your dog in your last email. What does he look like?
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  Hey, Miss Sheldon.


  It was fun to hear from you. I really liked the picture you sent of Orion. He looks like a really nice dog. Did you name him that because of the constellation? We don’t have any pets, which I sort of think is an abomination, but Mom has allergies, and Dad says he’s too old to stand outside in the cold waiting for a dog to do his business on the lawn, plus we have a grumpy neighbor across the way who’d probably complain if we got a dog that barked anyway, so I just have to content myself with looking at pictures of other people’s pets.


  I really liked your story about how Orion started eating so many of your ornaments that you made him doggie treats to hang on the tree. My only question is what happens if he forgets which one’s which and eats a glass one by mistake? One more question about Orion. Does he do any tricks?


  So you know how yesterday I mentioned how I was going to ask Dad at dinner about when he met Mom? Well, I forgot that he had to go over to the church and lead youth group. He didn’t used to do it, but the youth pastor got married and moved, so now Dad has to run youth group until he finds someone else to take over. So we didn’t have much time to talk over dinner, but I did find out a few new things.


  Like would you believe me if I told you that Mom and Dad had their first fight planning that Bible retreat I mentioned earlier? Dad wanted to make everything just about praying and studying the Bible and whatnot, but Mom said that they should do things like being outside and having campfires too. She said that God made the earth so we could enjoy it, so why should all the students at the retreat have to stay inside all day looking at hymnals or stuff and nonsense like that?


  But then Dad told me his side of it, and it makes a lot of sense too when you hear how he puts it. He said there’s nothing wrong with enjoying hiking and campfires, but he wanted this retreat to be just for people to spend time on praying. He said if people were outside hanging out, it wouldn’t be any different from one big college party, which is exactly what they didn’t want it to be.


  I thought that made a lot of sense until Mom said something like, “We can worship God outside just as much as we can worship him inside, and doesn’t the Bible say we should fellowship with each other just like we should pray to God and study the Word?” And even though that retreat happened so long ago, I could tell they still didn’t agree, and I thought it might turn into a real fight. But then Dad leaned over and asked me, “And who do you think won?” So I said, “Mom,” and he smiled and told me I’m a pretty smart kid. Then he had to go lead youth group, and I stayed home, and while I was helping Mom clear the table, she told me a little more about what happened next.


  “After we had that fight,” she said, “I think we both learned to respect each other more. I learned that even though he can be stubborn sometimes, your dad is a very wise man with a real heart for helping people grow in their faith. And he learned that I wasn’t going to be the kind of woman who just sits back and lets the man make every single little decision he wants to.” Which if you knew my mom and dad is an awful lot like how they act with each other today, and they’ve been married basically forever already.


  When we started cleaning up the dishes, I asked Mom how people liked that retreat they planned, and she said, “I don’t know. I didn’t go.”


  I asked why not, and she said, “Because we had to cancel it.”


  So all that work and even that big fight, and they didn’t even get to have the retreat after all. But it’s kind of a sad story about why they couldn’t have it, and that’s the part Mom explained to me next.


  “Dad and I were spending more and more time together the closer we got to the retreat,” she said, “and some folks on campus started to notice. They thought it was wrong for a black man and a white woman to be together that much. I don’t know who it was, but somebody told Dave at the hospital where he was working, and when he found out, he was furious.”


  Dave was so mad, he called her parents and told them she was spending time with a colored man. That’s the term they used back then in the South for black folks like my dad. And her parents were so upset they told her if she didn’t quit going to my dad’s campus meetings, they weren’t going to pay for her college anymore.


  Mom didn’t like that, not at all, and she said she’d rather drop out of school than stop going to church, which is basically what they wanted her to do even though it wasn’t a real church, just a college one. Mom said she had some money saved that would pay for her to finish the semester she was doing, and after that she’d either get a job and work her way through the rest or just not finish at all, but when Dad found out, he said he’d rather cancel the retreat than make her get in trouble with her parents.


  So it’s kind of funny if you think about it in a certain way because she was going to drop out of college so she could go to his retreat, but he was going to quit working on the retreat so she could finish college like she’d been planning on.


  Well, in the end, I think Mom would have got her way (because that’s how things happen around here more often than not) except it turns out neither of them got their way. Here’s what happened.


  It wasn’t just Dave at the hospital and Mom’s parents who were mad about how much time she was spending with Dad. It was some other students from the college too. They started a rumor that there was a black man dating a white woman, even though they weren’t actually in love with each other or anything. Not yet at least.


  The rumor got people upset, not just with my parents but with the college group too, and even a lot of the Christians were angry about it. A bunch of them came and said they wouldn’t come to the meetings anymore because it wasn’t right for a black man and a white woman to be dating each other. Which if you look in the Bible, it never says anything about it in there, but these folks acted like it did.


  People started to threaten to beat up anyone who came to Dad’s church meetings, and a lot of students stopped coming then because they were too afraid. So even nice folks who didn’t have a problem with people dating even if they had two different colors of skin quit coming because they were scared, and that made things even worse for my parents, especially for my Dad since it was his job to be the campus minister.


  You would think maybe it couldn’t get too much worse except that’s not what happened. Next someone called the campsite where they were going to have the retreat and told a really bad lie to the owners there. It’s probably not something I should write out, but it was about Mom and Dad doing things only married folks are supposed to do, and of course they weren’t married at the time, so the campsite told Mom and Dad they couldn’t have their retreat there after all. It really upset them both because the people who owned the campsite were good Christian folks.


  Which makes me kind of sad, you know what I mean? Because it’s one thing if someone like Chuckie Mansfield, who says there isn’t any God and we all evolved from bacteria, is the person being so mean. But it’s a lot harder if it’s someone who says they love Jesus and have all their sins forgiven and goes to church regularly to act like that. Don’t you think?


  That reminds me of another one of those stories Dad told my social studies class when he came in to talk about civil rights. Remember when I mentioned that? Well, Dad said that one of the things he and two of his black friends did back in the old days is they went to a white church. Because I don’t know if you know this, but in the South it used to be that white people went to one church, and black folks went to another church. It’s a lot different today because my dad’s black but the church has all kinds of people from all kinds of colors, and I’ve met a kid like me who was adopted from Korea, but he’s got an Indian mom (the real kind of Indian, not the Native American kind). And one of my dad’s friends is from this little island called Samoa, and he’s married to a white woman from Australia, so their kids have the coolest accent you’ve ever heard.


  But back when my dad was just a teenager, before Dr. King convinced everybody to change things, whites didn’t tend to let black people into their churches. So my dad and two of his friends thought it was unfair, and they showed up one day at a white church in time for Sunday service. And at first, the usher refused to let them in, but then this little old lady —Dad says she had white hair and wasn’t any taller than four and a half feet all bent over —walked up to the ushers and told them they should be ashamed of themselves. Then she took my dad’s hand in hers and the hand of one of his other friends in her other, and she said, “Won’t you be my guests today in worship?” and led them all the way to her seat, which was in the very first pew in front of the entire congregation.


  There was one man really angry about it, and Dad was afraid he was going to start a fight, but that lady got between him and Dad and said really loud-like, “The good Lord Jesus made us all the same in his eyes, and if you keep my guests from worshipping God with me today, I’ll just take my tithe money and worship somewhere else,” and that’s when the pastor came up and told Dad and his friends they were welcome. Dad isn’t sure if it’s because he was a good man or if he was worried about that little white-haired old lady taking her money away, but he said he’s never forgotten that old woman and what she did for them.


  I kind of wish something interesting like that would happen at St. Margaret’s because nothing exciting ever seems to happen there, but I guess it’s probably good that we don’t have troublemakers like that at church anymore.


  So that’s all the part of the story I’ve heard so far, but I’ll try to get Mom or Dad to tell me more soon. I hope you’re having a really good day. Did you try any of those muffin recipes I sent you? I’d recommend pumpkin, but the banana nut ones are pretty good too.


  Did that police chief say yes to having breakfast with you?


  Talk to you soon!


  Woong
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  Hi, Miss Sheldon.


  Well, I did it. I got Mom and Dad to tell me the rest of their story. You remember when I mentioned Becky Linklater’s grandma? The one who got herself stuck in the closet only she thought it was an elevator? Well, early last week she fell at that nursing home where she’s been living, and the doctors ended up having to give her an operation, which is kind of sad actually, but she’s recovering just fine now, so it’s all okay. Anyway, here’s what happened. Mom and Dad and me all went to the hospital to pray with the Linklaters. At one point, Becky and her mom got to go in to see her grandma, but me and my parents couldn’t come on account of us not being relatives. So while we waited to hear if the surgery had gone okay, Mom and Dad told me the rest of their story. And this time I got to hear it from both of them at the same time, so I can give you both of their sides.


  Here’s what happened.


  Remember how I told you about that rumor people started about Mom and Dad? Well, it got enough people so angry that Dad nearly lost his job as the campus minister. He had to do this meeting with a whole bunch of people who were like his bosses, and they were the ones who were going to decide if he was going to get himself fired or not. Mom came, and she was at that meeting with Dad because the rumors were about her too. Plus she felt bad that it was her boyfriend Dave (they had broken up by this point, by the way, and weren’t planning on getting married anymore) who caused Dad some of the problems in the first place.


  Dad was really scared about getting fired. I guess you don’t have to worry about stuff like that, Miss Sheldon, on account of you being your own boss and all making ornaments whenever you feel like, but for people working normal jobs, it’s a pretty big deal. Because Dad said he couldn’t think of anything else he’d like to do besides being a campus minister. He couldn’t play any more football on account of his knee getting hurt, and he hadn’t gone to seminary yet (that’s where folks study how to become a pastor), so he didn’t know how to start up a church like he eventually did. So he said he was scared, which if you knew my dad would mean a lot because when you first meet him you wouldn’t guess he was scared of anything in his entire life.


  Well, Mom told me that when she went to that meeting, she just wanted to show up and set the record straight about that rumor and that was it, but when she saw how mean these men were treating Dad, she got real mad at them. She said, “Carl’s the most godly man I ever met. The only reason people are spreading lies about him is because of his skin color. I think you know it, and I think you’re looking for an excuse to get rid of him.”


  Well, that got those bosses of his pretty mad! Mom can do that, you know, if she sets her mind to it.


  And then she said, “I’m not dating Carl, and I never planned on dating Carl, but seeing how graciously he’s handled all the accusations you’re bringing against him, seeing how mature he is for putting up with this kind of prejudice, I have no problem going on record saying that I would consider it an honor to be with as fine a man as this.”


  Well, the way she tells the story, she was just upset and said the first thing that was on her mind. But wouldn’t you know it, Dad thought she was being serious, so after the meeting (they ended up letting him keep his job, by the way), he asked her out on a date, and she said sure.


  Well, by this point in the olden days, there were laws that said people could eat anywhere they wanted and sit anywhere they wanted. But would you believe me if I told you that waitresses at three different restaurants wouldn’t bring them their menus or take their orders? So even though there were laws by then that blacks could eat anywhere whites could, it was still almost impossible for them to find a place to eat.


  But they finally found a little diner that didn’t care what color they were, and they spent a few hours there and then went back at least once a week. We didn’t get to the part about what happened next, but at least now I know how they went from being two people working together to plan a retreat (and one of them already scheduled to marry someone else) to going on their first date.


  I’m glad they found that restaurant that agreed to let them sit there and eat because if Mom and Dad never went out together, he probably would have never found a way to ask her to marry him, and then where would I be? I might still be in that orphanage in South Korea or maybe adopted by a really bad family. Because every once in a while you hear about that, adoptive families that are really mean to the kids they get. I don’t know what I would have done in a situation like that, and it makes me a little worried for the kids I knew back at the orphanage. So I guess I can just pray that they all have as happy families as I do.


  But I know Mom and Dad weren’t always this happy. Dad said it was really hard once they started dating, even harder than when there were just rumors about it. He even got beat up once. He started telling me the story at the hospital, but then Becky Linklater and her mom came out and said the surgery had gone well and that they were going to spend a little more time with her grandma. And here’s something else that happened. Before I left, Becky gave me a note that said, “Thanks for coming,” and she signed it with something that looks kind of like a heart but it’s a little rounder and has eyes and a mouth so it might just be a smiley face. It’s hard to tell, but I was so distracted by it that I forgot to ask my parents to finish their story, and all night I wondered if Becky was just making a happy face and did it a little fast so it ended up kind of heart-shaped, or if she meant to do a heart from the very beginning.


  I’m thinking about writing her a note back and saying, “You’re welcome,” and then signing it with the same kind of smiling heart where you’re not entirely sure if it’s a heart or a circle or some shape in between. That way, if she meant for it to be a heart, she’ll know mine’s that way too, but if she meant for it to just be a happy face, she won’t think anything about it. Maybe you can email me back and let me know if you think that’s a good idea or not.


  Bye for now.


  Woong


  P.S. I really liked the video you sent about Orion catching the snowball. Do you think dogs can get brain freeze?


  P.P.S. What would you do if you got a note and you weren’t sure if the picture at the end was supposed to be a heart or just a smiley face?
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  Hi Miss Sheldon, it’s me. Woong.


  Guess you’ve maybe been wondering what happened to me or why I haven’t written. I haven’t had the heart. Except that’s the wrong way for me to say it because I don’t want to think about hearts ever again. You remember that note Becky Linklater gave me, the one with that smiley face? Here’s what happened.


  I spent so much time looking at that stupid thank you note she wrote me that I was convinced it really was a heart. And I decided to make one back for her just like it. Except when I gave it to her, Chuckie Mansfield snatched it out of my hand and starting singing in this really annoying kind of voice, “Woong loves Becky,” and I tried to tell him it was a smiley face, not a heart, but he showed it to everyone else in the entire class, and now everyone thinks I’ve got a crush on her.


  I haven’t told Mom or Dad either. It’s annoying because they’re always asking why I’m just sitting around in my room doing nothing, but I don’t know what to say. Mom’s got enough to worry about. I have a sister who’s got that thing —there’s a word for it that I can’t remember it just now —but it’s the one where you’re pregnant and aren’t supposed to do anything at all except lie down in your bed or maybe sometimes on the couch, so Mom’s doing lots of extra cooking and cleaning and babysitting for her. I’ve got that foster sister all the way out in Washington, and she’s the one whose little girl had to be in the hospital, and Mom gets worried about her too. Plus there’s this guy from church who wants the elders to fire Dad from being the preacher. I don’t know what his problem is, but it’s got both my parents upset even though nobody there would ever seriously think of firing him really, and I just don’t feel like talking to either of them about Becky Linklater anyway.


  Have you ever had someone tease you for liking someone, only you didn’t want them to know you liked them that way? It wouldn’t be half so bad if Chuckie Mansfield weren’t so mean about it all. One day I hope God gives me some really big muscles so I can beat him up bad.


  Speaking of getting beat up, even with everything going on, I did get to hear another part of Mom and Dad’s story. It actually gave me a really good idea for a Christmas ornament (but it’ll be kind of tricky).


  Here’s what happened.


  Mom broke up with that doctor guy (I think I told you that already). She and Dad kept going to that one diner where the waitresses were nice and didn’t make them feel bad for being the kind of couple where his skin’s one color and hers is another. And eventually, he asked Mom to marry him.


  She said yes (although you probably could have guessed that on your own), but there were quite a few people in her family who weren’t very happy. Her grandma, for example, the rich southern lady who used to live in that mansion they had, she’d given Mom a set of china when Mom was engaged to the doctor. But when Mom broke up with him and started going out with Dad, her grandma made Mom give her the china back.


  Well, I asked Mom how she felt about it, and Mom said that’s just the way some southerners were, and she didn’t say it like she was angry either. But then something really neat happened. Mom had a grandpa, and that grandpa was blind. (I don’t think he was born that way, he just got that way later on.) But even though he was blind, he still knew from all the talk around the family that Mom was planning to marry a black man (they called them colored folks at the time or sometimes even used worse words I’m never allowed to say or even write out). And do you know what her grandpa did? He told Mom that she could have that china set after all, and he told his wife to give it to her along with some of the nice silverware they hadn’t even been planning on getting rid of until they were dead.


  So Mom was a little encouraged by that because even though most people in her family were angry with her for falling in love with a black man, her grandpa didn’t see anything wrong with it, and I think it was awful nice of him, don’t you?


  So Mom got all that pretty china back, and she even told me the name of the kind, but I don’t remember what it is just now but it’s so fancy you can only see it in museums anymore. So she and Dad were going to get married, which was good. The only other problem was she and Dad had a hard time finding a pastor to do their wedding for them, and the one they finally did find wanted a lot of extra money, and my parents couldn’t pay that much.


  So Mom came up with this idea and she went to her grandpa, the only one in the family who was being nice about the wedding at all, and she asked if he thought it would be okay if she sold the china to get enough money to do the wedding. I guess it was real expensive china too, which is why she asked.


  Well, her grandpa wanted to just pay for the wedding outright, but Mom and Dad didn’t want him to do that, so finally he agreed that they could sell the china because after all, it was a gift, and once you’ve been given a gift, you can do whatever you want with it, don’t you think? Mom was a little sad about having to sell it, though, on account of it being so pretty and having been in the family for so long. So Dad said he’d take it to the store to sell it for her so she wouldn’t have to, but do you know what happened?


  The store owner saw Dad with that real expensive china and figured he must have stolen it, so he called the police. Honest to goodness. And the only reason he thought that was because Dad’s black, and he didn’t think a black person could ever have china that nice unless he were a thief. In the end, Mom had to come to the store, and then they had to get her grandpa on the phone to give Dad his permission for them to sell it, and the store owner was going to buy it too until he realized that they wanted to use the money so they could get married. Well, he was one of those kind of folks who didn’t think black and white people should ever marry each other, and that’s when he told them to leave.


  They would have done it, but by then the police had come on account of the store owner calling them back when he thought at first that Dad stole the china. And the shop was in a real crowded part of town, and lots of folks had stopped to stare once the police car showed up. And I guess there was this bar right across the street, and a few drunks came out. Mom said they were young guys too, probably just teens, but they were real mean and didn’t like it when they heard about a black man planning to marry a white woman. The police didn’t arrest Dad once he realized the china wasn’t stolen, but he drove off even though he saw those mean guys outside the bar watching everything, and then do you want to know what happened?


  Those guys from the bar beat up Dad really bad. They would have hurt Mom too, but the shop owner felt sorry for her and took her into the store where she stayed safe, but he didn’t do anything to help my dad. He had to go to the hospital and everything. And maybe you’d think it couldn’t get any worse than that, only that’s not what happened. Those drunks broke all the china, that real expensive stuff Mom and Dad were going to use to pay for their wedding. First they knocked the box out of Dad’s hands, and most of it broke then, but one of them found a few things that weren’t broken and made it a point to smash them on the sidewalk right as Mom and Dad were watching.


  And even though it was a really bad thing that happened, Mom and Dad both said things worked out in the end. Like you remember that nice grandpa Mom had? He ended up paying for all of Dad’s doctor bills, and he made sure Dad got treated at one of the nicer hospitals, not the kind where only the poor people went. And I didn’t ask, but wouldn’t it be funny if Dave were one of the doctors that had to fix him up?


  Another good thing was one of Dad’s friends who’d been a campus minister like he was said that they could drive up to Pennsylvania to have their wedding there, and so that’s what they did. That man was so nice he didn’t even charge them any money for it at all.


  And obviously I’m really glad Mom and Dad got married, but there are some parts that still make me pretty sad. Like none of their family went to the wedding. Dad’s family was too poor to drive that far, and Mom’s family had the money to get there if they wanted to, only they didn’t on account of them still being mad at her for falling in love with a black man in the first place. Her grandpa would have come, she thinks, except he was blind and nobody was willing to drive him, so they had to do their wedding with just my dad’s friend in Pennsylvania and a few people he knew up there.


  I’ve been beat up before, but never as bad as Dad. Mom told me it took about a month before he stopped hurting so much from what those guys did to him. We talked about it a little bit, Dad and me, when he was driving me to the grocery store to run a few errands for Mom. I asked him if he was scared because Chuckie Mansfield beat me up once, and I was really scared, but Dad said that he wasn’t, not even when all those men attacked. He said that even if he died, he knew he’d go to heaven, but he also knew God wouldn’t let him die until it was his time.


  I don’t know if you’ve ever been beat up, Miss Sheldon, or maybe something else scary has happened to you before, but it’s probably a good thing to remember what my dad said, that God won’t let you die until he’s ready for you to be with him in heaven. I bet thinking that way could help you feel braver, don’t you?


  I asked Dad if he thought Mom was scared during that fight, and he said he didn’t know. She doesn’t like to talk about it because she was so sad, not only about what those men did to my dad but what happened to the china too. That china reminded her of how nice her grandpa had been, and Dad said she’s still sad about it all getting smashed. She liked it so much, she even saved the pieces after the fight.


  Well, when I heard that, I got this great idea (and now you’ll see why I’m telling you this part of the story in the first place). I asked Dad if he knew where they were, those broken pieces, and he does. So here’s what I was wondering. If I found a way to mail you the china that broke, could you turn that into some sort of pretty ornament for my mom? I think she would really like that, don’t you?


  It kind of reminds me of something Dad said in one of his sermons. He talked about how if you break a stained-glass window, you might feel like it won’t ever be as pretty as it was at first, but if you give those broken pieces to God, he can make something even better out of them. And seeing how nice the ornaments you make for folks are, I was wondering if you thought that would be a good present for my mom. Because they’ve been through a lot, not only Dad getting beat up so bad but all of Mom’s family being so angry with her. Things are better now, which is good, but there are some relatives who still don’t talk to her much, and I know that hurts her feelings. And it seems silly to me to still be upset over something like that after all these years, don’t you think? And she and Dad are so happy, I know that the people who thought they should never get married wouldn’t feel that way if they could see how much they love each other today. It’s a little gross sometimes how they’re always still kissing and cuddling and stuff and nonsense like that.


  And you know what? Thinking about what my dad said in his sermon about how God can fix broken pieces in our lives kind of reminds me of what I just went through with Becky Linklater too. In fact, maybe it’s good that Chuckie Mansfield saw that note and started to tease me because at least now she knows how I really feel, right? And remember how you told me some of those ornaments you’d been working on got broke? I bet you must be kind of sad out about that, but I have a good feeling that God’s going to take care of you too.


  Anyway, Miss Sheldon, I’m awfully glad I met you, and I really hope you’ll be able to make an ornament for my mom with that china. I know it’s not one of the ornaments you normally do, so I understand if you need to charge me a little extra. I’ll just ask Mom for more work around the house or more time babysitting to make up for it. But I hope you’ll be able to make something, and I’ll look forward to hearing from you soon.


  Your friend,


  Woong
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  Good news, Miss Sheldon!


  After I got your last email, I decided I needed to explain to Dad what I was planning so he could help me get the china pieces to you. I didn’t tell him everything. I just said I wanted his help to mail some of the broken china to someone who could turn it into a Christmas present for Mom, and he thought it was a great idea. So we wrapped it all up (I chose some of the biggest pieces), and it’s all ready to go out in tomorrow’s mail. Dad’s going to drop it off at the post office on his way into work tomorrow, and we’re both being careful to keep the whole thing a secret from Mom so it’ll be a surprise. I can’t wait to see her face when she opens it up.


  So that’s the first bit of good news I wanted to tell you.


  The second bit of good news has to do with Becky Linklater. It turns out she doesn’t hate me. She just didn’t like Chuckie Mansfield teasing. We talked about it a little at lunch today, and we finally decided Chuckie’s stupid, so it doesn’t matter what he says. And we didn’t talk about whether or not it was a heart or a smiley face on either of our letters, but she asked me if I was going ice skating any time soon, and I said, “Sure, when do you want to go?” So we’re hoping for this weekend, and I think that’s a great way to end the story, don’t you?


  Speaking about ending the story, I guess I should tell you something else good that happened after those guys beat Dad up so many years ago. Well, I guess it’s not something good that happened to them specifically, but it’s still good news, and it has to do with them. Those guys I told you about, the ones from the bar? They got arrested and were in really big trouble for what they did. Which today is exactly what you’d expect, but back in the olden days, Mom and Dad said they didn’t think anyone would get arrested at all. So all those things my dad did as a teen —when he sat at that lunch counter and wouldn’t leave even though he got arrested and when he went marching with Dr. King —all those things made a big difference because now nobody tells Mom or Dad where they can or can’t eat or who they can or can’t adopt. And they have three natural-born kids and lots of adopted kids like me and even more foster kids. Some of us have tan skin and others are peachy, and some are brown like my dad or even darker and others are so pale like my mom they get a sunburn after twenty minutes at the beach, but we’re all a family, and next week we’re having a big reunion, and there’s going to be over fifty of us, including quite a few relatives I’ve never even met.


  And some of us are Christians like Mom and Dad and me, and some have become atheists, and one of my foster brothers is married to another guy and they even have a son (he’s adopted too), so we’re all different, but we’re all going to get together and have a big ham dinner. Becky Linklater and her mom are coming over and even her grandma if she’s feeling well enough after her surgery, and I’ll have about a dozen cousins and nephews and nieces around my age to hang out with.


  Oh, and do you remember my Mom’s friend Missy? The one who got beat up so bad and had to move away? Well, she and Mom have stayed good friends, and Missy’s coming over for the party too. She lives all the way in Chicago, but her husband has a business trip this way, and she’s coming with him. I haven’t met her yet, but Mom’s really excited to see her again, and the day after the party, she and Mom are going to have a ladies day, which is where they go to malls and paint their toenails and stuff and nonsense like that. And of course, now they can both go into any store they want to and be treated nice.


  Sometimes my dad listens to the news where these guys sit around and talk about how bad things are in our country, and how much racism there is, and how unfair life is for people of color (which is the more polite term to use today). And I guess prejudice still exists a little bit, or Chuckie Mansfield wouldn’t go around calling me Slanty Eyes, and he wouldn’t have made fun of me when I was still learning English and spoke with an accent.


  I know from Dad’s news shows that a lot of people are angry about how bad things are, and I know there are still problems out there, like my parents have a black friend who got beat up by a policeman only he hadn’t done a single thing wrong.


  But I like the way my dad looks at it. He says that sin is sin, and whether that sin is racism or hatred or pride or greed or anything else, it’s all just as evil in God’s eyes. And just because some people might still be a little prejudiced in their hearts, that doesn’t mean we can’t celebrate all the good things that have happened, like how Mom and Dad can sit in any restaurant they want now or adopt any kid they choose (like me).


  I go to school with kids who are adopted, kids in wheelchairs, and kids who don’t speak English at home. One of the boys in my gym class lives with a foster family, and Becky Linklater’s parents are divorced, and a few of my classmates are Muslim, and some are Christian, and I think there’s one who’s Jewish, and we have quite a few who don’t know what they believe in yet. And just because we’re all different, that doesn’t mean we sit around the lunch table every day refusing to speak to one another or saying mean things, because what kind of world would that be, know what I mean?


  All that is to say I’m really glad I found your website, and I’m going to be checking the mail every day until your package comes. Oh, and did you end up using my mom’s recipe to make muffins for that police chief? I hope he liked them. Did you remember to melt a little butter on the tops before you sprinkled sugar? It’s important not to skip that step.


  If I don’t talk to you before then, have a very merry Christmas.


  Your good friend,


  Woong Lindgren
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  Miss Sheldon,


  I just opened your email and saw the picture of the ornament you made, and it looks perfect.


  And yes, I’ll be sure to write and tell you what Mom says when she opens it, even though I have a pretty good feeling that she’s going to start to cry and won’t be able to say anything because she’s so happy.
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  Dear Miss Sheldon,


  I was right about Mom.


  Love,


  Woong Lindgren
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  1. Have you ever witnessed or been the victim of racism or any other kinds of prejudice?




  2. What unique struggles do couples face if their parents are not supportive of their union?




  3. Is there ever a situation in which you think Christian parents should refuse to attend their child’s wedding?




  4. Did you enjoy hearing this story from Woong’s point of view? How would the story be different if it had been told by someone else?
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  Introducing Amanda Tru
By Alana Terry





  About three years ago, a little boy named Woong popped into my imagination, begging me to tell his story. His first book, Flower Swallow, chronicles his life growing up on the streets of North Korea before his adoption.


  Woong has been the most engaging character I’ve written about to date. His personality jumped out at me from the very first page of the very first draft of his very first book. Years later, when writing this story, it felt my only job was to sit back and give this spunky little boy a chance to tell his story (or in this case, his parents’ story).


  I hope you’ve enjoyed this novella, and if you’d like to read more, please visit www.alanaterry.com for a list of all titles and to request your three free novels!


  And now it’s time to sit back and enjoy one last story in the Under the Christmas Star Collection. Amanda Tru’s going to introduce us to the Christmas ornament maker behind all these various stories. I hope you enjoy it!
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  Under the Christmas Star, original copyright © 2018 by Amanda Tru, all rights reserved.


  Description: When an autistic young woman’s car and handcrafted ornaments are stolen, she struggles to keep her business and doubts her future could include friendship, love, and answered prayer.
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  Emma tapped her fingers on the hard surface of the steering wheel. Starting at her pinky fingers, she tapped the corresponding fingers of both hands until they counted up to her thumbs. Then she reversed and counted back down to her pinky fingers, only to repeat the ritual all over again.


  She hated being late. It tied her nerves up in knots worse than those found when unraveling last year’s Christmas lights.


  She breathed in and out.


  In for the space of five tapping fingers. Out for the space of five.


  And again.


  Years of training should make managing her challenges easier, yet Emma Sheldon couldn’t make it through a day without heavily leaning on the techniques taught to her as a “special” child. Even now, her steadily tapping fingers and slow, practiced breathing were the only things keeping her focused on the angry red light taunting her from above her windshield.


  Emma risked a glance down at the clock before shooting it back up to the light. She told herself she still had plenty of time to drop the ornaments off at church and make it to the post office to mail the other boxes before the 5:00 close. If only Brooke’s uncle, Wayne, hadn’t shown up and ordered a custom ornament right as she was packing up to leave the Out of the Blue Bouquet, then maybe time wouldn’t be so short.


  As soon as the irritable thought crossed her mind, Emma winced, knowing that it wasn’t quite accurate. Brooke was kind enough to let Emma sell ornaments on consignment at her florist shop, and Emma could never be anything but grateful to get a custom order.


  The real fault for her running late belonged long before delivering ornaments to the shop. If she hadn’t wasted so much time obsessively sorting and packing the ornaments, then she could have had time to spare to run all her errands. Unfortunately, facing the consequences due to her obsessive tendencies wasn’t unfamiliar territory either. As always, every task presented the challenge of trying to find a balance between allowing herself to be quirky Emma while fighting against losing herself in the lonely world of her own mind, and this time, she had obviously come out uneven on the balance scales.


  The light finally turned green, and Emma put steady pressure on the gas pedal to drive through the intersection. Even though time was short, she could never allow herself to inch beyond the 35-mph posted speed limit.


  Fortunately, downtown Crossroads boasted a total of only two stoplights, and Emma managed to hit the second one green. Three minutes later, she pulled into the church parking lot and found a space on the end of a row. The lot was empty but for a few cars, and still, Emma stayed true to her natural tendency and parked away from everyone else.


  She hurriedly snatched her purse from the passenger seat and checked that her phone was nestled inside for safekeeping. With movements quick and agitated, she drew the long purse strap over her neck to hang across her body, only to unintentionally pin her long reddish-brown curls beneath the taut strap. Unable to handle the discomfort, she tried to reverse her movements and take the purse strap off, but the limited space in the driver’s seat only succeeded in knocking her elbows and head against the window in her efforts.


  She pushed open the door and unfolded her tall, slender frame out of the car. With a few more contortions, she finally pulled her hair out from under the purse strap only to decide that it still made too much of a hangman’s noose for her comfort. She yanked the strap off her neck, wrapped it around the purse, and stuck the entire thing under her elbow to carry.


  Breathing heavily with the effort of her gyrations, she pulled the lever to release the hatch of her SUV and glanced nervously at the sky. Evening in late November came early, and by the time she finished at the post office, she’d be forced to deal with the glare of headlights on the drive home. She didn’t enjoy driving in the middle of the day with all the sights and sounds threatening to overwhelm her senses, but driving at night, with the added contrast of darkness and bright lights, only made the experience more overwhelming.


  Emma scurried around to the back of her 1997 Honda Civic hatchback, worriedly noting the two other cars parked close to the church entrance. The ladies on the church decorating committee insisted that they needed the ornaments today in order to decorate before Sunday’s church service. If given a choice, Emma would have never ventured out on Black Friday. The thought of braving the crowds sent her anxiety rising. However, some of the ladies insisted that Emma make the delivery today so they could get it done tonight and still keep tomorrow’s shopping plans. Not wanting to draw attention to herself or explain why the day following Thanksgiving was not a good day for her, Emma bravely agreed.


  Setting her purse down, she pulled one of the boxes out of the back and opened it to make sure she selected the correct one. Seeing that it was one of the boxes destined for the post office and not the church, she moved to push it back and pull out the other one, chiding herself that she had switched the box’s positions from their intended positions when loading. However, before the lid folded back on itself, she couldn’t help but notice several of the ornaments shifted from their neat rows.


  Unable to resist fixing the problems, Emma pulled out a glass ornament and carefully repaired its nest in the box. She picked up the delicate bauble to replace it in safety and couldn’t help but see the imperfections that, to her, seemed glaringly obvious. She wavered, wondering whether or not she should even include the flawed ornament in the shipment to the gift shop. Glass blowing was one of her more recent art mediums, and she wasn’t yet confident in her artistic expertise.


  No, she chided herself, forcing her fingers to replace the ornament. Everyone does not share my standards for perfection. I’ve already prayed for the recipient of that ornament, and I won’t grab that prayer back from God’s capable hands.


  However, despite her pep talk, she couldn’t resist repeating that prayer, just in case God didn’t hear the first time or she hadn’t remembered to pray the right words. Even as she thought it, she knew her reasoning was silly, but she couldn’t help trying for a redo, just in case.


  Lord, please help this ornament, and all of my ornaments be a blessing to the people who give them homes. Help the owner of this glass ornament see past the imperfections to recognize its beauty, and somehow let that be a reminder that you love them, no matter their own mistakes.


  Her finger found a slight irregularity in the glass, and she studied how the fading light created a soft prism effect out of what was technically a mistake. This was the ornament she had dubbed “starry night.” The blues and streaks of yellow blurred in such a way to remind her of Van Gough’s famous painting. Even though she didn’t always care for the style, she’d always been rather partial to that painting because it, in turn, reminded her of what the sky must have looked like when the angels appeared to the shepherds to announce Jesus’s birth.


  Yet, in spite of her observations about the beauty of the light through the glass and the fact that she loved the ornament, Emma still found herself wishing she could have a redo on more than just the prayer. Her heart’s desire was that this ornament would hang on the tree of someone who didn’t have a relationship with Christ and that, in seeing it, the person would somehow see what Emma saw. Oh, that someone could have a starry night experience that Emma’s ornament inspired!


  Ridiculous. Emma knew it was ridiculous. There’s no way someone could see Christmas through her flawed ornament. After all, no one saw the world the same way as Emma in any other facet of life. Though she felt assured that God’s purpose could cover her work’s inadequacies, she really wished it didn’t have to. How much more could God use better quality handiwork?


  Promising herself she would do better next time, Emma replaced the ornament and rearranged a few more. Her movements paused as she held a glass ball ornament with an exquisite purple and green strand of flowers inside and couldn’t remember which row it belonged in. Had she previously sorted it into the row with the clear and white ornaments or in the row with the other purple ones?


  Her gaze studied the box and she felt a familiar sensation of nausea. She had done it wrong. She shouldn’t have sorted the ornaments based on color. Maybe she should have sorted based on shape, or media, or even theme. She could put all the nativity ornaments in one row, or maybe she should separate the glass and ceramic ones.


  She shut her eyes against the swirling colors of ornaments. Reaching out her fingers to the edge of the car, she found the hard surface and began tapping her fingers down to 1 and back up to 5. If only her mom was here. Just hearing words to bring the rest of reality into Emma’s small sphere would help. She knew the organization didn’t matter to everyone else, but it mattered to her. And in her mind, it really should matter to everyone else as well.


  Of course, none of this would be a problem if Emma’s parents had been in town. Emma’s mom could have chauffeured Emma around for her errands, greatly diminishing Emma’s anxiety level from the beginning. However, Emma’s parents had left early that morning to visit her brother, and because of Emma’s business commitments, she’d needed to stay home.


  Managing for a few days by herself really shouldn’t be an issue. After all, Emma was twenty-seven years old and a successful business owner. She should be able to handle her own affairs and run her own errands. She needed to do it herself, and perhaps more importantly, she wanted to do it herself. She was a smart, capable adult. She could do this.


  With a deep fortifying breath, Emma opened her eyes and resolutely nestled the disputed ornament in between the red and blue rows and forced herself to shut the box lid.


  She pulled the box on the right with determination, eagerly muzzling the wayward thoughts challenging her competency. Everything was under control now.


  If only the daylight didn’t disappear so very quickly. Nervousness lapped at the edges of the dwindling light, disputing that she held control as captive as she wanted to believe.


  Emma hefted the box into her arms. She hoped the ornaments she’d selected met with the committee’s approval. Maybe if she explained the reasons for her selections, they would understand. But what if they didn’t? What if she hadn’t chosen the right ornaments? What if they just weren’t good enough?


  “Get down!” the growl came from behind Emma.


  Startled, she jerked around to find who was speaking. “W-What?”


  “Get down!” came the order again.


  Three men confronted her, the bottom half of their faces covered with kerchiefs.


  Emma shook her head in confusion, not understanding the order. What did “get down” mean? Did they want her to set her box down?


  Fear strangled her, and she didn’t know what to do. Who were these men? What did they want?


  Something flashed in the waning light. The gun lifted into firing position before Emma realized what it was.


  Instinctively, Emma reached out her hands in a defensive position toward the gun held by the figure in the center. “I don’t under—”


  Out of the corner of her eye, Emma saw the figure on the left jerk suddenly. Emma flinched, lowering her head and turning as if to duck out of the way. Immediately, pain exploded in Emma’s temple.


  Her hands relinquished their burden, the box slipping gently from her limp fingers. With a whimper, Emma collapsed into darkness with the shattering of ornaments the last sound she heard.
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  Emma blinked her heavy eyelids open, feeling like she’d been gone a long time. In the space of a soft breath, she went from non-existence to existence. Her blurry vision cleared as she focused on a single bright star hanging lonely in a night sky more black than gray.


  Vega. That star is Vega. Emma recognized the star before she could even recall her name. It’s so bright this time of year. I wish I had a telescope to see it better.


  Trying to spot any other stars or the rest of the constellation Lyra, Emma lifted her head and groaned in pain. Confused, she reached up to find the lump on her left temple.


  What happened?


  With her eyes holding steady on the evening star, Emma pulled herself into a sitting position. She got her feet up under her to stand, but dizziness overtook her senses, forcing her to relinquish hold on her celestial friend.


  With her head in hands, her head gradually cleared, and she remembered the three masked men. Becoming aware of the excruciating pain in her left temple, she reached up and winced as her fingers contacted a large lump. She must have been hit with something and knocked unconscious. The last she remembered was a quick flash from the masked figure at her left.


  Still not feeling able to stand or walk, Emma tried to swivel from her sitting position, looking for her car. If she managed to crawl to it, maybe sitting to drive wouldn’t be so painful. Shifting positions even slightly made the nausea return with the sudden irritation of her side and hip. They burned like fire, bringing tears to her eyes. Through blurred vision, she could see enough to realize that she wasn’t in the same place she’d been when confronted by the men. She sat closer to the bushes on the side of the lot. The men must have dragged her across the concrete and out of the way, leaving her with the abrasions of road rash.


  Worse than her disoriented position came the sudden realization of something else different than she remembered. Her Honda Civic no longer sat parked in the same space. In fact, it wasn’t parked in any other spaces either. It was gone.


  Emma’s mind swirled in panic. Stolen! They had knocked her unconscious and stolen her car!


  Desperately, she crawled over to the scraps of color dotting the ground of her former parking space. She gingerly picked two up, gazing at them in her palm and recognizing that these shards were all that remained of her ornaments. Though she recognized several of her ornaments shattered across the ground, they weren’t enough to be the entire contents of her box. Not that it mattered. The stolen items were as lost to her as the bright specks in her palm that begged hopelessly to be saved. Helpless to come to the rescue, Emma’s mind tormented her with repeating the lines of Humpty Dumpty over and over as her ornaments were relegated to the same tragic fate. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men wouldn’t be putting Emma’s ornaments back together again either.


  Emma let the shards drop back to the cement with their brothers and shut her eyes. She focused and repeated instructions to herself, talking herself through dealing with an overwhelming situation. Deep breaths. In and out. Then she began to pray. It wasn’t really a traditional prayer with words. Instead, it was as if she was a student in a classroom raising her hand to be acknowledged by the teacher. In this case, she raised her hand and looked up, saying “Here I am, Lord. I need you.”


  In response, she felt the comforting acknowledgment of her savior. Though again without words, she clearly received the response. “I see you.” Since that “I” belonged to the God of the universe, Emma felt the comfort of the simple reaffirmation of who she was in relation to Him. He who holds it all saw her, and she knew He wouldn’t turn away.


  The departing light of day took with it some of Emma’s pain and nausea until she finally mustered the courage to open her eyes and find Vega once again. Slowly, she tucked her legs up and under, and like a newborn fawn, she hesitantly tottered to her feet.


  Her mind whirled with questions of what she should do. She wanted to go home to lie down. She wanted to sleep and forget what happened. Except her car was gone. What protocol should be followed with stolen cars?


  Emma was familiar with following instructions. She followed memorized scripts for almost every situation in her life. She knew she didn’t possess the instinctual social intelligence that most people came by naturally. That is why she had so carefully listened, learned, and developed scripts based on information taught by teachers and her parents for how to deal with situations she may encounter. She didn’t recall anyone ever mentioning what to do when a group of masked men knocked you out and stole your car.


  Police. She should probably call the police and report her car stolen. She patted her pockets, searching for her phone. When she couldn’t find it, she turned a full, slow circle scanning the pavement to see if it had hit the ground when she did.


  Then she remembered. Her phone was in the pocket of her purse. She had deliberately set it there before exiting her car, not wanting to risk it falling out of her pocket when she carried the box of ornaments into the church. The strap of the purse, which was really more of a cross-body bag, had been slung around her front to perch on her shoulder. The bag itself had been at her hip. Now, both her shoulder and hip felt quite bereft of any weight, and the ornament-littered parking lot offered no eye-witness statement.


  Emma closed her eyes briefly and mentally pictured the police station, as if on a map of Crossroads. It was only a few blocks from the church. Even if Emma needed to walk slowly, it should only take about fifteen minutes.


  She swallowed with difficulty, wincing at the pain in her head. Then, feeling that she had no other option, she put one foot in front of the other and started walking toward the police station. She stopped several times, waiting for the pain and nausea to subside enough to continue walking.


  What bothered her most was the shaking. Emma didn’t feel cold. In fact, with the waves of nausea breaking over her, she felt warm to the point that perspiration formed a sheen on her forehead, and yet she couldn’t make her hands stop shaking. It was the strangest sensation and one that Emma didn’t like at all. Not being able to still the tremors made her feel helpless and out of control.


  Once, the wave of heat and nausea came with such dizziness that Emma stopped and folded herself down to the sidewalk before she collapsed. She sat cross-legged on the cement and sat on her hands, trying to get the vibrations to stop. She took deep breaths and focused, reciting all the names of the eighty-eight constellations. She didn’t get past fifteen before conceding that it wasn’t working. She still felt the shaking course through her blood like a rapid, steady drumbeat.


  Emma knew exactly what was happening, and it was frustratingly familiar. In fact, she’d been its victim for as long as she remembered. This was her body’s reaction to adrenaline, and it happened every time. Whether Emma encountered real or imagined anxiety, she always reacted the same way. After something sent adrenaline catapulting through her veins, the side effects of that adrenaline doggedly chased her. She’d start shaking, but instead of it being an immediate reaction, the side effects always seemed on delay.


  For someone who thrived on organization and careful control of the world around her, the shaking that followed intense emotion often proved her undoing. And this attack was undoubtedly one of the worst to overtake her as an adult. Though Emma recognized her current reaction, its severity caught her off-guard. These weren’t the slight trembling of a delicate leaf in a gentle breeze. Instead, she felt a severe storm violently jerking every cell in her body.


  Feeling panic rise at her inability to control her response, even with coping techniques, Emma frantically searched for something to calm her senses and let everything recede into the background. Despite the pain and overwhelming attack of adrenaline, she fought with every cell in her body to tightly grip that last thread of control.


  With her eyes closed, she rocked back and forth, at some point realizing that the high pitched, steady humming sound belonged to her. Abandoning all of the carefully learned and categorized coping mechanisms, she reverted to the method she’d used as a child to soothe her ragged nerves and block out the world.


  And it worked.


  Gradually, the cold of the cement seeped through her jeans, and the breeze ushering in a dropping temperature penetrated her coat. However, they were gentle sensations and not an overpowering attack. The violence of Emma’s tremors relaxed into the chattering shivers of cold, and the ripples of anxiety reached the edges of a serene pond.


  Emma blinked open her eyes. Mildly surprised to find the world waiting as she left it, she took a few seconds to reacclimate, her mind exhausting itself with attempting to retrieve memories of who she was and how she came to be sitting cross-legged on a sidewalk.


  Recalling her mission to report her car stolen at the police station, Emma stood. The world swayed and righted itself. Emma didn’t wait to diagnose any further symptoms but stepped forward, her footsteps pattering quickly down the sidewalk, eager to make it to the station before any further nausea or vertigo caught up with her.


  With relief, she soon saw the lights of the station shining like beacons from the right side of the city hall building. She pulled open the front door and stopped still.


  Numerous people crowded between her and the front desk. At the sight of the people, Emma realized she shouldn’t even be here. Neither should anyone else. Though Crossroads police provided 24-hour service, the department front desk usually kept regular business hours. Emma’s only thought had been to get here, but she now realized the door she’d just walked through should be locked. Instead, it swung open, easily revealing a roomful of people, only a few of whom wore police uniforms.


  The edges of her vision lost color and turned shadowy, and Emma felt that she might pass out if she stood in the crowd a minute longer. Forcing herself to step forward, she made her way to the front desk. If there was an actual line, Emma couldn’t figure out where it started and where it ended, and she felt too ill to summon up any lessons on how to handle such a situation.


  She was careful not to actually touch anyone as she zigzagged through the crowd until she reached the front.


  “My car was stolen,” she announced bluntly to the officer at the desk. Her voice sounded hollow and whispery, and the man beside her kept speaking as if she hadn’t said anything at all.


  “My car was stolen!” This time she said it louder and with enough emphasis to successfully interrupt the man who was speaking.


  Startled, he turned and looked at her, great offense showing in his tense jaw and narrowed eyes.


  “You and everyone else, lady,” the officer responded, not even looking up from the desk. “Get in line. We’ll take your statement when it’s your turn.”


  “Her turn is after mine!” someone behind Emma griped.


  Someone else agreed. “I saw her come through the door. She just arrived and tried to cut. I’ve been here an hour already.”


  “How rude!”


  “Get to the back of the line!”


  “Who does she think she is? Marching up there like she’s the queen of England!”


  “People like you deserve what they get!”


  The comments and glares continued, and Emma flinched with every one of them. She kept her eyes to the ground, stumbling her way back through the angry mob to the door. Still unsure where the line ended, she was now terrified of further angering someone by inadvertently cutting in line. Large, floating spots joined the black edges of her vision. Nausea came barreling down on her, and a loud ringing echoed in her ears.


  Frantic, she swung around to find somewhere to sit. The only chairs were already occupied by people who sent glares her direction just like everyone else. She tripped to the corner of the room, her feet lagging far behind her command to move forward. Her legs gave out right as she reached it. She collapsed to the floor and drew her knees up to lean her head down. That way, she could keep her head turned to the wall and not need to feel and see the faces twisted into contortions of anger because of her.


  She closed her eyes, trying to lower the volume of every sensation assaulting her body. She even put her hands over her ears and hummed softly, but she could never retreat to being alone. Nausea, pain, and dizziness hounded her relentlessly, and she felt the presence of the other people in the room as if they were annoying flies endlessly buzzing and landing on her.


  Desperate to not slip into the horrible place where she lost control, she hummed louder, trying to focus on that one comforting sound rather than the hundred other sensations crowding her senses. Then she started rocking back and forth, soothing her nerves as a mother would calm a baby with the movement of a rocking chair.


  Gradually, minutes passed, and the intensity of everything lessened. Emma’s breathing regulated, sounds quieted, and control slipped back into her grasp. She stopped humming, and her rocking slowed. She was just about to brave opening her eyes to the harsh fluorescent light of the station when a deep voice abruptly interrupted her calm.


  “Can I help you?”


  Emma lifted her head and blinked her eyes open at a very tall, muscular man standing before her. Disoriented, she had no idea how much time passed since she sat down.


  “I-I’m waiting my turn,” she stuttered in a voice barely above a whisper.


  The man turned and gestured to the now-empty room. “I believe it is your turn. At least, you’re the only one left.”


  Surprised, Emma couldn’t quite figure out how to respond. The people who packed the room earlier were now missing.


  “I need to speak with the officer,” Emma said, searching the room for the uniformed officer who was also currently missing.


  “Officer Kirk headed to the back to finish up. I was locking the front door when I saw you here in the corner. Nobody realized anyone was still left.”


  “The officer said I needed to wait to make a statement, but now he left and I can’t.” Emma still couldn’t quite comprehend what had happened. All she knew was that the officer was gone, making her too late.


  “Come up here to the desk, and I’ll help you with that report,” the man said, walking back over to the desk.


  Emma stared at his departing back. She still hadn’t made it to her feet. Who was this man? She didn’t remember seeing him in the room before, and she felt pretty sure she would have. He was big and intimidating, and she didn’t want to talk to him at all.


  “But I need a police officer,” Emma insisted.


  He stopped and turned to look at her. Emma didn’t know what the look on his face meant, but she didn’t like it.


  “What kind of drugs did you take, miss?” he asked roughly.


  Emma shook her head. “I don’t understand. I didn’t take anything.”


  “I am a police officer,” he gritted out. “I think the uniform would be your first clue. I’m Chief Jacobs.”


  Emma swallowed, her throat dry. He was right. The man quite obviously wore a uniform complete with a belt holding a gun holstered to his hip. She didn’t know how old or how ugly a police chief was supposed to be, but this man seemed too young and too handsome for the job, which only added to her confusion.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, putting her head back into her hands and leaning them once again against her knees. “My head just hurts so bad I can’t think.”


  Chief Jacobs strode back and stood directly in front of her. Emma opened her eyes to see his hands placed on his hips and his lips twisted in clear irritation and impatience. The whole picture made her anxiety shoot up, and her thoughts become even more muddled.


  “Look, if you tell me what you took, I can get you some help,” his deep voice growled. “If I don’t know what you’re on, there’s nothing I can do.”


  “I don’t take drugs!” Emma insisted. She could hear the anxiety rising in her own voice, but it was worse inside. If she didn’t get out of here quickly, then it would overtake her. She needed to get away before that happened and Chief Jacobs witnessed her complete meltdown.


  She lurched to her feet with the world spinning as if attached to a carnival tilt-a-whirl. “Let me go home. I don’t need to report my car stolen.” Emma reached up to the aching knot on her head, wishing a simple touch could make it go away. “Ice. Where is the ice? Mom always gave me ice when my head got a bump. I need ice.”


  Chief Jacobs’ hand closed around hers. “Bump?”


  She couldn’t breathe, moaning as his fingers gently probed her head. The pain intensified, and her legs lost their strength. She felt herself falling. Then strong arms came around her, supporting her full weight before it met the floor.


  “Kirk, get in here!” Chief Jacobs yelled, his voice so close to her ear that it sent pain slicing through her already aching head.


  Emma heard the scrambling of feet.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Did this woman come in to report a stolen car?” Jacobs asked, still supporting her in his arms.


  Emma frantically tried to get her footing but to no avail. Her legs seemed devoid of any muscles at all. If Jacobs let go, she would crumple to the floor as if trying to stand on two fully-cooked spaghetti noodles, and yet she would rather lie on the floor in a heap instead of feel the sensations created by the strong, muscular arms wrapped securely around her.


  “Sure. I mean, she looks familiar,” Officer Kirk answered vaguely. “I think she came in saying her car was stolen. But so did everyone else. I think she was the one who tried to cut to the front of the line, but I told her to wait her turn. After you arrived to help out, I didn’t see her, and I figured she just gave up and would come back tomorrow. Wow, she’s still here? I thought we’d made it through everyone.”


  “You sent her to the back of the line?” Jacobs asked through clenched teeth.


  Emma felt the arms around her tighten, and she pushed, feeling the driving need to get away. He was too close. If he let her go, she could crawl to the door and get some fresh air.


  “Absolutely.” He nodded firmly and puffed out his chest as if proud to be giving an exemplary report that he followed the rules. “Nobody was happy about her cutting in line, and I wasn’t about to break with procedure.”


  At her struggles, Jacobs let her go only to grab her again when she promptly began to melt into the floor. This time, he maneuvered to hold her at her back, still carrying her full weight but making any struggles less effective.


  “Kirk, this woman has a head injury!” Jacobs growled, tightening his grip on her even more. “She needs medical attention!”


  Emma pushed at the arms encircling her, but the chief didn’t even seem to notice her efforts to be freed. He just readjusted his grip more securely as if to prevent her from sliding out the bottom of his embrace.


  She looked to the other officer, but Kirk shook his head in confusion and reached up with his finger to loosen a collar that suddenly appeared too tight “She said her car was stolen.”


  “Please, just let me go,” Emma mumbled, pushing her elbows back against Jacobs’ chest.


  Instead of being released, Emma felt her tiptoes leave the floor. Chief Jacobs lifted her into his arms and carried her over to a chair as if she weighed no more than a rag doll. He set her gently on the seat and knelt before her.


  “Miss, I need to know what happened so I know if you need to go to the hospital,” he said, trying to hold her gaze.


  Emma couldn’t look at him. She shook her head and moaned. “No hospital. I’m fine. I’ve just felt a little sick since I woke up.”


  “Woke up? You mean you lost consciousness?”


  Why couldn’t the questions stop? Her head hurt so bad she didn’t understand what he wanted. “No, I lost my car. Well, I didn’t lose it. It was there when the three guys in masks came up to me. And it wasn’t there when I woke up with this bump on my head. I think they must have taken it. I don’t think I’m the one who lost it at all.”


  Kirk groaned. “I’m sorry, Chief.”


  “Sorry isn’t quite going to cut it, Kirk. This woman was assaulted, and you didn’t take the time to hear what she needed before you sent her to the back of the line.” Jacobs took a flashlight out and shined it in Emma’s eyes. She turned away, but he lifted her chin back up, this time holding it in position as he fluttered the light beam back and forth along the edges of her vision.


  “She quite obviously has a concussion and needs to go to the hospital,” Jacobs announced crisply.


  “Should I call an ambulance, sir?” Kirk asked, wringing his hands.


  “No, I think you’ve done enough here. I’ll take her in myself. You’d better hope her injuries aren’t serious or you might be looking at some serious consequences.”


  “I’m really sorry, sir. I didn’t know.”


  Officer Kirk’s voice sounded like a whine, reminding Emma of the sound her dog made when he got in trouble for messing with one of her ornaments.


  “But you should have!” Chief Jacob’s voice sounded almost like a hiss. “It’s your job to evaluate those who come in and take them in order of most urgent need. You probably didn’t even look up at her from your paper when she spoke, did you? When I asked, you weren’t even sure it was the same woman who tried to get help at the front of the line. Get out of here, Kirk. Go home. I’ll let you know later if you’ll be spending much time there.”


  Jacobs turned to Emma. “I’ll carry you to the car.”


  Alarm raced through Emma. “No. Please don’t touch me. I don’t like to be touched.”


  The tension in Jacobs’ jaw relaxed, and a soft glow replaced some of the angry darkness in his eyes. “I need to get you to the car, miss, and you don’t seem to be able to walk there by yourself. How about you try to walk, and I’ll just put an arm around your shoulders to support you? But if you start to fall, I’ll need to pick you up and carry you. I’ll be careful and quick, and I won’t hurt you.”


  Emma nodded. “Okay,” she said meekly, appreciating that the chief was trying to accommodate her.


  Chief Jacobs came around her back and steadied her as she stood.


  “I really don’t need to report my car stolen, now that I think about it.” Her thoughts felt muddy, but it seemed necessary to fill the silence and distract herself from the chief’s proximity. “I never liked that car anyway. It was too red. I hope you don’t drive a red car. I’m not sure I can go in it if you do. You’re taking me home now, right?”


  She didn’t quite make it back to the door before the world turned upside down. She still tried to speak, but her words made no sense even to her. She felt herself falling only to be swung up and into Jacobs’ arms.


  Emma didn’t protest. In fact, as soon as her cheek cradled against his chest, all words left her. Emma braced for the overwhelming anxiety of all her nerves firing with the sensations of being held. Strangely, instead, she felt a warm, safe comfort that she could only compare to a heavy blanket wrapped securely around her. It still felt overwhelming, but in a good way that soothed the pain and fear.


  True to his word, Chief Jacobs very quickly deposited her into the front seat of a police car, releasing Emma back into the reality of masked men who attacked her, a stolen red car, and a frightening hospital hanging like a storm on the horizon. Pain and unshakable confusion closed in again, making her long for the warm, heavy blanket of Chief Jacob’s arms to wrap around her once more.
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  “How is she?”


  Even though her eyes remained closed, Emma recognized the voice as that of Chief Jacobs.


  “I’m not sure I should answer that question to you,” a woman’s voice responded crisply.


  “Why?” Jacobs shot back. “If you’re worried about privacy, she already gave consent when I brought her here. Besides, she was assaulted. I’m going to need the details of her injury anyway. If you have another reason for not answering my questions about a victim’s well-being and injuries, then it must be personal.”


  “Fine,” the other voice said, her tone still short. “She has a concussion, which I’m sure you already know. All scans came back fine, however. She will need to be monitored, but hopefully, she’ll recover and with no lasting damage.”


  “Will she be admitted overnight?” Jacobs asked.


  “No,” the woman answered more slowly, a strange tone to her voice. “She will be released.”


  “You sound worried,” Jacobs said, identifying the different sound to her words. “You don’t think she should be released?”


  “No, it isn’t that,” the nurse assured. “She just needs to be monitored. Emma lives with her parents, but they are out of town for the holiday. We called and notified them that Emma was here, but they can’t get back to town until tomorrow. I don’t suppose you know someone who could stay with her?”


  “Doesn’t she have any friends? Anyone from a church?” Jacobs suggested.


  “I’ve tried,” the nurse said, the same worry still in her voice. “Most everyone is out of town.”


  “Then she’ll need to stay here,” Jacobs stated firmly as if the answer was obvious. “She can’t drive or be sent home without care.”


  The woman sighed. “She can’t stay here. You know this is a small hospital with limited beds for admitting patients. We mostly do triage and transport more serious patients to Brighton Falls. We have no room, and Brighton Falls won’t admit her without a medical reason.”


  “I’ll see if I can think of anyone,” Jacobs said reluctantly. “How long before she leaves? I need to get a statement before she is released. We handle an assault case differently than car theft. I need some information to get started right away.”


  “She can leave whenever she wakes,” the woman answered. “We gave her some pain medication and something to relax her since she was so agitated. It seems to have knocked her out, but probably not for long.”


  The nurse was wrong. The medication hadn’t knocked Emma out but had put her in a sort of twilight state, as if between sleep and awake. She felt numb but could hear what was going on around her. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sensation for Emma in that she was accustomed to listening and not participating in a conversation. In fact, that was most comfortable for her, though her older brother had historically accused her of being an expert eavesdropper with the ability to spy on conversations without anyone knowing she was there.


  Remember her brother’s reaction to her listening habit, Emma tried to stir and open her eyes. She didn’t want the chief or the nurse to think bad of her for overhearing something she shouldn’t. Try as she could, however, the only body part she could actually move was her right foot, which wasn’t enough for either person to notice.


  The nurse’s voice was softer now as she spoke again. “Leo, I know you need to question Emma, but go easy on her please.”


  “Do you really think I’m that horrible of a person, Angie? I know things didn’t go well when we were dating, but I know how to do my job. Talking to a victim isn’t new to me.”


  “I’m not talking about our history, and I’m not talking about your job, Leo,” tightness threaded Angie’s voice. “I’m talking about Emma. She’s different. She’s special. It’s not my place to tell you about her, but I will tell you that if you are the blunt, forceful, angry Leo Jacobs that I know, you will frighten the girl, get no information out of her, and be completely clueless about the wonderful person you just destroyed.”


  Emma suddenly realized the nurse must be the Angie she knew from church. That would explain why she seemed so familiar with Emma. Angie attended the same Sunday school class and even dated her brother a few years back. She had always been kind and friendly to Emma, though Emma didn’t quite know if that qualified her for to be labeled a “friend” or not.


  “I know how to talk to a victim,” Leo grumbled again.


  “This victim has a name,” Angie insisted. “Trust me, you have no clue how to talk to Emma Sheldon.”


  “So, what would you have me do?” Leo bit back with a slight snarl.


  “Simple. Don’t act like Police Chief Leo Jacobs.”


  Emma managed a groan, finally catching the attention of the other two. She forced open her eyes, blinking in the bright fluorescent lighting as Angie rushed over


  “Hi, Emma, how are you feeling?”


  “I’m better,” Emma said simply, struggling to sit up against her pillow.


  “Tell me what that means, Emma,” Angie persisted. “Where do you hurt?”


  “My head hurts, but not as bad. I don’t feel so nauseated.” Emma stopped, looking at the clock and trying to figure out where all the time had gone. That clock read 10:00. Emma shook her head and mumbled, “I still can’t think very well.”


  Angie nodded. “We gave you medicine for the pain and nausea, but I don’t have anything to help with the brain fog. You have a concussion, so that will probably take some time to get better.”


  “Can I ask you a few questions, Miss Sheldon?” Chief Jacobs wasted no time in asking.


  Emma saw the narrow-eyed look Angie sent the chief’s direction.


  Emma nodded. “Yes, I can try to answer, but the details might be fuzzy.”


  “What is today’s date?” Jacobs asked crisply.


  Emma blinked. “I’m not quite sure. It’s after Thanksgiving. Is it Saturday?”


  Jacobs made a mark on his little pad of paper.


  “Where are you right now?” he fired off again.


  Emma looked down as if making sure of her surroundings before giving an answer. “I’m in a bed.”


  Jacob’s made another mark.


  “But where are you?” he persisted.


  “Leo Jacobs, what in the world are you doing?” Angie hissed.


  Leo waved his phone as if holding up evidence. “I’m making sure she’s coherent before I ask about the crime. The doctor said we’d need to ask her questions when she was awake to test her faculties. I found a list of questions on the internet to ask people with concussions.”


  Angie rolled her eyes dramatically and turned to Emma. “Emma, can you tell me what year Leonardo da Vinci painted the Mona Lisa?”


  Emma frowned thoughtfully. “Well, he started painting it in 1503. They estimate it took him about four years to finish, which would be 1507, but he kept it for himself for years afterward, so that’s really just a best estimate.”


  Angie nodded. “Can you also tell me which stars make up Orion’s belt?”


  “Alnitak, Alnilam, and Mintaka,” Emma replied swiftly.


  Angie turned to Leo with her eyebrows raised. “Is that coherent enough for you, Chief Jacobs?” she asked sweetly. “You just need to know the right questions to ask.”


  Angie’s pager went off, and she hurried out of the room with one last warning gaze shot to Jacobs.


  With not even a muscle twitching in response to Angie, the chief focused on Emma. “Can you tell me what happened this evening?” he asked simply, resettling the little pad and a pencil in his lap.


  Feeling relieved that she’d made it through his hard questions, Emma answered. “I went to the church to deliver some Christmas ornaments for the ladies to decorate,” Emma explained. “When I was getting the boxes out of the back, three men with black masks came up behind me. They all had guns. One of them told me something, but I don’t know what it was. Then the middle one aimed a gun at me. I remember seeing the person on the left move, and he must have hit me with something. The next thing I knew, I woke up to find some of my ornaments smashed on the ground and my car and boxes gone.”


  “A 1997 Honda Civic Hatchback,” Emma said before rattling off the license plate number as well.


  “You mentioned earlier that it was red. I believe you said that you’d never liked it anyway.” A slight lifting of the corners of his mouth made Emma wonder if something was amusing him.


  “Yes, it’s bright red. No, I’ve never liked it, but it was what I could afford myself.” What she didn’t mention was that her parents had wanted to help her buy something newer, nicer, and less red, but she had refused. She’d wanted to be independent and do it herself.


  “I don’t know why anyone would want to steal such an old car,” she mused aloud. “And it’s not at all subtle or easy to miss. People see me coming from a long way’s off.”


  “Honda Civics are the most stolen vehicle in the country,” Leo said factually. “Your car won’t be red when they are done with it, but I doubt you’ll want the pieces, even if they aren’t red.”


  “You mean they’ll chop it up at a shop?” Emma said, trying to use the terms she’d heard once in a movie.


  “They might be doing it as we speak,” Leo said, keeping his focus on his little pad and continuing to make notes. “Crews like this move fast. Since yours wasn’t the only car stolen in the area, we know that we’re dealing with a group of professionals who already had a system ready and waiting.”


  “Is that why so many people were in the station this evening?” Emma remembered the crowd with a shudder. “All of their cars had been stolen?”


  “Yes. Every once in a while, we have this happen. It’s probably a crew going through the area, taking what they can before moving on. It’s never locals. Just a group of thieves burning a trail through and stealing things, in this case, cars, before going to the next target on their route. Because of that, they are very difficult to identify and locate, unless we have a good description. In this case, you are our eyewitness. Do you know what the three men looked like?”


  Emma immediately shook her head, the movement causing her to wince with pain. “No. It all happened so fast. They were wearing black and had masks. It was getting dark, and the church parking lot isn’t lit well. Did anyone else describe them?”


  Chief Jacobs pursed his lips.


  That means he’s not happy with me, Emma silently interpreted.


  “Nobody else saw them,” Jacobs said, tapping his pen on his pad in the gesture that clearly communicated impatience. “Their cars were all stolen while they weren’t present. You were the only one hurt. The fact that they assaulted you indicates that their crimes are escalating. We need to find out who they are and stop them. Their next victim may be across the country, but he or she may not get away with just a concussion.”


  Emma looked down and wished she could go hide somewhere that Chief Jacobs couldn’t look at her with his searching brown eyes and ask her important questions that she couldn’t answer. “I wish I could be more help.”


  Jacobs sighed loudly. “Did you see another vehicle or anything that could help us identify them.”


  “No, I’m sorry,” she whispered, feeling like she was taking a test and failing. “Everything is still a little fuzzy.”


  “What did you do after you woke up?” he asked abruptly.


  Emma blinked, thrown off by the change of subject and not understanding why he asked a question he so obviously already knew the answer to. “I walked to the police station to report my car stolen.”


  “You didn’t have your phone?” he asked, writing something down on his pad.


  Emma paused, taking a few seconds to remember and respond. “No, my phone was in my purse, and both were gone.”


  Emma’s answers came slowly, with Jacobs at the ready to shoot back another question before Emma finished answering the previous one.


  “You said you were delivering ornaments to the church,” he said, his words quick and brusque. “Why did you walk to the station? If you were there delivering the ornaments to someone at the church, why didn’t you simply go inside and ask them to help?”


  “The ornaments I was supposed to deliver were shattered or stolen,” Emma explained, feeling extremely confused as to why he was asking this. “Why would I go inside the church when I didn’t have the ornaments to deliver?”


  Leo was quiet as he stared at her. He seemed to be studying her, and Emma got a strange feeling that he really wanted to read her mind, which made no sense at all. She’d just explained everything to him. What more was there to understand?


  His normally quick words suddenly slowed way down, as if the thought formed right as it left his lips. “So, you went to the church to complete the task of delivering the ornaments, but since you could no longer complete that specific task, you didn’t go into the church?”


  “Of course,” Emma replied easily, feeling both relieved that he understood and still slightly bothered. Wasn’t that the right thing to do?


  “But they could have helped you,” Jacobs protested. “You didn’t need to walk to the station. If you went into the church, they could have called the police.”


  Emma shook her head. “The ladies were there to decorate. I didn’t have the ornaments. Why would I bother them without that which I agreed to bring? The station isn’t a far walk from the church. When I get home, I can try to collect some other ornaments for the church and make a different delivery, if it isn’t too late.”


  “But…”


  Emma waited for him to finish speaking, but instead, he just shook his head.


  Clearing his throat, he switched subjects again. “I am told that your parents are out of town. The hospital contacted them, but they won’t arrive home until tomorrow. Is there someone else who can stay with you tonight while you recover?”


  “I’ll be fine,” Emma assured. “I’ll have Orion with me.”


  “Orion?”


  “Yes, he’s my dog.” Emma looked anxiously at the clock on the wall. The minute hand stood at attention well after 10:00 now. She still didn’t know how it got to be that late? “I need to hurry home. I didn’t expect to be gone this long.”


  “Is Orion trained in how to care for concussions?” Jacobs asked.


  Emma looked at him, recognizing there was something different in the way he’d asked that question, but she didn’t quite understand what it was. “Do they have that type of training for dogs? Orion has been to obedience training and also trained as a therapy dog, but maybe I should look into concussion training.”


  A short laugh burst out from Jacobs’ mouth.


  Emma startled. Was Chief Jacobs laughing at her?


  Sparkles danced in his eyes and his teeth flashed white in a strong, tanned jawline. It was so different from his usual serious and sober look, Emma might have enjoyed it if she didn’t suspect the merriment was at her expense.


  “That question wasn’t a serious one, Miss Sheldon. I was attempting to point out that you need a human to care for you overnight, not a dog.” With his mouth still turning up at the corners, Chief Jacobs asked, “Is this how you normally are, Miss Sheldon, or is it just the head injury?”


  “I’m sorry, Chief Jacobs. I don’t understand your question.” What did he mean? Was what how she normally was? Though she couldn’t answer his question, his scrutiny made her uncomfortable. Throwing off her blanket, she swung her legs around and off the bed, working to keep dizziness at bay. “Can I go home now?”


  Jacobs stood. “Sure. I’ll tell Angie you’re ready.” Extending his arm, he handed her a card. “If you think of any more details about what happened, give me a call.”


  Emma accepted the card, still perching on the edge of the bed.


  Chief Jacobs turned to leave.


  “Thank you,” Emma called softly.


  Jacobs turned and looked at her.


  “Thank you for helping me,” she explained. “I get confused sometimes, and it’s hard to know what to do. I do the wrong thing and don’t realize I’ve not made the best choice. Things that are obvious to others are not always obvious to me. I thank God that He sent you tonight. I was lost, and you knew just what to do. Thank you.”


  Jacobs nodded, though Emma thought the wrinkles in his forehead made him look a little bothered by her words.


  “You’re welcome,” he said simply before shutting the door behind himself.


  Emma managed to get to her feet and use the restroom. Though she still felt a little dizzy, she was done sitting in a hospital room. Opening the door, she poked her head out and scanned the hall in both directions.


  Seeing no one, she turned left and followed the hall. Her feet were still unsteady, and the horrible, bright lights burnt her eyes and seared into the pain in her head. Even with the treatment and medication, her overwhelming need was to get home. She just needed to find a way to get there.


  She came to an intersection of hallways and stopped. Hearing a deep voice, she tried to pinpoint from which direction it came.


  Emma recognized Chief’s Jacobs’ voice speaking to someone. “Hi, Mike. Angie Lovell mentioned that Emma Sheldon was a friend of yours. She was assaulted tonight, and her car was stolen. She has a concussion and isn’t able to be home alone, but her parents are out of town. Can you stay with her tonight?”


  Emma stepped forward, sure that the chief’s voice was coming from straight ahead, and also sure that she didn’t have any friends named Mike.


  “Really? You’re out of town on business?”


  Emma caught sight of a waiting room on the left. In the far corner sat a snack machine. Couches and chairs occupied the middle.


  The chief’s voice sounded close, but she still couldn’t see him.


  “Okay. What about Brooke Hutchins? I know she’s in town. Her shop is having a big sale tomorrow, right?


  Emma rounded the corner and stepped into the darkened waiting area.


  “Oh, really? I’m sorry to hear that. Okay, we’ll try to figure something else out.


  Chief Jacobs stood with one arm raised and leaning against a brightly lit red soda machine.


  Angie sat at the edge of one of the chairs watching Jacobs and jumped up when she saw Emma. “Emma, you shouldn’t be out of bed!”


  “Can someone please take me home now?” she asked politely. “But I don’t want to go with Mike. I don’t know anyone by that name.”


  Angie bit her lip and turned to Jacobs. “Did you have any luck”?


  Chief Jacob’s lips formed a tight, straight line as he pushed a button to end his call. “No, Kate Camden is out of town on business, and Brooke Hutchins is staying with Lyla Timmons for the night. Lyla is ill, but her daughter won’t arrive until tomorrow. Kate didn’t want Lyla to be alone for the night, so she asked Brooke to stay with her.”


  “But what about Mike?” Emma asked.


  Angie sighed and put her hand to her forehead. “Drat! Kate would have been perfect with her law enforcement history. Plus, I know she and Emma are friends. Brooke is a friend as well. Without those two, I’m at a dead end. I’d stay with her myself, but I have to work graveyard all night.”


  Emma shook her head, not liking that they talked as if she wasn’t in the room. In fact, she hated it. While she preferred to observe and not necessarily participate in social interaction, she liked to be the one to choose. She didn’t like when others ignored her or pretended she wasn’t present, especially when they were talking about things directly relating to her. “No one needs to stay with me,” she stated flatly. “I’m fine. Orion will be with me. I just want to go to bed.”


  “Emma, Mike is Leo’s nickname for Kate Camden,” she explained. Then with a bit of an eye roll, she added, “I’m not sure why he calls her that.”


  “It isn’t my nickname for her,” Leo protested. “It’s what everyone in the police department calls her.”


  Angie sighed and turned back to Emma. “I’m sorry, but I cannot allow you to go home by yourself,” Angie’s voice sounded official, almost like a robot. “You need to take things easy. You shouldn’t even be out of bed right now. I also have some prescriptions that you need to take home and keep track of. With the confusion you’ve experienced, you can’t even trust yourself to do that. Not to mention, you need to have someone with you who can watch for more serious symptoms and call when needed. Although Orion may be the smartest dog I know, I haven’t received a phone call from him lately.”


  Emma’s face crumpled, and she whispered. “Please, just let me go home. It’s too bright and noisy here. I want to go home.”


  “I’ll stay with her.”


  Emma and Angie both startled and looked at Chief Jacobs in surprise.


  Jacobs shrugged. “Give me Mr. and Mrs. Sheldon’s number, and I’ll call to make sure it’s okay with them to crash on their couch. I’ll monitor her medication and watch her for other symptoms tonight. I’ll also feel better if I know she is safe. Though we’ve had at least ten cars reported stolen in the past twenty-four hours, she’s the only person who’s been assaulted. Before sending her to a house alone, I’d prefer to make sure this was random and not a targeted attack.”


  A broad smile spread across Angie’s face. “It’s settled then! You make the call to Emma’s parents while I get her discharge papers and medication ready. Emma, dear, if you insist on not being in the hospital room, could you please at least sit on the couch? I can’t stand to look at your pale face and fear that you’re going to pass out at any second.”


  Emma watched helplessly as the other two turned to their chores without consulting her at all.


  “Chief Jacobs,” Emma began.


  He held a hand up to silence her, awaiting the connection from the numbers he’d just dialed on his cell phone. Soon he was chatting with her parents, and Emma felt a wave of dizziness. She didn’t know if it was more from the concussion or from the knowledge that her parents would eagerly accept Chief Jacobs’ offer to stay the night.


  She tried several more times to interrupt the conversation and voice her objection, but all to no avail. Finally reaching the point of no longer being able to stand, she simply lowered herself to the floor and sat cross-legged right in front of the chief. She couldn’t find enough energy to locate a chair, and she wanted to stay in close enough proximity to voice her displeasure the first chance she got.


  She didn’t know how to politely say that she didn’t want him to come, and as the minutes ticked by, the politeness factor mattered less and less. The thought of him watching over her unnerved her, disrupting all dreams of hiding in the sanctuary of home. Now with her parents on board with the chief and Angie, Emma realized that her objection, no matter how rude, would not be heard.


  Desperation settled in, and she folded her head into her hands.


  Lord, help me! She prayed.


  Her prayers weren’t for help with her pain or symptoms, nor was she requesting her stolen car or ornaments be found. The plea was solely for help in knowing how to handle a certain police chief staying in her home overnight to take care of her. She had no frame of reference to determine how to behave or respond in such an unusual situation. She didn’t have scripts that she’d memorized and rehearsed based on this imagined situation. Instead, she was being thrown into the deep end of the pool, and she didn’t know how to swim.


  On the most basic level, even though she knew the chief’s purpose was entirely professional with the goal of keeping her safe, the reality was that this marked the first time ever she would be bringing a boy home.
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  “If you’ll give me your keys, I’ll unlock the door,” Jacobs said, extending his hand for the keys that fumbled through her nervous fingers.


  Emma knew he was irritated with hearing the jingle of keys for the last thirty seconds while she searched for the right one. Emma noticed that people got annoyed when a task took her longer than they thought it should. In this case, the only light in the shadows of the house shone from the chief’s flashlight directly onto her clumsy fingers. Unfortunately, they simply refused to give an adequate performance and actually grasp anything while under the spotlight.


  Finally locating the silver key with the rounded top, Emma handed it over to Chief Jacobs’ waiting grasp. With his impatience in her key search, Emma decided to take mercy on him and not subject him to waiting while she found the keyhole in the door.


  Jacobs unlocked the door in a mere few seconds and twisted the doorknob. The door opened with a small creak of protest that quickly succumbed to a much louder growl, one that didn’t belong to the door at all.


  Hairs rose at the back of Emma’s neck.


  With a cry of alarm, she quickly ducked under Jacobs’ arm, pushing past him to get into the house.


  “Orion, it’s me!” she burst out, putting herself in front of the chief to face the shadowy figure. “It’s okay. It’s me. Chief Jacobs is a friend.”


  A soft whine of recognition met her words. Reaching out her hand, she flipped the switch near the door jam, and the front entryway immediately flooded with light.


  Emma bent to meet the large ball of red fur that leaped into her arms with a much happier whine. “Here boy, let’s get you outside.”


  Emma hurried through the house to the sliding door in the back near the kitchen. She flipped the light to illuminate the backyard and let Orion out.


  “He was happy to see you,” Jacobs observed following her.


  “Yes,” she agreed. “I’m sorry he growled at you. He didn’t realize I was behind you.”


  “Or maybe he did and thought you needed rescuing,” Jacobs countered with a slight tilting at the corners of his mouth. “I wouldn’t think much of him if he hadn’t growled at me. That reaction earned him points in my book.”


  Emma smiled in relief and opened the door to let an eager Orion bound back into the house. “Orion, this is Chief Jacobs. He’s a friend and will be staying with us tonight.”


  Jacobs bent slowly and extended his hand for the dog to smell. After a few cursory sniffs, Orion planted a slobbering lick from the tip of Jacob’s finger to the back of his palm.


  Jacobs laughed and reached out to scratch behind Orion’s ears. Loving the attention way too much, Orion rolled onto his back so the chief could scratch his belly as well.


  “Ha! You’re begging for the full treatment now, aren’t you, Orion?” Giving into the request, Jacobs gave the dog a good belly scratch.


  “What kind of dog is he?” Jacobs asked, turning to Emma. “I’m usually fairly good with dog breeds, but Orion has me a bit baffled.


  “Orion is a Rhodesian Ridgeback,” Emma supplied.


  “Well, that explains the ridge of fur that grows the wrong direction on his back, but I don’t know that I’ve seen one exactly like him before.”


  “That’s because the combination of the red coat and brown nose and eyes is not as common,” she explained. “Most red Rhodesian Ridgebacks have a black nose and dark eyes. Orion’s nose is brown and eyes are amber.”


  “That explains it.” Giving Orion a final pat, Jacobs stood. “I think you’ve got a special dog there, Miss Sheldon. He seems to be special in more ways than just his appearance.”


  The chief’s words pleased Emma, and a thrill of pleasure shot through her at the knowledge that her dog and Jacobs so easily accepted each other with such fondness.


  Emma’s attachment to Orion was based on more than just a pet/owner relationship. Years ago, Emma’s parents had suggested they get a sort of therapy dog with the thought that he could enter Emma’s world more easily than a person and also provide her help socially. They allowed Emma to choose the kind of dog she desired for her companion, and Emma chose Orion from a picture after doing research. When she saw the brown-nosed, amber-eyed puppy, she knew he was a special combination, and she felt an immediate connection. Emma identified with Orion. To her, they were the same—a special combination of characteristics in an otherwise normal population.


  Because of that connection, Chief Jacobs’ acceptance of Orion translated in her heart to acceptance of her in all her specialness. Though in her head she knew that was silly, she felt helpless to stop the soft flush of pleasure that filled her face at the chief’s words.


  Thankfully oblivious to her reaction, Jacobs’ tone lost its warmth and turned quite professional. “Miss Sheldon, you must be tired. Let’s give you your medication, and you can go to bed.”


  “Chief Jacobs, could you please call me Emma?” she asked before she talked herself out if it. That terribly formal Miss Sheldon had chased away his lovely warm tone and attitude, and Emma wished it to return. “I don’t get called Miss Sheldon very often. It feels like a shoe that doesn’t fit. I’m just Emma.”


  A soft smile curved his mouth, and he glanced up at her from where he fumbled in a white paper sack for small bottles of medication. “I like that. ‘A shoe that doesn’t fit.’ That’s a good way of describing it.”


  Turning back to the task of spreading the medications and instructions on the counter, he continued. “Ok, I’ll call you Emma. But that means you’ll have to call me Leo. I’d rather not be ‘Chief Jacobs’ 24 hours a day anyway. Everyone should take off their ill-fitting shoes sometime.”


  Feeling slightly lightheaded again, Emma settled herself on a barstool with Orion curled on the floor at her feet. “Leo is your first name? Is that short for Leonardo? Are you named after Leonardo da Vinci?”


  He smiled in amusement and handed her two pills and a full glass of water. “Nope. Not Leonardo. Just Leo.”


  Leo. Like the constellation. Emma liked that better anyway.


  However, she didn’t know if she could actually manage to call him that. “Leo” seemed too simple and casual. “Leo Jacobs” was big and important. A force.


  She, on the other hand, was just plain Emma and trying to be “Miss Sheldon” would feel quite uncomfortable.


  “Emma, can I ask you a question?”


  Despite her reservations about using his first name, her name on his lips sounded just right.


  “Yes,” she answered, thinking it strange. He’d never hesitated with asking any questions of her earlier, so why now?


  “There’s something that’s bothering me, but it might be too personal.” Without waiting for her permission a second time, he pushed forward. “Why are you here? Why aren’t you with your parents? Did you spend Thanksgiving alone?”


  Emma blinked, surprised. She usually assumed that everyone already knew the details of her life. At least, most people seemed to, or maybe they just didn’t bother to ask. Of course, Emma’s world was pretty small. Most people she interacted with attended church with her family or were friends of her parents. Emma’s list of friends consisted of only a few names of those who made an effort to be her friend, rather than the other way around. Leo fit none of those categories, and before tonight, she didn’t recall knowing anything about him beyond what she occasionally read in the local newspaper. She didn’t often encounter someone who cared enough to ask personal questions beyond what they already knew.


  “Oh, no,” Emma replied. “My parents were home for Thanksgiving. We had Thanksgiving dinner here and invited another family from church. The family was a single mom and her children who didn’t have the means for a big meal, so we got to treat them to dinner. Then Mom and Dad took a flight from Brighton Falls early this morning to go to my brother’s house to visit. They will be back in a week.”


  “Why didn’t you go with your parents?” Leo asked, opening the refrigerator and rummaging around.


  As if she suddenly felt her mother’s presence in the room, Emma hurried over to the refrigerator with the realization that she wasn’t fulfilling the duty of hostess in her mother’s stead. “Oh, I’m sorry! What would you like to eat? Mom left a bunch of leftovers in there. Do you want a turkey sandwich? Maybe a piece of pumpkin pie?”


  “Emma, it’s fine,” Leo said, pointing for her to return to the counter. “Sit down and take those pills you’ve been looking at the past five minutes. I’m not a guest you need to wait on. I can find something to eat and get you something as well. I somehow doubt you’ve eaten dinner either. What would you like?”


  Emma looked at the pills in her hand. Her mom was such a good hostess, Emma could picture her getting out of bed in order to serve someone who came to their house. Emma lacked the social skills her mom possessed, but she still didn’t like the idea of others waiting on her and doing the things she could do herself.


  “Emma?” Leo said, calling for her attention. “Take the pills. Your pain and nausea medication will wear off any time now. We need to keep them on schedule, and you need to eat something with them. What do you want?”


  “I made the apple pie,” she said, by way of an answer.


  “Great! I love apple pie!” Leo said enthusiastically, immediately beginning an in-depth search in the refrigerator. “Do you have ice cream? I’ll have some of that with you and follow it up with a turkey sandwich.”


  Leo cut two large pieces of pie and warmed them in the microwave. Then he topped each of them with a generous serving of vanilla ice cream and slid one of the plates in front of her. Emma’s reluctance quickly dissolved with Leo’s thoughtful treatment, and she appreciated that he didn’t even mention the fact that pie and ice cream didn’t count as the healthiest of dinners. Emma’s mother could not have let it slide without such a comment, followed by a turkey sandwich and a side of carrots soon making a not-so-subtle appearance in front of her.


  Instead, Leo pulled up a stool beside her and dug into his own piece as if pie and ice cream for dinner counted as the best idea ever.


  Orion stood up and wagged his tail hopefully, looking from Emma to Leo and back again, as if trying to decide who was the easier target from which to beg a sample.


  Wordlessly, Emma shook her head and pointed to the dog food and water positioned by the back door. Head down, Orion silently moseyed over, but he clearly felt dog food a pitiful substitute for apple pie.


  Fingering the pills in her hand, she finally addressed the unpleasant task of swallowing them, quickly followed by the far more pleasant task of pushing the pills down with spoonfuls of warm apples, cinnamon, flaky crust, and sweet cream. Nothing else had sounded palatable, and the pie tasted heavenly.


  “You make a delicious pie,” Leo concluded in between bites.


  “Thank you,” Emma said, appreciating the compliment. “Dessert is usually my assignment for any holiday dinner. The pumpkin pie is good, too.”


  “Maybe I’ll eat a piece of that for dessert,” he said in all seriousness.


  Emma’s first impression of Leo was that he was a surly sort of fellow, but the past few minutes made her think that assumption unfair. Instead, it seemed possible that he really was a nice guy with a good sense of humor.


  “I didn’t go to visit my brother with my parents because I had work to do,” Emma said, finally answering the question he’d asked before the distraction of pie. “This is my busiest time of the year. They usually take a trip around this time, and I always stay home to work. Then again, I usually stay home for their other trips, too. They travel a lot.”


  She paused, trying to think how best to express what she wanted to say. How could she explain her life? Most twenty-eight-year-old women didn’t live with their parents. She had been on the receiving end of enough comments to figure out the obvious assumption that if a woman her age did live with her parent, there must be something wrong with her.


  With the choice being blunt or saying nothing, Emma chose the first option. “I don’t live with my parents because I need to,” she explained firmly. “It’s a choice. Years ago, I was planning to move out, and they asked me to stay. Both my parents were retiring, and they wanted to travel. Since they didn’t want to leave the house empty, it made sense for me to stay. We turned one of the upstairs rooms into a studio for me to do my business, and I also have the run of dad’s shop in the garage. The arrangement has worked well, and it comforts my parents, in multiple ways, to have me home. We got Orion so I wouldn’t be alone, and it’s just the two of us quite often.”


  Finishing his own snack, Orion ambled back as if on cue, making himself comfortable once more at Emma’s feet.


  Leo nodded. “That makes sense, but you really don’t need to explain yourself to me. Lots of people live with their parents, and for much worse reasons than yours. I guess your parents probably baby you more than you would like, which makes you rather defensive from the start.”


  Emma’s eyes narrowed. Emma had attended enough therapy sessions to recognize the rhetoric, and she didn’t like it. “I’m not sure I like you psychoanalyzing me, Chief Jacobs. I was just attempting to make conversation, which I’m admittedly not too accomplished at.”


  “As was I. And It’s Leo.”


  Emma scowled, watching silently as Leo assembled and ate a turkey sandwich.


  “I didn’t mean to offend you,” he finally said after slipping the last bite into his mouth. “Your parents seemed quite concerned when I spoke with them. I think they will try to get home as quickly as possible, which you probably feel is unnecessary.”


  Emma sighed and reluctantly acknowledged, “You’re right. About nearly everything. My parents are overly-protective of me. Though I love them and enjoy their company, I also enjoy the independence I have when they are gone. I hope they don’t cut their time at my brother’s house short. I’m fine.”


  Despite her declaration, pain and exhaustion hounded her. Though the medication hadn’t halted the headache, she was beginning to feel a little groggy and knew she should go to bed before making a fool of herself about more than accusing Leo of psychoanalyzing her.


  Leo washed down his sandwich with a tall glass of water and cleaned up the kitchen.


  “I’m going to bed,” Emma announced, standing to her feet. Orion stood up with her, brushing up against her leg protectively. She swayed, feeling the world shift as she tried to gain her bearings.


  Orion whined, and Leo immediately appeared at her side. “Take it easy, Emma. Why don’t you let me help you?”


  “I’m fine,” Emma repeated, realizing that seemed to be her mantra.


  Despite her words, Leo put an arm around her shoulders and guided her into the living room.


  “We have a spare bedroom if you’d rather sleep in there than on the couch,” she said, shrugging out of the supportive arm as soon as they approached the couch.


  “No, I’d rather take the couch.” Leo yawned wearily and reached his arms out high in a stretch. Apparently finding his uniform shirt too confining, he unbuttoned it and tossed it on the couch, leaving him clad in a thin, white undershirt.


  Emma gulped, noticing that the thick muscles in his arms and upper torso, while being quite effectively hidden beneath his uniform shirt, now clearly defined themselves through the papery white undershirt.


  “Could you please leave now?” she asked abruptly.


  Emma was unaccustomed to noticing a man’s physical attractiveness. Rather, she didn’t know how to react when she noticed. Historically, if ever she found a man handsome or attractive, she purposely looked the other way. An attractive man was forbidden candy. Why look when such a man would never feel the same way about her, especially with her challenges?


  Leo sighed, and Emma read the impatience in both the glance he sent her way and the clipped tone of his words. “Look, I’m sorry if what I said made you feel like I was psychoanalyzing you. But I’m not leaving.”


  “It’s not that. It’s just…” Emma struggled to find the words to explain her mess of emotions. “I would be a lot more comfortable if you left. Neither my parents or Angie need to know that you weren’t here, and I’m sure you would sleep much better in your own bed.”


  Leo shook his head, looking at her sternly. “This isn’t about comfort, Emma. It’s about safety. I cleared it with your parents. You talked to them yourself. What if this evening’s assault wasn’t random? What if those three men know you and followed you to the church? What if they targeted you for some reason and didn’t intend for you to wake up from that hit to the head.”


  Chills raced down Emma’s neck. What he said didn’t make any sense. Emma didn’t have enemies. She didn’t really have friends either, so the chance that she had encountered someone long enough for them to be angry and hold a grudge seemed very slim. She just didn’t interact with people outside her business, and the business of mailing off ornaments to those who ordered them online was about as impersonal as you could get.


  Still, even though her mind calculated the likelihood of the attack being targeted as near impossible, Leo had spoken the thoughts aloud, and with them, the shadows seemed more sinister, and the windows hid imagined eyes that followed her every move.


  Swallowing with more difficulty that she liked, Emma lifted her chin, reached down to stroke Orion’s head, and spoke bravely. “There is no evidence to suggest the thieves targeted me. I am not a child, and I don’t need a babysitter. I’m not stupid, and I’m fully able to make my own decisions. I know Angie told you to be kind and take care of me, but I get so tired of everyone tiptoeing around me. I am a smart and capable adult. I don’t want to be treated differently. If I were anyone else, you would have let me go home myself without a second thought.”


  Emma wasn’t usually so vocal or emotional, and the effort of her speech left her breathless.


  “Fine. I won’t treat you differently,” Leo said, flopping on the couch. “I’m staying. Go to bed. Leave me alone.” He shut his eyes as if completely dismissing her from his presence.


  Emma opened and shut her mouth like a fish, feeling at a complete loss in how to respond. She expected an argument. When her mom gave an impassioned speech disagreeing with her dad, then he took a turn, resulting in an argument they later labeled a discussion. Leo, however, wasn’t even willing to take a turn and closed the discussion before they’d officially held one.


  Emma’s options were scarce. She was smart enough to know that she wasn’t going to convince Leo to leave, not when he felt he was doing his job to protect her. Throwing him out of the house wasn’t an option. He weighed over twice her own weight. Convincing her parents to make him leave seemed unlikely as well. With a touch of amusement, she wished she could call the police and report him as a trespasser. They might even assign the case to the police chief himself—Leo Jacobs.


  Her emotions deflated like a balloon, leaving her to feel unbearably weary. Her thoughts became muddled with the probable effects of the medication, and she realized she was no match in an argument anyway. Fearing that if she didn’t leave willingly, Leo might hop off the couch to carry her kicking and screaming to tuck her in bed, she turned for the stairs.


  About five steps up the staircase, Emma realized Orion wasn’t following and turned back to see her dog still sitting by the couch, looking from her to Leo and back again. It was as if he didn’t want Emma to leave with unfinished business.


  Following Orion’s gaze to Leo, guilt caught up with her at the sight of him sprawled across her couch.


  I didn’t treat him well, did I, Lord? she realized, feeling the prompting in her spirit reminding that her actions should reflect and please her Savior.


  Leo didn’t want to be here any more than she wanted him here. He wasn’t getting paid, nor was anything like this listed in his job description. He was trying to take care of her out of the goodness of his heart because Emma had no one else. And she had acted ungratefully and treated him terribly, all because he appeared too good-looking for her comfort.


  “Can I get you some blankets… Leo?” she asked meekly.


  Leo opened one eye. “No, I can get them myself.”


  Emma nodded. “They are in the closet at the top of the stairs.” She paused, not wanting to leave with him being so obviously upset with her. “Can I get you anything else?”


  “Go to bed, Emma,” he growled. “Before you get a taste of what I’m really like!”


  At that moment, Orion jumped up to the middle of the couch, right on Leo’s stomach.


  “Argh!” he groaned, scrambling to sit up with an 80-pound dog working to ride his lap like a cowboy on an angry bull.


  “Orion, get down!” Emma ordered, tottering back down the stairs to pull her dog off the couch. “I’m so sorry, Chief Jacobs. Orion sometimes decides he’s a lap dog.”


  “It’s Leo!” the man grunted. Then he pointed upstairs. “To bed! And take your dog, too!”


  Emma nodded vigorously and hurried up the stairs as quickly as her weak legs allowed. “Come on, Orion,” she whispered, trying to make sure the dog followed obediently.


  About halfway up, Emma stopped, waiting for the blackness around the edge of her dizzy vision to clear.


  “If you need me to help you get up the stairs, I can do that,” Leo immediately called. “I’ll be right there to carry you up to bed,”


  Emma’s eyes flew wide at the threat. “No, I can do it,” she assured, quickly putting one foot in front of the other to propel herself to the top.


  Emma managed to brush her teeth and get herself in bed. Despite her discomfort at the knowledge of Leo parked on her couch downstairs, Emma fell asleep quickly.


  She only stirred once in the night when her bedroom door creaked open softly. Strangely, the sound didn’t startle her. She woke with the immediate realization that Leo was coming to check on her, and she felt no fear.


  Instead, she kept still as he noiselessly crept closer. She felt Orion shift and lift his head from where he lay at the foot of her bed and heard him whine softly in recognition. Then she felt Leo’s presence and knew he stood right beside her. Holding her breath, she felt his gaze take a slow, careful inventory of her face.


  “Emma, I need you to wake up and take these pills.”


  At his soft voice, Emma immediately sat up. Obediently, she accepted the pills and the glass of water and quickly took them before lying back down.


  “Emma, can you tell me the name of the stars in your favorite constellation?” Leo asked quietly.


  Emma pulled the pillow over her head and didn’t answer. If he really wanted to know, then he should ask her when it wasn’t pitch black outside.


  “Please, Emma!” he pleaded gently. “I just need to make sure your concussion isn’t causing more trouble.”


  “Regulus, Denebola, and Algieba,” she rattled off groggily.


  A long beat of silence punctuated Emma’s words. Finally, as if concerned she had lost her senses and was speaking pure gibberish, he asked cautiously. “What are those?”


  “The brightest stars in my favorite constellation,” she answered, sitting up slightly in bed so she could speak clearly and leave no doubt that she was fully coherent and simply needed to be left alone. “Now there are about eight other stars that help make up the main constellation and about ninety total stars that could be considered part of it as well. How many names do you actually want?”


  “That won’t be necessary,” he answered swiftly. “The three names you gave are more than enough. Good night, Emma.”


  Emma turned away to sink back into her pillow, pleased that she apparently passed observation and bypassed any further questions from Leo.


  However, instead of simply turning to leave, Leo paused and gently pulled a blanket back up to Emma’s chin from where it had fallen off the side of the bed. Like a soft whisper, he was gone before she was sure he had been there at all.


  Toward morning, Emma grew restless. Strange dreams plagued her, and yet she couldn’t stir enough to shake them off until the first rays of dawn’s light broke, turning the black in her room to gray.


  Emma woke suddenly, skipping the in-between, confused stage. She woke clear-headed, instantly remembering what had happened yesterday and finding an urgency to accompany her immediate resolve.


  Her ornaments had been stolen with her car, and to her, the loss of the ornaments presented the greater tragedy. Her orders still needed to be filled regardless of her sudden lack of inventory. Her only option was to hurriedly make what ornaments she could to fill the shipments and mail them as soon as possible. While she normally purchased a majority of her supplies online, she no longer had time for that. Instead, she needed to go to a craft store in Brighton Falls to restock and hurry back home to get to work. However, she now had no car in which to get to Brighton Falls, and the only person who could drive her there lay asleep on her couch downstairs.


  Emma dressed quickly while saying a few quick prayers that God would help Leo be agreeable and help her complete the ornaments.


  Maybe she could even offer to pay Leo to take her. After all, it was Saturday. Since he shouldn’t be working, he probably didn’t have anything better to do.


  At least, those were the things Emma told herself during her quick self-directed pep talk.


  Emma stomped her feet on the way down the stairs, purposely making as much noise as she dared and hoping that, if Leo still slept, the sounds would awaken him enough to warn him of her coming. Orion padded after her with his tail wagging in good morning happiness.


  Unfortunately, it didn’t work. She soon stood directly in front of the couch looking down at a very much asleep Leo Jacobs. Emma studied him, thinking about how he didn’t appear nearly so intimidating in his sleep. His features seemed relaxed and innocent, with the way his hair lay across his forehead almost lending him a touch of vulnerability.


  Her gaze slid down his body, noticing that he must have retrieved a blanket from the closet after all. The blue fleece wrapped around his legs and was pulled halfway up his bare chest.


  Emma’s eyes flew wide, and her gaze hurried back up to his face. Where was the white shirt he wore last night? The sight of his muscles stretching through the shirt had thrown her off enough, but that didn’t even compare to seeing his upper torso in its full glory.


  With a deep breath and a mighty attempt to clear her head, Emma focused resolutely on Leo’s face, not permitting even a wandering of her peripheral vision. She had never encountered such a creature as Leo, and as strangely alluring as she found him wide awake, he was disturbingly irresistible in the softening of sleep.


  Emma mentally debated whether or not to go make her morning coffee. Unlike most people, coffee had a relaxing effect on Emma, calming her overactive senses. Looking at Leo, she knew she definitely could use some coffee, and the noise of her preparations might wake him anyway. However, taking that route would mean many more seconds of knowing that Leo lay on her couch sleeping, shirtless and disturbingly handsome. She couldn’t handle that.


  The man needed to wake up. Now.


  With a deep, determined breath, Emma cleared her throat, waiting for those long-lashed eyelids to flutter open.


  To her surprise, they remained still and resting against his cheek.


  She tried again, this time louder.


  Still no response.


  Frustrated, she wondered what to try next. Short of hacking up a lung, she didn’t think she had much more volume to give in the throat-clearing attempt.


  She scowled. Police officers were supposed to be light sleepers, right? Wasn’t his plan to keep watch and protect her? With these reflexes, the three men from yesterday could break into the house and make a full confession right in front of the couch. Meanwhile, Leo Jacobs would be none the wiser.


  Emma looked at Orion expectantly, hoping he’d take the hint and bark. Orion rarely barked, however, so it wasn’t too surprising that he just smiled up at her as if enjoying her predicament.


  Realizing she’d get no help from that corner, Emma turned back to Leo, wondering how she should go about waking the sleeping giant. She kind of liked him like this, all nice and peaceful, yet the other part of her was thoroughly scandalized at such admissions. Despite her shock at her own reaction, her heart continued on with its wayward longings while completely ignoring her rational brain.


  She watched the soft rise and fall of his body breathing and was gripped by a strange urge to reach out and caress the wayward hair on his forehead back into place. Startled, she stepped back.


  What was she thinking? No, no, no! She didn’t actually want to touch him!


  Tapping her fingers together, she sorted through various options of how to wake him without physically touching him. Zeroing in on an idea, she hurried upstairs to her craft studio and searched through a box of odds and ends until she found a long pink feather, such as what might be found on a hat. Returning to the couch, she stood back and slowly extended the feather to tickle the left side of his face.


  The muscles in his face twitched at the sensation, but he didn’t wake.


  Warming to her task, she stepped closer and tried again, trailing the feather down his cheekbone and then along his nose. At the touch, his nose twitched, reminding Emma of a little bunny whose nose hopped up and down.


  Unable to stop herself, she giggled at the sight, immediately clamping her hand over her mouth to silence herself. Orion panted and brushed against her leg eagerly, as if wanting a piece of the action.


  However, Leo remained oblivious.


  When the unexpected sound of her laughter didn’t wake him either, Emma gave up all effort at trying to gently woo him awake and leaned in. “Leo,” she said, right into those closed eyes. “I need you to wake up and take me to the craft store. Leo… “


  She tried the feather one last time, giving his entire face a good once over with the thing. Deciding it simply wasn’t providing enough pressure to elicit anything but compulsive twitching, she dropped the feather and, unthinkingly reached out with the tips of his fingers.


  The warmth from his jaw flowed through her fingers at her touch and spread up her entire arm. The sensation didn’t cause the discomfort she expected and was, instead, exhilarating and mesmerizing in a way she’d never experienced. She gently followed his jawline, feeling the short stubble of whiskers and studying his handsome profile with an artist’s eye.


  It was like taking a sip of something that had long been forbidden. It was a refreshing, exotic flavor for which she never knew she longed, and now that she’d tasted it, she didn’t know that she could ever do without.


  Leo leaned into her touch, causing the feather she had dropped to brush past the end of his nose. At the tickle, his nose started its bunny twitching, which caused Emma’s giggles to bubble to the surface again.


  This time the merriment was just too much for Orion to stand, and he leaped right in the middle of it, which happened to be on top of Leo.


  While sound, a feather, and Emma’s touch hadn’t succeeded, an 80-pound dog landing in his lap more than accomplished the task.


  On impact, Leo startled, his arms and legs shooting out spread eagle, dislodging Orion before he’d ever maintained balance. Instead of simply jumping off, Orion tried to maintain his hold, tap dancing on Leo’s torso as the man writhed and hollered.


  Emma made a swipe at Orion right as Leo gained enough traction to roll and get Orion off. His movement carried too much momentum, and with the sudden absence of weight, the force flung him up and off of the couch where his widespread arms effectively tackled Emma before landing face down on top of her.


  “Oomph!” the wind knocked out of Emma on impact, leaving her unable to say a word with Leo’s face only inches above her own.


  “Emma, are you ok?” Leo, wide awake and frantic now, sent his fingers probing her head and gently touching her face, searching for an injury.


  His touch sent tingles through her body, and somehow, they helped calm the urgent, unfulfilled gasps for air.


  “I’m ok,” she finally managed in a whisper that carried no actual sound.


  “Are you sure? Did you hit your head? If you did, we need to get you right to the…” His words trailed off, and his eyes changed. Emma watched as the dark parts of his eyes seemed to get larger. The fingers searching for injury slowed and softened as they gently trailed along her forehead, caressing her hair back off her face.


  The transformation fascinated Emma, and strangely, her heart picked up its tempo.


  What is he thinking? she thought, wondering what his expression meant. She didn’t recognize it as one she’d ever seen before.


  With a sharp click of the key turning, the front door opened.


  Leo gasped, awkwardly scrambling to get off Emma. Lurching to his feet, his wild gaze met the eyes of Robert Sheldon, Emma’s father. Strangled sounds escaped his throat at the sight of Emma’s mother, Cindy, peering around from behind her husband.


  Emma had yet to move off the floor before Leo gulped, swung his gaze back to Robert and desperately cried, “Sir, this isn’t what it looks like!”
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  Robert Sheldon’s loud guffaw broke the breathless moment of silence.


  “Son, nothing is ever how it seems with Emma. Trust me, it would be far more shocking and much more entertaining for me if this scene were exactly how it looked!”


  “Robert is right,” Cindy Sheldon said, sighing dramatically. “Our Emma isn’t one to hold hands with a boy, let alone be locked in a romantic embrace with a shirtless demi-god. I’m guessing that beast over there had something to do with the mishap.”


  She pointed to where Orion sat calmly, his head still half-covered with a blanket that had landed on him during the struggle.


  “Absolutely,” Robert said, setting the suitcases down inside the door and warming up to his tale. “My guess is that the little monster decided he wanted to be a lap dog again and leaped onto our good Chief Jacobs. Emma rushed to the rescue right as the chief tried to buck the unwanted rider off. The effort threw him off balance, landing him right atop the would-be heroine, Emma.”


  “That’s amazingly accurate,” Leo said with a rueful grin as he hurried and slipped on the previously missing white t-shirt over his head. “As you seem to already know, I’m Leo Jacobs, and I didn’t intend to tackle your daughter just now.”


  Looking back at Emma, he reached his hand out to steady her while she struggled to her feet.


  Cindy rushed forward on the other side of her. “Oh, honey, are you okay? Should you even be out of bed?”


  “I’m okay.”


  “Don’t believe her,” Leo countered promptly. “I landed hard. She just got the wind knocked out of her. She is also overdue for her pain medication. I gave her some in the middle of the night but not since then. “


  “Where is her medication?” Cindy asked. “I’ll get it for her right now.”


  “It’s on the counter in the kitchen with the instructions right beside it,” Leo readily replied. “The pain medicine needs to be taken with food.”


  “Right,” Cindy said, not even looking at him as she bustled to the kitchen. “What would you like for breakfast, Emma? Eggs? Bacon? Maybe I’ll make you waffles. Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll take care of it.”


  Emma never bothered responding, knowing that it would do no good. Her mother just liked to make conversation when asking for her opinion. It didn’t necessarily, or usually, have any bearing on the end result. Emma would get a plate of whatever her mother wanted her to eat.


  “I’m making enough for you, too, Chief Jacobs!” Cindy called, her voice carrying from the kitchen.


  “Oh no, I can’t stay,” Leo protested, grabbing his uniform shirt and swinging his arms into it. “I need to get down to work at the station.”


  “On a Saturday?” Emma asked in confusion. She thought he would be off work, which was the reason she had anticipated him taking her to the craft store.


  Leo nodded swiftly. “Of course. I’m the chief and work needs to be done. My job doesn’t carry the perk of a regular shift. Today I have an assault and a string of car thefts to investigate.”


  “No worries, Chief Jacobs,” Robert said cheerfully, extending his hand to shake the now fully-uniformed officer. “We’ll keep an eye on Emma and make sure she takes it easy. We sure appreciate you watching out for her last night, and we would also be extremely grateful if you found out who attacked her.”


  Leo nodded. “I’ll do my best.”


  “Let me run these suitcases upstairs while you say goodbye to Emma, and then I’ll walk you out,” Robert said, snatching the two suitcases back up and heading for the stairs. “You two behave yourselves,” he winked teasingly.


  Emma’s cheeks felt suddenly hot. Embarrassment. It was an emotion that often seemed her constant companion. While she struggled with feeling and expressing some emotions, embarrassment was the one that seemed to eclipse all others. For someone who constantly felt different, like she was the only one wearing a red hat at a white-hat only event, the social challenge with embarrassment was not that she didn’t feel enough. She felt too much, exaggerating the slight twinge someone else may feel and morphing it into a devouring little creature.


  Not everyone feels the way you do! She told herself, sneaking her gaze to Leo. He calmly sat on the couch putting his shoes on with not even a tinge of pink edging his face.


  Emma swallowed, trying to match the attitude she saw in Leo. “My dad likes to tease,” she explained, her strained voice not quite pulling off the light tone she strived for.


  Leo shot a quick grin up at her. “So I gather,” he replied easily.


  Turning his attention back down to his shoes, he suddenly stopped, reached down, and picked something up off the carpet.


  “A feather?” he asked, holding up a pink feather that was so long it curled at the tip with fancy flair. “Emma, did you try to wake me up with a feather?”


  Now Emma’s face reached a scalding temperature. “I was trying to be gentle!” she rushed to explain. “I didn’t want to startle you!”


  “But a feather?” he held the thing up as if it was a foreign piece of evidence and shifted his gaze from it to Emma and back again. “So that’s what kept tickling my nose.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emma said, her humiliation complete. The thought of explaining that she was trying to wake him without touching him only seemed to make it stranger. Instead, she finished lamely, “It seemed a good idea at the time.” But obviously, it wasn’t. It was a horrible idea. Something a normal person would never conceive of, let alone do.


  “How was I supposed to know that you’d sleep like you were the one with a concussion?” she asked lamely.


  Leo stood and, with eyes twinkling, he extended the feather to brush Emma’s nose. “I don’t normally sleep that hard. You throw me off my game.”


  Emma’s brow furrowed, and she reached up to rub her nose and make a swipe at Leo’s teasing feather. “No, Orion did that. I didn’t do any throwing, I just cushioned your fall.”


  Leo laughed, though Emma felt a little lost as to why. She hadn’t intended to make a joke.


  “You accomplished that task very admirably. You make a nice cushion.” His merry smile suddenly sobered, and he looked her directly in the eye. “I’m sorry you got the wind knocked out of you. And I’m sorry you had a hard time waking me up. Like I said, that’s not normal for me.”


  “What’s not normal?” Emma asked. “Are your reflexes usually more like a cat and less like a sloth?”


  Leo busted up with laughter, this time completely unsuccessful at reigning it in at all. Though a little mystified as to why, Emma thrilled at the sound of his laughter and the sight of the huge smile stretching his handsome face in lines that she suspected hadn’t seen enough use.


  She had made a joke. She was certain of it. She wasn’t quite sure why, but she felt an inkling of something that may even be termed pride bubbling up. Maybe she wasn’t quite as awkward in social conversation after all. Leo had laughed twice in what an outsider might even term “banter.”


  “What’s so funny?” Robert said, coming back downstairs.


  “Oh, nothing. Emma just said something witty about my sleeping habits.”


  “Emma is quite witty and funny, so much so that she surprises herself sometimes,” Robert smiled warmly at his daughter


  “I like the way she thinks,” Leo returned, still smiling. “It’s different. Kind of refreshing.”


  Different. There it was. That’s what he really thought of her. He wasn’t laughing because he enjoyed her. He was laughing because she fascinated him. She was different. Like a scientific specimen or an exhibit at a zoo or circus, she made for an interesting case to study.


  While Emma heard the men continue talking, every sound only imprinted in her mind with more stress. She walked over to the Christmas tree and began rearranging the ornaments. Some of the reds were too close together, and a few bare spots needed balancing. She heard the men leave, but didn’t turn from her task until a wet dog nose nuzzled her hand. Orion was clearly asking Emma if she intended to let him outside or spend the whole day rearranging the Christmas tree.


  Emma obliged, taking him through the kitchen to the back door only to return to studying the Christmas tree in the living room. Every time she looked, she saw more ornaments that needed rearranging.


  “Why don’t you go lie down, sweetheart?” her mom suggested, following Emma back from the kitchen. “Stretch out on the couch, and I’ll call you in a few minutes when your food is ready.”


  Emma looked at the couch Leo had vacated, not sure she would ever be able to lie on it again. It would now belong forever to Leo and her memories of him sleeping like a sloth.


  “I have too much to do, Mom,” Emma said, shaking her head and trying to shrug off the shroud of sadness. “My ornaments were stolen, and now I don’t have a way to fulfill my outstanding orders. I need you to drive me to the craft store in Brighton Falls so I can get more supplies to make more ornaments in a rush.”


  “I can do that,” Cindy readily agreed. “But don’t make more work for yourself than you need to. Why don’t I help you take inventory of the ornaments you have on hand? If you use those to partially fill the orders, you can have a better idea of what you specifically need to get your shipments out as soon as possible.”


  Emma nodded. “That’s a good idea.” With feeling so frantic, all she could think about was making replacements for the orders that should have been mailed yesterday. She should have some inventory already. Maybe she could also take a few from her inventory at Brooke’s store and replace them. Some of the orders simply requested a variety, not specific products. The fewer ornaments she had to make, the sooner she’d get the boxes shipped.


  “If you’re not going to lie down, you might as well come and eat your food while it’s hot,” Cindy insisted, beckoning her to the kitchen. “It should be ready soon, and I’ll help you get everything sorted out once you have some food and medicine.”


  Feeling too stressed to argue that she really wasn’t in the mood for bacon, eggs, and pancakes, Emma obediently washed her hands and sat down at the kitchen counter, accepting the plate and fork.


  “Where’s your dad?” Cindy asked. “I’m sure he’s hungry for breakfast, too.”


  Emma shrugged. “I think he’s still outside talking to Chief Jacobs.” She idly wondered what they were talking about. Probably about her. Dad likely filled Leo in on her entire history, as if Leo needed more reason to think her “different.”


  Cindy walked over to the front window and called back. “It looks like the chief is just pulling away. I didn’t realize he was still here. I thought you said goodbye to him ten minutes ago.”


  Emma felt the sudden urge to jump up and run to the window to watch him leave. At her mom’s words, she suddenly realized that she hadn’t actually told Leo goodbye at all. Now he probably thought her horribly rude. Didn’t normal people say goodbye?


  Even though Emma knew Leo only viewed her as a curiosity, she couldn’t help but feel strangely empty. She didn’t know why missing that goodbye mattered, but somehow it did.
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  “Oh, Emma, not that one!” Cindy cried in alarm. “You have other ornaments to put into the box. You need to keep Orion.”


  Emma paused at her mom’s words. She looked at the small dog figurine in her hands and bit her lip painfully. It was a tiny, felted replica of a red Rhodesian Ridgeback dog with a brown nose and amber eyes. She didn’t want to part with this ornament. It was the very first one of its kind that she had made, and she’d made it to look like her dog. She’d never intended to sell it, but that is exactly what she felt she must do.


  “I can make more of them,” Emma said, working to keep her tone deceptively casual. She didn’t really want her mom to know how much the ornament meant to her and how difficult it was to part with.


  “But that is the first one you made,” Cindy protested, physically reaching out to take the ornament from Emma, clearly not trusting its safekeeping. “You keep it. I’ll take you to Brighton Falls, and we’ll get more supplies for ornaments to fill the box.”


  Emma shook her head. “This box only needs one more ornament. If I include Orion, then I can ship it out today, and it still has a chance of being close to on time. I don’t have time to get the supplies, make the ornaments, and mail the package before 5:00. Tomorrow is Sunday, so if I don’t get it out today, I won’t get to mail it until Monday.”


  “Surely it can wait until then,” Cindy said firmly as if the conversation was over. Her fingers latched onto the soft animal, forcing Emma to release it.


  Emma shook her head. “These ornaments are going to a shop that stocks my ornaments. She already placed the order late and wanted me to put a rush on it. The shop had wonderful sales last year, and the owner said her customers are already asking for my new stock. She’ll probably want another order next week. If I don’t mail it today, I risk losing one of my best customers.”


  Cindy held the ornament, still refusing to let Emma take it back. “But think about it, Emma. Would anyone even want a dog ornament? Shouldn’t you include something more generic anyway?”


  Emma shook her head and simply held her hand out for her mom to return the felted creature into her palm. “Funny thing is, some of the more eclectic ornaments sell the best. Besides, at this point, the ornament is just a number. And all I need is one more.”


  With a wince, Cindy carefully placed the miniature Orion in Emma’s palm.


  “Don’t worry, Mom,” Emma assured. “I can always make another Orion ornament.” What she didn’t mention was the amount of time and effort it took to felt the tiny animal to be a perfect replica of her dog. Even with hours and hours of work with a needle, Emma had no guarantee that she could replicate her workmanship so well. It was not easy, nor was it a task she could complete anytime soon.


  With fingers that carried a slight tremor, Emma carefully and tenderly wrapped the little dog in tissue paper.


  Dear Lord, I don’t want to send this ornament away, but I have to. Could you please send it to someone who will love and appreciate it as much as I do? I know that’s a lot to ask because there is only one real Orion. But let this ornament bring someone joy. If it isn’t too much to ask, could you also somehow touch this person? Let them feel your love that is even greater than what someone can feel for a dog as special as Orion. Bless the new owner this Christmas, deepen her faith, and let her trust you more and more. Give her wisdom in the choices she makes, letting You guide her footsteps wherever she goes. Finally, remind her of man’s true best friend every Christmas from now on when she hangs my little Orion dog on her tree. Amen.


  “Emma, are you okay?” Her mom asked, putting a hand on her shoulder in concern.


  Emma nodded. “I was just praying. If I need to send my Orion ornament, I want God to make sure it goes to someone special.”


  Cindy didn’t comment, which Emma took to mean she didn’t approve. If she could keep the ornament and still send the package out right away this morning, then she would. However, since that didn’t seem possible, Emma must content herself with sending the ornament off with a prayer to bless someone else.


  Emma resolutely taped up the box and attached her printed mailing labels. “Time to go,” she said, turning to her mom with a forced smile. “I made my list of supplies I need, and we can drop this package off at the post office on the way to Brighton Falls.”


  “Let me grab my shoes,” Cindy said.


  Knowing that “grabbing her shoes” also included fussing with her hair and using the restroom, Emma sat back down to her computer to check the shipping address one more time.


  She pulled up her storefront page and was just about to click into messages when she stopped. A full ten seconds passed before Emma figured out what was wrong. The number of reviews was different. Someone had posted a new review for her store.


  With the feeling of bugs suddenly sent scurrying in her stomach, she clicked on the reviews, the new one immediately popping up at the very top.


  At the sight of a single star, those excited little bugs in her stomach grew about ten times in size and tumbled in quarrels, making her feel quite nauseated.


  “I’m ready!” Cindy announced, poking her head back into the room.


  Emma quickly shut the lid on the laptop and stood to go.


  Cindy let out a quick, startled gasp. “Emma, what’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” Emma replied quickly.


  Cindy openly studied her while Emma tried not to flinch.


  “Emma, when most people are upset, you can tell it on their face. It’s like the emotion is so much that it spills out in the coloring of a face, shiny eyes, or the turn of a mouth. I always know when you are upset because of the lack of emotion. You have the opposite reaction of others. You shut down and go numb. Your eyes dull, and your face pales. When you resemble a robot Emma, I know something is wrong.”


  “That’s not completely true,” Emma argued. “Sometimes I have meltdowns full of big emotions.”


  “That is pretty rare, but a great way of getting me sidetracked,” she said, lifting her eyebrows in expectation. “Why are you upset?”


  “I just checked my website,” Emma answered simply. “I guess it stressed me out a bit.”


  Cindy smiled gently. “I’ll help you, Emma. We’ll be caught up with your orders before you know it. Now let’s run to mail your package and get some supplies.”


  Relieved that her mom didn’t press the issue, Emma followed her out, careful to do exactly as her mom observed by keeping all of the big emotions down inside a nice, thick layer of apathy. It was safer that way. If she pretended she didn’t feel, maybe it would become reality.


  Despite her efforts, she still felt raw as she stood in line at the post office with her box of ornaments cradled in her arms. She desperately wanted to turn around, cut open the box, and dig out that little dog ornament. It was silly, really, but she longed for the small comfort of holding the soft bit of fur in her hand and ached at the thought of parting from it.


  However, as the person in front of her turned and left, Emma stepped up to the counter, exactly as she was supposed to. The postal clerk reached for the box, and Emma placed it into her hands, her fingers letting it go for the last time.


  Lord, please use that ornament in a way that means something. I’m giving it to you. Please make it worth all this.


  With her mask firmly in place, she didn’t allow even a muscle to twitch in response to the storm raging inside. She paid the amount due, thanked the clerk stiffly, and turned to go, leaving no clues for anyone to suspect that mailing that box cost her much more than postage.
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  “Mom, you and Dad didn’t need to come home early from visiting Colin. I’m fine. I don’t need to be waited on.”


  Cindy put the sandwich in front of Emma and sat across from her with her own. Then she looked at her daughter and smiled. “Emma, I just played taxi taking you to the post office and the craft store. We’re eating lunch, and later on, I’ll help you make your ornament replacements. Didn’t your dad also say Chief Jacobs wanted us to stop by the station sometime today? All that and you’re still trying to tell me I shouldn’t have come home to help you?”


  Emma shrugged and looked at the passing traffic outside the window of the sandwich shop. Cars locked in gridlock around the heavily trafficked streets of a horribly busy Brighton Falls, and you couldn’t expect different on the Saturday right after Thanksgiving. The sheer number of people put Emma on edge. On the one hand, she was very thankful for her mom. She would have simply gone without eating rather than stood in the long line to get a sandwich.


  Emma picked at her sandwich and took a small bite before responding. “I appreciate all you are doing, Mom, but I feel guilty that you cut your time with Colin’s family short. Plus, you already know that I don’t like being dependent on anyone. If you hadn’t come, I would have found a way to get things done.”


  Cindy reached across the table and squeezed Emma’s hand gently. “Emma, you were attacked. Of course, we came. I want to take care of you, not because you need it but because it might make me feel a little better.”


  Cindy’s words warmed Emma’s heart, and if she had quit there, Emma would have found it a pleasing end to the discussion. Her mom didn’t see her as a burden and truly desired to help because she loved her.


  Unfortunately, Cindy paused only about two seconds before continuing her statement, and her words stole all the comfort the previous words created. “We shouldn’t have left you alone in the first place. You should have come to Colin’s with us.”


  A bite of sandwich stuck in Emma’s throat, forcing her to take a sip of water before responding. “I’m not a child, Mom. You and Dad travel all the time, and that shouldn’t change.”


  “You should have been with us. Family is more important than business anyway.” Cindy’s words were not said harshly. In fact, her tone was quite gentle and pleasant.


  Yet Emma felt the weight of them, and it felt like criticism. She knew her mom didn’t intend to hurt her, but it was just one more drop in a bucket filled to the brim. That one little drop overflowed and convinced everything else to abandon ship, too. The fight drained out of her, leaving her completely empty.


  She put her half-eaten sandwich down, unable to take another bite. Idly, she wondered if she could slip the rest of it to Orion, who sat near her chair on his best service-dog behavior. She knew she wasn’t technically supposed to give him people food, but someone deserved to enjoy the sandwich.


  “Maybe you’re right, Mom,” Emma said quietly, her mouth feeling like sawdust. “I won’t go on every trip with you, but maybe I’ll go with you next year to Colin’s.”


  Cindy looked at her sharply, and her lips tightened. Her tone lost its gentleness and took on the no-nonsense tone of a mother embarking on an interrogation. “Alright, Emma, what’s wrong? You never say I’m right. At least you never admit it. I would be concerned your melancholy was symptomatic of your concussion, but you seemed fine until you checked your computer right before we left. What changed?”


  Emma took another sip of water and managed to nibble a little more on her sandwich, but she knew that no amount of stalling would deter her mom. “Someone left a bad review for my Artsi store,” she finally admitted, biting her lip.


  Cindy sighed. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I know that’s hard, but you can’t please everyone. What was the review about?”


  “It was a custom order,” Emma explained. “The customer emailed me what she wanted. Then she emailed me three more times, wanting changes each time. When she finally received the order, it was apparently not what she had in mind. She said I was slow in my order fulfillment and what she received was cheaply made. She said her kindergarten granddaughter could have made a more artistic and appealing ornament.”


  Cindy winced around her last bite of sandwich. “I assume those were her exact words. You already memorized it?”


  Emma shrugged. “I didn’t try to. It just happens that way. I didn’t tell you the whole review. It was actually much longer. You can read it if you want, but it included nothing positive.”


  Cindy gathered all the trash from their table and responded as she stood up to deposit it in the trash. “Just ignore it, Emma. Some people won’t be pleased no matter what you do. Be a duck. Let it wash off you. You have many, many other positive reviews for your shop.”


  Emma and Orion followed her mom out of the restaurant and got back in the car. While Cindy seemed perfectly content to dismiss the subject as easily and decisively as she had tossed the trash, Emma couldn’t manage a similar reaction.


  “It doesn’t matter how many positive reviews I have,” Emma whispered as Cindy backed up and pulled out of the parking lot. “That is the one that echoes through my head. And it’s the most recent review, the one all my potential customers will read.”


  “Can you comment on it?” Cindy asked, proactively. “Maybe you can add a comment about how she changed the order three times. That way, customers will know the truth.”


  Mom’s support never included just sympathy. She was a fixer, and if she couldn’t simply deny that it was a problem, she followed any bad news up by a myriad of potential solutions to fix why someone felt so lousy.


  “Responding will just reflect badly on me,” Emma explained, trying to focus on the festive Christmas decorations lining downtown Brighton Falls. “All of the articles I’ve read say that if you respond, you risk starting a verbal feud.”


  “Well, that isn’t right,” Cindy said flatly. “You are entitled to defend yourself against false accusations.”


  Emma turned from the window to try to make her mom understand what should be obvious. This wasn’t something she could fix, and assuming that it was made the problem seem trite.


  Emma chanced a look into the back seat to get a glance of commiseration from Orion, but his loyalty was a little subdued at the moment since he was spread out across the seat asleep.


  Turning back to her mom, she explained tiredly, “The customer wasn’t satisfied, Mom. I’m sure she felt her opinion on my work and character to be entirely true and well-deserved. I contacted her and apologized that the ornament wasn’t what she anticipated. I offered to refund her money as well. I don’t know if she will respond or not, but I doubt any response will cause her to edit that review.”


  “Well, maybe you can contact the Artsi website itself and have the review removed. If you explain the situation—”


  “They won’t remove a review unless there is inappropriate language of some kind.” Emma felt her stress level rise to the point that her constant headache increased from an ache to a pounding throb.


  “You won’t know if you don’t try!” Cindy shot back, her tone clearly saying that the fault in all of this truly was Emma’s unwillingness to fix it. “That review was highly inappropriate!”


  Emma sighed, knowing that this conversation had come to a dead end. If it continued further, Mom would become upset that Emma wasn’t taking any of her suggestions, pushing Emma’s mood further into despair because her Mom didn’t understand. She wasn’t looking for a solution. In fact, she wasn’t sure what she was looking for at all!


  Emma turned back to the window. Even though she knew she should simply give up and never again attempt to confide in her mom, she could never seem to stop herself. In many ways, her mom was her closest friend, and though she knew she shouldn’t, her inmost thoughts came spilling out of their own volition, seeking the comfort of another understanding heart.


  Even though she recognized it as a doomed quest, after miles of silence fell behind them, she found herself, once again, quietly confiding anyway. “With everything that has happened, I’m just wondering if maybe God is trying to tell me to go in a different direction. Maybe I’m not supposed to have a business for my ornaments.”


  Cindy paused for a moment, focusing on the road as another car passed them in the other lane. Then she responded, her tone losing the strident tone from earlier and once again becoming gentle. “Emma, you know that I don’t like how obsessive you get about your ornaments, especially this time of year. You know that I’ve talked to you about decreasing your stress level by doing the ornaments simply as a hobby for enjoyment than rather a business. But you’ve always insisted it was important to you. You said it was your ministry.”


  They were on the edge of Crossroads now, but the familiar sight of the small town didn’t bring Emma the same comfort and relief as usual. She felt lost in a way that physical surroundings couldn’t touch.


  “Maybe I was wrong,” Emma whispered. “Or maybe God just wants me to shift my ministry. If my business has become too important to me, maybe he wants me to give it up. I could focus on helping you in the areas where you serve at church. I could be your assistant. Maybe I’m just not meant for something on my own.”


  Cindy sighed. “Emma, as much as I would like you to help me more on the committees and with the children’s ministry, you can’t base such a decision on your circumstances. Bad things happen. Bad things happen when you are exactly where God wants you. Yes, your car was stolen, you were assaulted and got a concussion, you are behind in your orders that you need to fill, and you got a terrible review, but none of that is a surprise to God. Pray about it before you react to your circumstances. Maybe God plans to use you in these difficulties.”


  “It doesn’t seem that way,” Emma couldn’t help pointing out. Here her mom was actually offering potentially helpful advice, and Emma still couldn’t manage to see or feel anything more than her empty bucket status.


  Cindy turned off the main street and pulled into the parking lot at the police station. Wearily, she said, “You don’t know that, Emma.”


  The problem here was that her mom was the one who “didn’t know.” Her advice may be valid for some situations, but not for the situation Emma was in. And once again, frustration threatened because her mom insisted on taping an easy solution onto something that wasn’t easy at all.


  “Yes, I do know that,” Emma stated matter-of-factly. “You’re right, Little Star Boutique was supposed to be my ministry. To me, they are more than ornaments, but not to others. I didn’t tell you all of what the review said.” Emma swallowed with difficulty. “Mom, she said I couldn’t be much of a Christian to charge so much for dollar store quality products. A Christian woman wouldn’t take advantage of people like that.” Emma swallowed again and whispered. “She just stripped away my entire purpose for my business. I have no ministry.”


  Cindy turned off the engine and got out of the car. Assuming that her last comment was just going to be ignored, Emma followed suit and got out of the car. She got Orion out of the backseat and met Cindy at the front before they walked into the station.


  However, when Cindy didn’t move to step toward the building, Emma looked up to see her mom studying her intently.


  “What?” Emma asked, wanting to wiggle out of her scrutiny.


  In her mother’s gaze, Emma could see hundreds of thoughts and bits of advice longing to be poured out. Emma was quite familiar with the expression and had often thought that her mother should have had more than one daughter, just to spread out that advice a little more.


  Cindy smiled gently and shook her head. Instead of the volumes of fix-it instructions, Cindy just spoke only a few sparse words before turning and heading to the station. “None of that matters, does it, Emma? After all, it’s not for them. Remember who you do it all for.”
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  “Miss Sheldon!” the officer squawked in surprise. “I’m Officer Kirk. Remember from last night? How can I help you?


  Emma pulled Orion’s leash a little closer, and feeling like she was intruding somewhere she shouldn’t, she spoke nervously. “Chief Jacobs told my dad that I should stop by sometime today. He said something about an official statement.”


  “Oh, right!” Kirk said, bobbing his head up and down energetically. “Why don’t you—” he paused, looking from the familiar waiting chairs and back to Emma. “Why don’t you just come with me. I made you wait last night, and I won’t make that mistake again!”


  With one last uncertain glance at the dog beside Emma, he led the way through a door that opened up into a large room divided into gray cubicles. Emma followed him to the back, seeing a room with glass windows situated in the corner with a sign over the door labeling it with the name Chief Leo Jacobs.


  “You’re busy today,” Emma said, noting several officers around the room. “Isn’t the station usually closed on Saturdays?”


  “Just because we aren’t officially on business hours doesn’t mean no one is here,” Kirk explained. “We have officers on duty 24 hours a day. With the thefts last night and the fact that it’s the Saturday after Thanksgiving, the chief pulled in a few more of the officers for shifts today. Some are switching patrols right now, which is why there are more officers here at the moment.”


  Kirk lifted his fist to knock on Leo’s door and froze at the sudden, loud yelling emanating from behind the door.


  Wincing, he stepped back and glanced at Emma with, lines scrunching his face up with nervous lines. “Let’s just give him a minute.


  Emma followed him to stand against the wall and wait, but it was not enough distance to matter. They still heard every word Chief Jacobs yelled, and Kirk seemed to flinch with every syllable.


  Emma didn’t feel embarrassed or uncomfortable but was instead rather fascinated by why Leo would be yelling at someone like that. However, those tense lines stretching Kirk’s face and his jerking movements made Emma think he didn’t share her feelings at all.


  It sounded like Leo was yelling about a report not being filed correctly, but Emma thought she must be missing some information. With the degree with which Leo was yelling, the crime must be far more serious.


  The muscles in his face twitching, Kirk stepped away from the wall. He hesitated, and Emma didn’t know if he’d rally to attempt another knock on the door or if he’d retreat back to the front waiting area.


  The sudden silence in Leo’s office must have encouraged him, and he bravely stepped back up to the door with a knock that wasn’t quite firm or loud. Not waiting for a response, he turned the knob and stuck his head into the office.


  “Chief, Emma Sheldon is here to see you.”


  Emma heard his words clearly, though they did hold a slight quaver.


  “Emma?” she heard Leo’s voice, and for the first time since she arrived, it wasn’t a yell.


  “Yes, sir.” Kirk paused. “Um, sir, I didn’t think you’d want me to have her wait out front again, so she is um… right outside the door.”


  “Douglas, I will follow up with you on this matter later if needed,” Leo said calmly.


  Kirk drew his head back out the door, and an older man with graying hair and an equally gray mustache followed quickly behind him. Emma assumed this was Douglas and watched as both he and Kirk scurried back to their posts.


  Leo followed about two seconds later. “Thanks for coming, Miss Sheldon,” Leo said formally. “I just need you to verify your official statement. Why don’t you come in?”


  Emma looked at him with a myriad of questions running through her head, and before she could stop it, one of them popped out, ringing through the station loud and clear. “Leo, exactly how old are you?”


  Leo blinked. “Excuse me?” he asked as if he hadn’t heard her correctly.


  But Emma had spoken clearly and with plenty of volume.


  “Do you need to be a certain age to be a police chief?” She asked, trying to explain herself a little more. “If so, I wouldn’t think you old enough at all.”


  Strangely, Emma thought she heard a tittering giggle ripple through the station.


  Even the corners of Leo’s mouth turned upward as if in amusement. “I’m plenty old enough, Emma. Why don’t you come on in and interrogate me without the listening ears of my department?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry!” Emma said, realizing she must have committed a social flub. She hurriedly entered his office, berating herself the whole way.


  “Emma, don’t be sorry,” Leo said, indicating a seat she was welcome to take. “I don’t mind the question, but the officers won’t get any work done at all if they have the possibility of overhearing an interesting conversation.”


  “Hi, Orion!” Leo said, bending to give the dog a good rub down in greeting.


  Orion loved the attention. Though he wouldn’t give into his enthusiasm while “on duty,” his tail thumped furiously, and his doggie grin stretched a mile wide.


  After Emma was seated in front of a large desk with Orion close by, Leo walked around and took a seat behind it. “I’m thirty-four,” he reported easily. “And no, there are no regulations on how old a police chief must be.”


  Emma’s brow furrowed. “Then how did you get the job? That man who was just in here seemed a lot older than you. Wouldn’t someone like him have more experience?”


  “I’m a big fish in a small pond,” Leo explained, shuffling through some papers in front of him. “Before my job here, I worked at a large police department in a big city. I gained a lot of experience quickly and a good reputation to go along with it. Two years ago, I decided to leave and applied for this position in Crossroads. The small community was pleased to get such a prominent officer to fill the position, and I was happy to leave the big city.”


  “Why did you want to leave?” Emma couldn’t help but ask.


  Leo’s eyes suddenly lost their shine, as if a curtain fell over them.


  “That story isn’t one for right now, Emma,” he said simply.


  Which, of course, made Emma all the more curious.


  “So, is Orion your official companion dog?” he asked, leaning back in his chair casually as if he had all the time in the world to discuss such small details.


  The question made her catch her breath, and not just because of the swift change in subject.


  Leo looked at her with eyebrows raised expectantly, and somehow, she understood. She had asked him a personal question, which he had answered. Now it was her turn. Though it was a simple question that didn’t seem all that personal on the surface, it was personal for Emma. By the look on his face, Leo knew that. He wasn’t simply asking about the official title of her dog. Just like she hadn’t just been asking his age.


  Turn-about was fair play, or so Emma had heard.


  Only she would have much rather just told him she was twenty-eight.


  Emma forced herself to bravely look him in the eyes. “Yes. I’m sure you’ve figured out already that I’m not quite like everyone else. I am on the autism spectrum. But you probably already know that.”


  Leo’s chin bobbed slightly in a nod. “It’s different hearing it from you.”


  Though not unwilling to share her story, she still couldn’t make herself watch his reaction. She didn’t want to see the pity or even the curiosity. Unable to maintain eye contact, she looked down at Orion and explained. “I’m on the mild end of the autism spectrum. It mostly affects me socially in that I don’t always understand social interactions the way others do. Lights and sounds can be overwhelming, but not as bad as when I was a child. I’ve learned a lot, and there really isn’t anything someone else can do that I cannot. Most people don’t seem to realize I’m autistic.”


  “And you don’t like Orion to be your label as being different,” Leo surmised. “Is that why he wasn’t with you yesterday when your car was stolen?”


  “No, not really,” Emma said, reaching down to run her hand along the ridge of fur that grew the opposite way along Orion’s back. “Orion helps keep my anxiety level low while providing companionship and protection. The more agitated I am, the more problems I have, I’m less agitated when Orion is with me. However, it’s not like I’m blind and Orion is a seeing-eye dog. I look and seem like a normal, healthy woman, and some people don’t understand that my dog does a job at my side. Since I don’t have an obvious disability, it’s often easier to do little tasks by myself rather than being forced to explain why my dog is with me. Yesterday, I was supposed to drop off the ornaments at church, but I worried the ladies wouldn’t understand why I brought my dog inside. He usually stays home on Sundays when I attend church with my parents, so not everyone in the congregation is familiar with the fact that I have or need a companion animal. Besides that, my ornaments are Orion’s one weakness. Sometimes he forgets himself, sees a bright shiny ball and becomes a puppy. I try not to take him on my deliveries because I don’t want any last-minute mishaps.”


  “Things may have been different if he was with you last night,” Leo mused, reaching to his desk for some papers.


  A chill raced down Emma’s spine. “I’m glad he wasn’t. Those men had guns. I don’t think they would have hesitated to shoot a dog that got in their way.”


  “Emma, can you tell me one more time what happened?” Leo asked, adjusting a paper in front of him and posing his pencil at the ready. “I want to make sure I have all the details right, and you may remember more today than you did last night.”


  Emma went through the entire account again, including as much detail as she could remember. To her frustration, it all sounded identical to the account she’d given previously. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t add any further information about her attackers. It all happened so quickly, and the retelling of it only made her feel the same anxiety that had muddled her brain ever since.


  She focused, willing herself to remember something helpful as images flashed through her mind. She felt the confusion and the fear all afresh as if watching it unfold right in front of her a second time.


  “Emma, you’re shaking,” Leo’s voice roused her. “Are you okay?”


  Emma swallowed with difficulty, and her gaze flittered up to him before retreating again. She reached down for Orion, and he moved his warm body into the palm of her hand as if he knew she needed him.


  “I guess retelling it just made me relive it again,” Emma explained. “I think I also had nightmares last night, so it’s becoming more difficult to figure out what happened in real life and what happened in my dreams. Both my dreams and real-life involved guns. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”


  “Emma, don’t apologize. You have nothing to be sorry for,” Leo said, his tone warm and comforting. “You went through something very traumatic. You’ll have more than just physical wounds, and those will take much longer to heal. Many victims find counseling helpful after such experiences.”


  That would be just another one on the list of many other issues for which she already saw a counselor. “Do you have any leads?” she asked abruptly, not wanting to think about or discuss her psychological treatment plans.


  “I wish I did,” Leo said with a scowl. “I know closure is important for the victim of a crime. Unfortunately, with something as random as this, I can’t promise you closure. We’ve put out information on the cars stolen, including yours. Hopefully, someone will see something and call it in.”


  That seemed quite unlikely to happen, which made Emma’s frustration spike. Shouldn’t the police do more than just keep an eye out? “I don’t need closure, and I don’t care if you aren’t able to find those responsible. I just want my ornaments back. Did you let people know they had been stolen with the car? Maybe someone will spot them and call in information.”


  “The ornaments are more important than the car?” Leo asked with narrowed eyes.


  “Yes, they are.” Needing an outlet for her tension, she hid her hands below the level of the desk and began tapping. I have orders to fill for my business, and now I have no ornaments with which to fill them.”


  “Can’t you just make more?” Leo asked as if the solution was easy.


  Orion nosed her leg in comfort, but her tension was reaching a level that her dog couldn’t pull her back from.


  Seemingly oblivious, Leo gathered his papers together as if wanting to conclude the meeting.


  “I could, but there isn’t enough time.” Emma felt proud that her voice sounded so calm and deliberate as she explained. “There are a large variety of ornaments that were stolen, and some of them are quite unique. I can’t replace them in time for Christmas, especially ones like the glass blown or felted ornaments that are one of a kind. Do you think if we sent out a press release of some kind, we could tell the thieves that they could keep the car and I won’t press charges if they’ll just leave the ornaments somewhere for me to pick up?”


  A harsh laugh boomed out of Leo’s mouth. “Emma, that’s ridiculous. You have no say in making a deal, especially when your car wasn’t the only one stolen. Just make more. No ornaments are special enough to make that kind of a deal.”


  “These are,” Emma responded quietly. Her fingers tapped against each other, but it was increasingly difficult to keep the rhythm steady.


  Leo let out a big, exasperated breath. “But why? If you can’t make the glass ones, then make a different kind. Or maybe you can cancel the orders and refund the money. I’m sure your customers will understand. I can even provide you with information to validate your story about your merchandise being stolen.”


  Was he impatient or angry? And why? Emma didn’t know, but by the taut lines around his mouth, she worried that he was about to start yelling at her the way he’d just yelled at the other officer. And she had no idea what she was doing wrong.


  Emma bit her lip, wanting to retreat, but persisting anyway. “It’s not just that, and it isn’t that easy. The ornaments are special.”


  Leo rolled his eyes. “You’ve said that before, but I still don’t get it. Are you saying that you have a strong emotional attachment to the ornaments?”


  “I pray for them.”


  “What?” he sputtered.


  “I pray for each ornament I make,” Emma explained hurriedly. Her tapping fingers moved so rapidly that she finally had to stop or go into convulsions that would surely not go unnoticed.


  To make her hands obey and be still, she literally sat on them and tried to keep the focus on her explanation. “I pray that it will reach the right person and somehow be used by God to bless them. Then I pray for those who hang the ornaments on their trees. I don’t know anything about them, but I still pray. All of those ornaments have already been prayed for. I want them back so I can make sure they get to the correct people I prayed for.”


  Though she wasn’t looking at Leo’s face, she could feel his intense stare even without eye contact.


  “You pray for them?” Leo asked, his tone seeming to imply that he didn’t really believe what she’d said. “Are you serious? So, you’re a Christian?”


  Leo grunted, stood from his chair, and lightly tossed the papers in his hand across the desk to Emma’s side. “I hate to break it to you, Emma. But those ornaments aren’t coming back. More than likely, they were tossed out, and your special little ornaments are broken and shattered all over a road somewhere or maybe in a dumpster. Those thieves didn’t care about them. They wanted the car. You prayed those prayers for nothing.”


  Emma felt his words like they were daggers. For the second time today, her work was completely discounted and viewed with ridicule. What was the point of any of it when she obviously wasn’t achieving her goal, just making herself a laughingstock for both customers and bystanders?


  Emma rocked back and forth a little in her chair, and Orion whimpered softly.


  Leo came around the desk and ran a hand through his hair with a long-suffering sigh. “Look, I might be able to locate the car or arrest those who attacked you, but the ornaments I can’t do.”


  Discouraged and not wanting to hear any more of his barbed comments Emma got up to leave. He didn’t understand, and she wasn’t going to convince him.


  For Emma, making the ornaments gave her the opportunity to show God’s love in a simple thing of beauty that could hang on their tree as a symbol of the love that was poured out for them at Christmas. It was personal. She put much thought and care into each ornament and prayerfully wondered about the person who would hang it on a tree. She prayed for that person. Some ornaments she prayed slightly different prayers, but she always prayed that God would in some way use her ornament to remind them of His love. It truly was her ministry, even if nobody else realized the heart and effort she put into it. Nobody knew the prayers she prayed. Only God, and He was supposed to be the only one who really mattered anyway.


  Not able to handle the ridicule on Leo’s face, Emma kept her eyes downcast, not even looking at him as she turned to the door.


  “Can you forgive them?”


  The strange tone in his words stopped her more than the words themselves.


  “I don’t understand your question,” she stated quietly, turning back to face him.


  “Those men attacked you, left you with a concussion, stole your car, and took the special ornaments that have the potential to ruin your business. Yet you said you’re a Christian. Christians are supposed to forgive, right? So, can you forgive them?” What about the person who hit you over the head? He could have killed you and will likely never be caught, apologize, or offer any retribution for what he did. Can you forgive him, too?”


  He was mocking her. She was sure of it, but it wasn’t something she’d been taught to identify. Instead, it was all too familiar. It was in the cockeyed look of his eyebrows, his left brow raised to a higher peak than his right. It was the way his lip curled upward on one side. It was the cold gleam of eyes devoid of any humor.


  She’d seen the look before. Countless times. When someone thought her strange, or she said the wrong thing at the wrong time, that same mocking look showed up.


  Leo wasn’t just mocking her business and the fact that she prayed over her ornaments. He was mocking her faith.


  At that realization, another question lazily floated through her head.


  Who do you do it for anyway?


  The hurt, frustration, confusion, and heartbreak drained away as if the plug had been let out of the sink, and she stepped forward into resolve. Her dad joked that Emma carried the personality of a daisy and the backbone of a redwood. Leo just pushed the daisy over enough that the redwood woke up.


  She did it for Him. She did it for the One who heard her prayers. She did it so a little thing of beauty could somehow reflect the greater beauty of her Savior. Even if stolen ornaments never made their intended recipients, even if Emma didn’t make her orders on time, even if nobody else understood. She would have made the ornaments for Him anyway. Who was she to hold unforgiveness over losing something that wasn’t hers to begin with?


  Lifting her head, she met Leo’s gaze directly, speaking firmly. “Yes, I do forgive them. Not only that, I think I’ll waste a few prayers on them as well.”


  Before Leo could wipe the shock off his face and respond, Emma shut her eyes and prayed aloud. “Dear, Lord, you know I’m angry and hurt that my car and ornaments were stolen. Even though I will never get an apology from the thieves who stole them and hurt me, I still choose to forgive them. And I ask that you save them from themselves. I specifically pray for the one that hit me with the gun. Let him come to know you and bring him to salvation so he can stop being a thief, doesn’t hurt anyone else, and can serve you always.”


  She opened her eyes to see Leo’s brown eyes wide and his mouth open slightly.


  Thinking of something else, Emma’s own eyes slid shut once again, and she added, “And, Lord, if it isn’t too much to ask, can you please let me see my prayer answered. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”


  As Emma opened her eyes, her gaze landed on the papers spread across the desk, and she remembered why she was here in the first place. She reached over, grabbed a pen, and quickly signed the line at the bottom of the first paper on top. Not sure if she’d signed the right one, she still turned and strode to the door, flinging back a few words as cheerfully as possible. “Now, if you will excuse me, Chief Jacobs, I will let you get back to finding my ornaments.”


  If only she could have managed to grip the door handle and open it, then she would have made a dramatic exit to be proud of. Instead, her shaking, sweaty palm turned over the smooth ball of the doorknob, leaving the door itself unmoved.


  She tried again.


  Still nothing.


  On the third try, an arm came around her, reaching for the knob and pulling the door open gently.


  Not even managing a “thank you” or even a glance of appreciation, Emma hurried out the door with Orion close beside her.


  Keeping her gaze straight, she didn’t spare a backward glance because, at that moment, she didn’t want to see Leo Jacobs’ mocking gaze ever again.
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  Emma tapped the edges of her plastic seat with a frantic rhythm. With all her being, she hoped no one noticed and that her mom hurried. Sitting in the same police station waiting room where she’d been the night before did strange things to her. When her mom had suggested she run to the store for some groceries while Emma met with the police chief, Emma agreed, not realizing the waiting room could trigger anxiety and memories she’d rather forget. Also, she’d had no idea that her meeting with Leo would be so upsetting. The combination proved almost debilitating, and she was very quickly running through all of her coping techniques.


  The fact that Officer Kirk kept glancing worriedly at her from the front desk about every ten seconds only added to her discomfort.


  After naming all seventy-eight constellations with her mom still not in sight, Emma dug her dad’s old phone out of her purse. Even though it wasn’t in great shape, her parents had insisted she take it until she bought a new one, though Emma hadn’t anticipated using it. With her finger poised over the button to call her mom, Emma changed her mind. Her mom would be back as soon as possible, and Emma didn’t want to bother her while she was driving.


  Instead, she opened up another app and decided to check her email. While she had checked the store website earlier, she hadn’t checked her email.


  She scrolled through the new messages. Finding one that wasn’t junk mail, she clicked on it and found that it was a request for a custom order. While she loved to do custom orders, the experience from last time with the bad review made her more than a little nervous as she read the request.


  The email, written by an 11-year-old boy named Woong, asked her to make an ornament for his adoptive mom. He even said he’d pay her with money he’d earned.


  Emma’s heart melted at the sweetness and thoughtfulness of this young boy. Normally she would feel so excited and privileged to do such a project. After all, it sounded like Woong and his parents had a wonderful story.


  But all of her joy in her work had been drained out of her in the last 24 hours. She didn’t know that she could do it. What if the project took too much time and work? What if she didn’t get it right, and he and his mom were disappointed.


  Emma reread the email three times. This sounded like more work than she wanted to do right now. Woong was adorable, but he didn’t even know what he wanted. She should refuse and recommend a different artist who could make him a custom ornament.


  But she didn’t have the heart to refuse a boy who had chosen her to make an ornament for someone he loved so much. Despite her reluctance, her heart didn’t want another artist to make this ornament. She wanted the artist to be her.


  Emma shook her head, arguing both sides in her mind to the point that the pain medication couldn’t keep up with her worsening headache. She should refuse. It’s what made sense. She already had too much work to do with making replacement orders for the shipments and then fulfilling the custom orders she’d already agreed to make.


  Custom orders she’d already agreed to make…


  Emma’s eyes flew wide. Oh no! She’d agreed to do a custom order right before the incident at the church last night, and she’d completely forgotten it until now.


  The ring! He gave me the ring for the ornament. I must have left it in my car. My stolen car!


  Oh, no! Lord, please, no!


  The wave of nausea crashed over her with such severity that she felt like melting to the floor.


  Brooke. I need to talk to Brooke!


  Emma yanked herself off the chair and rushed over to Officer Kirk. “Excuse me, I’m supposed to meet my mom here, but I have to go. When she comes in, please tell her that she can pick me up at Brooke Hutchins’ shop.”


  Not waiting for a response, Emma held Orion’s leash securely, hurrying out the door and down to the street. She walked the few blocks at such a brisk pace, she almost didn’t notice any headache or dizziness. Emma pushed open the door to the Out of the Blue Bouquet, alerting the tingling of little musical bells above her head. Seeing Brooke standing near the corner talking to someone, she hurried up to her.


  “Brooke, I lost the ring!” she exclaimed, her voice breaking. “The one your uncle gave me yesterday for the ornament. I had it, but then my car was stolen. Brooke, it’s gone! What am I going to do!”


  Both Brooke and the woman beside her looked at Emma in surprise. Something clicked, and Emma just realized what she had done. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have interrupted you speaking with a customer.” Emma took a step back and ducked her head, but not before she recognized the older woman talking to Brooke as Mrs. Ilene Kendall. Everyone in town knew the affluent woman and her reputation for being difficult to please.


  Now, both Brooke and Mrs. Kendall must think the absolute worst of her, and they were probably right! Even Orion seemed to want nothing to do with her. Feeling the tug of his leash, Emma released it so he could head to his favorite off-duty position snoozing by the heater near the front counter.


  “I’ll just wait until you’re done,” Emma whispered, wringing her now empty hands in front of her.


  “Don’t be sorry!” Mrs. Kendall quickly responded. “Your issue sounds like it needs more immediate attention than mine. Miss Hutchins, I will call you back with the address for those flowers as soon as I verify with the funeral home that it is correct.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Kendall,” Brooke said warmly. “I will have the flowers ready to be delivered tomorrow in Brighton Falls. You’re sure you wouldn’t rather have me place the order with a florist already in the city?”


  “Oh, no.” The older woman shook her head with certainty. “You are the best, Brooke. If you don’t mind making the delivery, then you’re the one I want.”


  “It’s no problem,” Brooke assured. “I make deliveries to Brighton Falls quite frequently, but I know some customers prefer the larger floral companies there.”


  “I prefer you.” With that matter settled, Mrs. Kendall nodded to Emma. “Now, why don’t you help this young lady find that ring!”


  With wide eyes, Emma watched Mrs. Kendall until she left through the door to the shop.


  “Wasn’t that Ilene Kendall?” Emma asked before Brooke had a chance to say anything.


  “Yes, it was.”


  “She’s different than I remembered. I guess I haven’t paid much attention when I’ve seen her at church. She seems…” Emma didn’t quite know how to label it.


  “Happier,” Brooke finished with a smile. “She seems happier. I think finding out that Kate Camden is her granddaughter has made a complete difference in the lives of both her and her husband. Kate is wonderful with them, and it’s like she has given them a new reason to live.”


  Emma nodded. She had heard bits of the story around town, but she’d never felt brave enough to talk to Kate directly about it.


  “Emma, are you talking about the ring Uncle Wayne gave you yesterday afternoon for the ornament he wants you to make?” Brooke asked, addressing Emma’s reason for being there.


  “Yes! That’s it!” Emma moaned. “After I left here, I went to the church, and my car was stolen. I haven’t yet told the police a ring was inside, and I don’t know what I’m going to do!”


  “Emma, the ring wasn’t inside your car,” Brooke said quickly.


  Emma froze. “It wasn’t? How do you know? I didn’t stop anywhere else between here and the church.”


  “I know because I have the ring. Don’t you remember? You didn’t want to take it with you since you had to stop by the church, so you asked me to keep it in my safe here at the store until you were ready for it. Do you want to take it now?” While she spoke, Brooke walked into the back room, headed to the safe in the corner.


  Emma followed, hearing what Brooke said, but too afraid to believe it.


  Brooke entered a few numbers on a keypad, and the safe door clicked open. She reached in, drew out a small, velvet box, and flipped it open to hold out to Emma. A diamond ring winked up at her.


  Emma gagged on her tears, unable to stop the hiccuping sobs from clawing up her throat and resulting in a gasping, ugly cry. Emma hadn’t cried at all with the events of the last twenty-four hours, and now the relief of seeing the ring safe and sound overwhelmed her.


  “Oh, honey,” Brooke cooed. “Everything is okay. How about I just put the ring back in the safe for now, and you can pick it up when you are feeling up to working on Uncle Wayne’s ornament.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emma gasped brokenly. “I don’t know why I’m crying. I’m just so relieved.” Despite her efforts, Emma’s tears continued, and as she watched, Brooke’s expression looked worried and almost as miserable as Emma’s.


  “Can I give you a hug?” Brooke asked as if she couldn’t hold back any longer.


  Emma nodded, desperate for some kind of comfort that would make the sobs stop.


  Brooke quickly wrapped her arms around Emma, making soothing sounds and drawing her close. Less than thirty seconds later, Brooke released her at just the right time. The hug was just long enough to offer much-needed comfort without being too long to set off Emma’s discomfort.


  “I don’t remember giving you the ring for safe-keeping, but I’m glad I did,” Emma said, taking deep breaths to calm the weakening shudders.


  “Emma, you had a concussion. Don’t be too hard on yourself. How are you doing today? I felt terrible that I couldn’t come stay with you last night.”


  “That’s okay. I’m feeling better today, though I’m still tired and have a headache. Chief Jacobs stayed with me last night and made sure I got my medication, so you shouldn’t feel bad for not being there.”


  Brooke’s eyes flew wide, and her hand came up to cover her mouth in an expression of surprise. “Chief Jacobs? Oh, Emma, I’m so very sorry! I should have found someone else to stay with Miss Timmons. I had no idea. Are you sure you’re ok?”


  “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” Emma was confused. Why would knowing Leo took care of her last night seem to make Brooke more upset?”


  “It’s just that Leo Jacobs is kind of like how Mrs. Kendall used to be. He doesn’t seem very happy and sometimes takes that out on those around him.”


  Emma thought, trying to interpret what Brooke was saying. Her mind went back to witnessing Leo chew out officer Kirk last night and then the loud encounter he had with the officer at the station today.


  “He’s mean?” Emma asked.


  Brooke winced, and Emma wondered if she’d said the wrong thing. “Sometimes. Like I said, he just doesn’t seem happy. I’ve never seen him be especially patient or kind to others. That probably comes a little with the work he’s in. He’s supposed to be tough, but I worried that he wouldn’t be especially sensitive to you and might hurt your feelings.”


  “He wasn’t mean. At least, I don’t think so. He’s not nice, like you, of course, but I don’t know many men, so I thought some of that was because he’s a man. Other than my dad, I don’t know many men, so he’s almost like an alien to me, I guess.” Emma shrugged. “I don’t know what to expect and probably won’t know if he behaves differently from other aliens of the male species.”


  Brooke laughed. “Emma, you understand things much better than you give yourself credit for, and I think you phrased that perfectly. From my experience, Leo Jacobs is a little more caustic of an alien than most other men.”


  “Caustic: Sharp, bitter, scathing, sarcastic, abrasive,” Emma rattled off.


  “Yep,” Brooke nodded firmly. “That definition just about covers it.”


  Emma shrugged. “I think he got mad at me a couple times, but at least he didn’t yell like he did at the other officers. I’m pretty sure he got angry with me when I was at the station today. I didn’t mean to frustrate him, but I want him to find my stolen ornaments. He’s focusing on the car, and I want my ornaments back.”


  Brooke led the way back out to the front part of the shop and walked over to where Emma’s ornaments were displayed on a Christmas tree. “I agree with you, Emma. Your ornaments are unique. There are none like them. Also, they are easy to authenticate as yours because you sign each one of them. If Chief Jacobs searches shops and asks others in the area to be on the lookout for your ornaments, then if they are spotted, he could have a direct trail to the thieves.”


  “I tried to tell him that, though I probably didn’t use the right words,” Emma said, wishing she could express her thoughts as clearly as Brooke.


  Wanting to more clearly see the ornaments on the tree, Emma took a huge step, attempting to make it over a sleeping Orion who was inconveniently in the way. The dog didn’t move in the least, even when Emma’s foot brushed his back. Emma envied his relaxed doggie nap curled up on a rug beside a Christmas tree.


  Brooke really did an exceptional job of decorating her shop in a way that displayed her wares and created a beautiful atmosphere. Counting all of her ornaments still hanging on the tree, Emma surmised that the display must be successful. Some of the branches looked a little sparse.


  “Emma, don’t you have pictures of all of your ornaments? Why don’t you take those in to Chief Jacobs tomorrow? Then he’ll have a record of what was stolen and hopefully understand it as a good angle from which to approach the case.”


  Emma brightened. “That’s a good idea. I have a picture of every ornament I have ever made. I know which ones were in the boxes. If I sort through them, I’ll be able to give him an exact inventory of what the thieves took. I know some of them were broken. I saw glass on the ground, but most of the ornaments must have survived.”


  “I agree. And anyone who looks at the ornaments will realize they are valuable and try to sell them somehow.” Brooke adjusted a few ornaments on her side of the tree and then reached down to rearrange the wrapped presents below.


  “I’ll go home right now and find the pictures.” Emma reached to pick up Orion’s leash and wake him. “Maybe I can call Chief Jacobs tonight and—”


  “Emma, please don’t do it tonight,” Brooke said, her forehead suddenly wrinkling as if she was worried. “You need to rest. People who have concussions are supposed to rest, but I bet you’ve been on the go constantly since you woke this morning. Go home and get some rest. The pictures will wait until tomorrow, and you’ll be able to think more clearly. Maybe you’ll even remember some of the empty spots from last night.


  Emma shook her head. “I don’t have time to rest. I—”


  The tiny chimes above the door jingled merrily. Chief Jacobs stepped into the shop with his jaw set firmly in a tense face.


  “Emma,” he growled, his searching gaze colliding with hers. Immediately, his features scrunched up in what Emma labeled as anger. He ran a hand through his hair and let his breath out in a huff. Then he held up one finger as if asking her to wait a minute.


  By the expression on his face, Emma was quite sure she didn’t want to wait even five seconds. She wanted to run!


  Leo took out his cell phone and pushed a button. “Mrs. Sheldon, I found her. She is at Brooke Hutchins’ shop.” His voice was calm, in complete opposition to the tension Emma felt emanating from him.


  As he paused, Emma heard some form of exuberance on the other end of the line, even from a distance.


  “No, you go ahead and stay there,” he continued calmly. “You’re already home. I’ll bring Emma home. No, it’s no problem at all. At this point, I want to make sure she gets there safely and doesn’t disappear again. See you soon. Bye.”


  Leo pressed a button on the phone and replaced it in one of his uniform pockets before turning the full force of his intensity in her direction. “Emma Sheldon, what were you thinking? Your mother has been frantic, and we’ve been searching all over for you!”


  Emma blinked, startled both by the fury directed toward her and what he said. “Why are you looking for me?”


  Leo rolled his eyes. “Because the last anyone saw of you, you were at the police station. When your mom came to pick you up, she found you’d disappeared. She searched the route to your house, and I have multiple officers searching every street in Crossroads. Did you not think what would happen when your mom couldn’t find you? She said you had your dad’s old phone and weren’t answering that either. For goodness sake, Emma, I can’t be your own personal police officer and take off chasing you every time you take off on a whim!”


  Emma flinched, his words pelting her like balls of hail in a storm she couldn’t get out of. She reached in her purse and pulled out the phone. The black screen didn’t change when she pushed the button. “It’s dead,” she murmured.


  “Of course,” Leo said with an eye roll.


  “I told Officer Kirk I was coming here,” she responded woodenly, almost sounding robotic with the lack of emotion in her tone. “I told him I was going to Brooke’s shop and to please tell my mom to pick me up there.”


  The instant change in Leo’s face would have been comical if Emma’s anxiety wasn’t so high. It was as if he’d been running at full speed and suddenly caught sight of a flying pig. “Wait. You did what?”


  “I told Officer Kirk to tell my mom I’d be here,” Emma repeated shakily.


  Keeping his gaze on Emma with an expression she couldn’t identify, Leo pulled his cell phone back out and pushed a button.


  “Kirk, this is Jacobs. Did Emma Sheldon give you a message to deliver to her mother?” Pause. A few grunts. “You were on break? You didn’t think to give someone else the message?” Another pause. “You forgot, or you didn’t quite understand what Miss Sheldon had said? Which is it?”


  This time, Leo’s pause didn’t last long before he burst out, “Come on, Kirk! Now you’re saying you don’t know what Miss Sheldon’s mom looks like? It doesn’t really matter if you were on break, didn’t hear right, forgot, or didn’t know who the message was for. The underlying problem is that you’re completely incompetent!”


  The rest of the conversation was too loud. So loud that it made all the colors of flower, diaper cakes, ornaments, home décor, and other merchandise swirl together in a nauseating world that was somehow even louder than Leo’s voice.


  Emma took deep breaths, folded her right arm over her left and let her fingers tap up to 5 and back down to 1 on the skin of her left arm. Orion finally stirred from his rug to amble over and plant himself on Emma’s feet. The pressure was comforting more than uncomfortable, and feeling Orion’s presence beside her helped her breathing to steady a little more.


  Emma looked up at the sound of Brooke’s voice. Her friend stood toe to toe with Leo, who must have just ended his call. Emma couldn’t hear Brooke’s words, but they sounded almost like hissing. Combined with Brooke’s flailing arms and flashing eyes, Emma idly wondered what the mild-mannered florist was so upset about. She really hoped Leo hadn’t said something mean and hurt her feelings.


  “Emma, if you’re ready, I told your mom I’d give you a ride home,” Leo said, turning from Brooke.


  Emma nodded. “Brooke, if you don’t mind keeping the ring in the safe, I’ll pick it up in a few days after I have my other ornaments redone and shipped off.”


  “Sure. That’s not a problem,” Brooke assured. “Is there anything else I can help with? Maybe you should take some of the ornaments you have here at the shop.”


  Emma shook her head. “I can tell by looking that you’ve already sold quite a few today. You’ll need additional stock within the week. I won’t deplete what you have here. I’ll just remake the ones I need to fill my orders.”


  After Brooke extracted a promise from Emma to call if she needed anything, Leo held the door for both her and Orion to exit and followed them to his patrol car.


  After his anger, Emma almost expected him to load her in the back of his car, as he would a criminal, but thankfully, he opened the back for Orion to jump in and the front passenger door for her. Emma scurried in, careful not to actually look at him while doing so. She couldn’t bear seeing more negative emotion directed her way.


  Without a word, Leo got in the driver’s side, started the car, and pulled out of the parking lot.


  “I don’t expect you to be my personal police officer,” Emma stated quietly, staring intently at her hands clasped stiffly at her knees.


  “I shouldn’t have said that, Emma,” Leo said, his voice lacking any of the earlier anger. “I sometimes say things I don’t mean when I’m worried and scared.”


  “Why were you worried and scared?” Emma asked, feeling confused.


  “Because you disappeared. After what happened last night, I worried someone might have kidnapped or hurt you.”


  “So, do you feel worried and scared with every call that comes in?” Emma asked, thinking about the amount of stress that would entail.


  Leo shrugged. “I guess it’s part of the job.”


  Feeling that he didn’t really answer the question, Emma tried again. “Do you always worry and feel scared for all the residents of Crossroads, or was it just me that you caused you to feel that way?”


  “Emma, what exactly are you asking?” he said, his tone dipping toward frustration.


  Subdued, Emma replied. “I was just curious if you feel worried and scared all the time about everyone. That’s an awful big load to carry. But if I did something wrong to make you feel that way about me, I wanted to apologize. I know what being scared and worried feels like, and I would never want to make someone feel that way about me. I’m sorry I did that to you.”


  Leo sighed and answered quietly, “Don’t worry, Emma, it’s not just you. I care about everyone. The residents of Crossroads are my responsibility, and it’s tough.”


  Emma nodded as if that settled the matter and then decreed confidently. “That could be the reason why you’re so mean.”


  Leo offered up a snort of laughter as he pulled into Emma’s driveway.


  Emma stepped out of the car, right as Leo appeared at her side.


  “You didn’t need to get out,” she said, not wanting to inconvenience him anymore. “You could have just dropped me off.”


  “I told your mom I’d get you safely home, and by that, I meant through the front door.”


  Leo pulled open the rear door for Orion to hop out. The dog stopped for Leo to reach down and give him a good pat before positioning himself at Emma’s side.


  Side-by-side, they followed the sidewalk to the steps leading up to the front porch and the door. The temperature had dropped with the setting sun, and Emma realized with a shiver that it was almost the exact same time her car was stolen yesterday.


  Before putting her hand on the door handle, Emma paused and bravely turned to him, knowing that she needed to formally apologize. “I really am sorry for disappearing and making you feel worried and scared. I should have waited for my mom or made sure I communicated better with Officer Kirk.”


  “Please don’t apologize, Emma. I don’t think it was your fault. You tried to get your mom a message. It just didn’t happen the way you planned. I’m the one who should apologize. I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did.”


  “You’re the police chief. It’s your job to worry,” Emma said, reminding him what he’d already explained.


  “No, it isn’t,” Leo’s eyes slid shut and he swallowed with difficulty before opening his eyes and speaking quickly. “Emma, I didn’t tell you the complete truth back there.” Leo grimaced as if in pain. “Nope, that’s not the truth either.”


  Taking a deep breath, he looked Emma square in the eyes and spoke clearly and with determination. “Emma, I lied. I don’t get scared about others. I get concerned and feel anxious, but not the fear and intense worrying I felt today. That’s just with you.”


  Emma’s brow furrowed, wondering what she’d done wrong to cause him to react that way. “Why me?”


  “I don’t know,” he replied, his voice husky.


  The front door wrenched open.


  “Oh, Emma!” Cindy threw her arms around Emma before she could step back. “I know you don’t like hugs, but I’m so relieved!”


  Cindy released Emma only to pull her and Orion into the house and issue a dinner invitation to Leo.


  Leo refused, saying that he must finish some work back at the office. After briefly explaining the chain of events leading to Emma’s disappearing and assuring Cindy that Emma was not at fault, Leo left.


  Emma watched him walk down the sidewalk back to his car. Remembering how bad she’d felt about not telling him goodbye last time, she awkwardly raised her voice to call after him.


  “Thank you, Leo. Goodbye.”


  Leo paused and darted a glance back at her but didn’t say a word.


  Emma watched him drive away and couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling stemming from his goodbye. While it hadn’t been words, that last glance had communicated something, but she had no idea what it was.
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  “Chief Jacobs seems like a nice man.”


  At her mother’s comment, Emma’s hand holding the glue gun slipped. She jerked away as a drop of hot glue fell on her finger. Emma winced and immediately stood to go run her injured finger under the running water at the kitchen sink.


  “I guess so,” Emma replied noncommittally. They were working in the kitchen instead of in her studio because her mom insisted there was more space for them both to work. The problem was, so far Cindy hadn’t done much except offer opinions. Emma needed to focus on getting her ornaments done, which was becoming more difficult with her pounding headache. It would soon become impossible if her mom insisted on holding a conversation, especially one about Leo.


  Emma dried her hand and decided that the injury would smart a while but was not severe enough to blister. She returned to the table, feeling a sense of hopelessness as her gaze encountered the ornaments and scattered mess of supplies covering the surface. This was not going well. She did not have time to replace some of the more intricate ornaments, such as those with glass or even the felted ones. Instead, her only option was to make quantities of those she considered second-class ornaments, and she constantly worried that they weren’t good enough.


  Resolutely, she sat back in her chair and picked up the pre-made glass ball. With her burnt finger, she positioned the ribbon at just the right angle and readied to make another attempt with the glue gun.


  “Maybe we should invite your Chief Jacobs over to dinner sometime.”


  Emma jerked the hot glue gun again, this time encountering the neighboring finger to the previously injured one. Without making a sound, Emma released her breath slowly at the pain, deliberately set the glue gun down again, and returned to the sink.


  “Mom, why would we invite him to dinner?” Emma called back. “And he isn’t ‘my Chief Jacobs’ at all.”


  “It’s just an expression,” Cindy shrugged casually. “He’s just so handsome, and he seems to like you. I just thought if we invited him to dinner, it might give you two a chance to get to know each other. Sometimes romance needs a little help, you know.”


  Thankfully, Cindy had learned to be fairly direct in her answers when Emma asked a question. Otherwise, Emma would just not understand any “beating around the bush.” The trouble came, however, in Emma’s skill in locating the right question to elicit the information. This time, it worked. Cindy’s response was clear enough that Emma understood Cindy’s purpose in scheming a love connection between her and Chief Jacobs.


  For Emma’s part, the thought of such a scheme made her feel ill with anxiety.


  “No, Mom. Chief Jacobs doesn’t feel that way about me, nor will he ever. Any attention he’s shown me is all part of his job. He even explained that to me before he dropped me off. He said he didn’t have time to be my personal police officer.”


  Cindy shook her head with a long-suffering smile. “Men don’t always say what they mean, sweetheart. He didn’t have to go himself to search for you tonight. He could have sent other officers, but he didn’t. I saw the look on his face when I told him I couldn’t find you. There’s no way he feels that way about every woman in Crossroads.”


  Her words reminded her of Leo’s confession. He didn’t feel that way about everyone. Just her.


  Emma sat back at the table but didn’t attempt to pick up the glue gun again. This time, she knew better.


  “I don’t think he feels the same way,” Emma agreed. “But it isn’t because he feels romantic in any way toward me. Remember when Grandma’s cat had kittens when I was little? The runt of the litter was this tiny little thing, and it got the most attention. Grandma was so concerned about it that she even fed it with a bottle, trying to get it to put on weight.”


  Mom smiled. “That cat is still a scrawny little thing, but your grandma sure does love it.”


  “She doesn’t love Runt because he’s an especially good cat or pretty, or because he has any redeeming qualities,” Emma insisted. “She’s always loved him because she felt sorry for him.”


  Emma picked up the glue gun and resolutely glued the ribbon in place. “I’m the runt, Mom. Leo feels sorry for me because I’m more needy and not like others.”


  Cindy gasped. “Emma Sheldon, you are not!”


  “Mom, I’m not saying that because I feel bad about it.” Emma rearranged the supplies her mom had sifted through into neat little piles. “It’s a fact and not something I can do anything about. I’ve known since I was in junior high that I was a runt and that no guy would ever see me as anything but that. I don’t mean to disappoint you, Mom. I haven’t exactly ever had a date. I thought you already knew that no man would want me for a wife.”


  “Emma, I had no idea you felt that way!” Cindy’s nose turned red, and she began sniffling. “I always thought you were a late bloomer and too shy to let any man know you were interested. Being autistic doesn’t disqualify you from love, sweetheart. Every relationship has its challenges. Just because you are starting out with a challenge doesn’t mean a relationship isn’t worth the attempt. Honey, I’ve been praying for your husband since you were born, and even more so after we found out you are autistic. God isn’t going to disappoint either one of us. Please don’t close the door on the idea that God may have a nice, Christian man for you who can see and appreciate the beautiful woman He made.”


  Strangely, Emma felt the sting of tears, but she didn’t know if it was because of her mother’s words or the realization that she was destined to be a disappointment to her.


  Emma put the ornament she was working on down and picked up another to glue. “If that’s the way you feel, then you can definitely mark Leo Jacobs off your list. He isn’t a Christian.”


  “Do you know that, or are you just assuming since we’ve never seen him at church?” Cindy asked, reaching over to take the finished ornament and place it carefully in a box.


  “I mentioned my faith today when I spoke with him at the station.” Emma thought hard, trying to find the right words to summarize Leo’s attitude. At a loss, she finally just shrugged. “He’s not a Christian, Mom, and he doesn’t have a desire to become one either.”


  Cindy sniffed. “Well, that doesn’t change things in the least. God is pretty big. If Leo is the one God plans for you, then He’ll just save him beforehand.”


  Emma laughed outright, though her laugh didn’t hold much humor. “Autism and salvation. Those aren’t big challenges at all!”


  “Not to God!” Cindy insisted. “Those are small potatoes in comparison to days 1 through 6!


  Emma shook her head and unplugged her glue gun. She was done for the day, in every sense. Her head hurt too bad to make one more ornament, and she realized it was pointless to continue conversing with her mom. Cindy wouldn’t listen to reason, and there was nothing Emma could say to make that happen.


  Emma knew God was big. She knew God did miracles. But a runt usually stayed a runt. Grandma’s cat never was a typical cat, and Emma didn’t expect to someday wake up normal. She’d learned to believe that God had made her this way for a reason, and if that meant that she was disqualified from some things, like marriage, then Emma was okay with that. She trusted He had a purpose for making her special, though she acknowledged it likely wasn’t as big of a purpose as she often longed for. She tried to console herself that small purposes were fine, too.


  However, in spite of herself, she still longed for her ornaments to have purpose with a capital P instead of the lower case one. Sometimes, when she wasn’t careful about her thoughts, she’d find herself longing for other things, too. What would it be like to be loved by a man? What would it feel like to know someone cared about her romantically and not just out of pity?


  Strangely, she’d had quite a few of those wayward thoughts over the past twenty-four hours. Mostly when thinking of a certain handsome police chief.
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  Emma stared at the blank email screen. She had no idea what to write.


  She tried to never take orders by phone because, inevitably, she’d not know what to say. She wouldn’t ask the right questions and ended up with a difficult mess to sort through. Email orders were usually much better. She had time to think about her response, and she could use the delete button frequently if she said the wrong thing.


  This time was different. How should she respond to a friendly, 11-year-old boy who wanted her to make an ornament for his mom but had no idea what that ornament should be? She didn’t know his parents and didn’t know how to advise him.


  Emma reread the email for about the twentieth time and with determination, began by answering the questions he had asked.


  Yes, she’d make the ornament.


  After thinking about it, she knew that even though she didn’t have time, she couldn’t say no to the boy. Besides, she didn’t want to. She wanted to make the ornament, no matter what it was.


  A description. He wanted to know what she looked like.


  Emma stood up and walked over to the mirror hung on the wall. While she didn’t particularly enjoy looking at herself in the mirror, sometimes she liked to hold up her ornaments to it, liking how it gave her a different perspective. Now she stood close and studied her reflection. Her hair was brownish-red. Was it more brown or red? She didn’t know. Maybe “chestnut” was the word for it, but chestnut wasn’t an option when she got her driver’s license. They put “brown,” and they hadn’t even asked.


  Maybe she should just say brown hair. And curly. Her hair was curly and long.


  Her mom said it was beautiful, princess’ hair, but she wouldn’t put that. Just brown, curly, and long.


  She was white. Maybe she should say “Caucasian.” Woong was from Korea, and she kind of wished he’d included a picture of himself. Emma guessed he had a cute grin to match his personality. Emma was quite pale, which she imagined probably matched her personality, too. This time of year, her summer freckles weren’t visible, leaving her complexion creamy and ghost-like.


  Blue eyes. She had blue eyes.


  That should be enough, right?


  Woong also wanted ideas for what ornament might work for his mom. Emma sighed and walked over to her table where she’d consolidated all the pictures she was gathering to show Leo. None of them leaped out to her volunteering to be the perfect one for Woong’s mom, and Emma knew this needed to be a custom ornament, truly one-of-a-kind.


  She sat back down, wrote her description and sat there, desperately trying to think of a suggestion. She heard her parents’ voices from downstairs and wished she had shut her door all the way. The noise was distracting, especially since they were both singing Christmas carols and neither one of them could claim to be an especially good singer. The fact that they sang more notes off key than in tune might actually qualify them as being quite awful singers.


  Emma should have sent them to church without her this morning. Both of them had insisted Emma stay home and rest since she had refused to yesterday. Then they had also insisted on staying home with her to “take care of her.”


  Now they sang while making lunch, and Emma felt the singing had completely the opposite effect of taking care of her.


  Christmas carols. That was it. Quickly she typed a few lines asking what Woong’s mom’s favorite Christmas carols were and if that might work as inspiration for an ornament.


  She pressed send. She hadn’t wanted to, her first inclination being to read and reread what she’d written. She didn’t have time to overanalyze and rewrite. However, as soon as she hit the button, she longed to snatch the email back and review it ad nauseam anyway.


  Sighing, she stood and went back to work on her ornaments. When she came to another stopping place, she needed to finish gathering the pictures of the stolen ornaments so she could take them into the station for Leo to see tomorrow. Hopefully, she could stop after mailing a box of ornaments at the post office. That is, if she managed to get them done and ready to send.


  Emma dutifully got to work with her paints, trying to create intricate detail with a hand that wouldn’t quite hold steady. She both anticipated and dreaded tomorrow, and that combination created more stress than her normally steady hand could take. She dreaded Monday morning because, even if she managed to make enough orders and ship them out, she would be left with the nagging worry that they would be seen as inferior in quality.


  On the other hand, worry couldn’t entirely account for the unsteady rhythm of her heart when thinking about her after-post-office plans. The truth was, the thought of stopping at the police station to deliver her ornament pictures didn’t fill her with anticipation as much as the thought of seeing the man who she would hand the pictures to.
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  “What is this?” Leo said, quickly thumbing through Emma’s pictures before tossing them to his desk.


  The look on his face made Emma cringe and wish she’d never come to his office to deliver the pictures. She must be bothering him.


  Emma reached out and gathered the pictures back up neatly. What he tossed aside as if bits of bothersome trash, she carefully rescued as treasures.


  “These are pictures of the ornaments that were stolen,” she explained, trying not to feel hurt at the way he had treated something important to her. “They are very unique, and I signed every one of them. If you spread the word about them, maybe someone will recognize and spot one of them in a resale shop.”


  Leo scowled. “Emma, no one will take time to read the descriptions of each ornament or study all of those pictures. Nor should they. Cars are much more valuable and easier to locate.”


  Emma wished she’d brought Orion. She had intended for this to be a very quick trip, and since her mom was playing chauffeur, she’d decided to leave him home. Now, with this meeting not going as she’d anticipated, Emma longed for her friend’s presence.


  “But these are valuable,” Emma insisted. Searching through the stack, she pulled out a picture of a beautiful blown glass ornament with purple glass flowers inside and slid it over to him. “See this one? This is one of my most intricate glass blown ornaments. It was really difficult to get the flowers to ‘bloom’ just right within the glass ball. I prayed that it would go to someone who would need to ‘bloom’ through difficult circumstances. I know that the ornament itself has no special magic, but I would like God to help give this person strength to be strong and the faith that He is making something beautiful out of whatever circumstances he or she is going through. And that in the end, he or she will see the beautiful ornament made through adversity.”


  “Emma—”


  “And see this one?” Emma slid across a picture of her “starry night” ornament. “It has some irregularities since it was one of my first types of glass blown ornaments I made. I prayed that this ornament would go to someone who wasn’t a Christian and that somehow it would make them think about Christmas in a new way. I know it’s silly. There’s nothing overtly Christian or Christmasy about it, but do you see how the light shines through the imperfections? It reminds me of what the sky must have looked like that first Christmas, and maybe the person the ornament is supposed to go to will come to know God and let His forgiveness shine through to make Christmas beautiful from a new perspective.”


  Leo concentrated on the photo as if it was one of those Magic Eye pictures that you must look at just right to see the hidden image.


  Encouraged that he was actually looking at it and not just tossing it back to her in dismissal, Emma continued. “I prayed for each of these ornaments. I prayed that they would go to the right person and be a blessing, but I also prayed for more specific things. It probably sounds ridiculous to you, and maybe it is. But sometimes I think we sell God short. Can’t the God who created the universe answer more specific prayers? I often ask God to show me how to pray for my ornaments, and I also like to look at the characteristics of an ornament and think about the person I would like it to bless. It’s my way of connecting to both God and other people. Even though I never actually know that my prayers are answered, I release them into His care when I ship them off, and I believe He uses them. Sometimes I even imagine how my prayers are answered in the lives of others.”


  Leo tossed the photo back.


  Seeing his expression now, Emma feared she’d read him wrong before. He didn’t look open or interested at all. Instead, his sharp movements spoke of impatience and the curl of his lips… was that disdain?


  Emma pressed forward with determination, yet her voice became thready and shook. “So you see, these ornaments are more valuable than a dollar figure. Even though much of their worth can’t be assessed, it is far greater than that of my car. If you are able to recover even a few of the ornaments, then at least I can make sure they are sent correctly.”


  “Emma, I’m afraid you’ve misunderstood what my job is,” Leo said, standing up from his desk.


  The door to his office clicked open a half-second before a woman’s voice announced. “Leo, I need to know right now who your date is for the Christmas party on Friday night.”


  “Kate, why are you interrupting me for that?” Leo growled.


  “I didn’t think Emma would care.” Turning to Emma, she beamed and waved, “Hi Emma!” Then, turning her attention back to Leo, Kate continued, “Besides this will take two seconds. Just give me a name.” Kate held a small tablet of paper in her hand and poised her pen at the ready.


  “You figure since you no longer work for me that you can just barge in here whenever you want?”


  Leo’s scowling expression seemed enough to send people running for cover, but Kate kept her post, smiling brightly.


  “Pretty much,” she said agreeably. “Now, who is she?”


  “I won’t be bringing a date. It’ll just be me.”


  Kate sighed dramatically. “It can’t be just you, Leo. You wanted me to set up this party, so you have to follow my rules.”


  “I’ve learned my lesson now, thank you very much! I asked you to organize it because you know the department but aren’t officially employed here and a victim of one of our scheduled shifts. Since you do consultant work for us, you’d be invited to the party anyway. Plus, you’re friends with Brooke Hutchins, whose boyfriend owns the community center.”


  Kate sighed dramatically. “You’re just using me.”


  “Pretty much.”


  Kate shrugged. “I figured. But you still have to deal with the consequences of me being in charge. So, who is your date?”


  “I. Don’t. Have. One.” Leo punctuated each word with a carefully enunciated growl.


  “You need to have one,” Kate insisted. “Everyone else is bringing a plus one, so if you don’t, that throws the seating chart, dancing, and everything else off. Let’s see, where can we find you a date?”


  The pause didn’t last a full second before Kate squealed. “Emma! Why don’t you take Emma?”


  Leo started, “I don’t think that—”


  “Emma, we’re having a Crossroads Police Department Christmas party this next Friday,” Kate quickly explained. “It’s a pretty big deal because it doesn’t happen very often. Someone always needs to be on shift, so parties are pointless if the employees can’t make it. This year, however, Leo put me in charge, and I figured out that we could plan things on a rotating schedule. We’ll have the bare minimum required to hold down the fort here at the station. If calls come in and require backup, we can be reached at the community center. Next year, we’ll rotate, so the same people aren’t always on duty for the Christmas party. I have confirmation for everyone and their guests, except Leo. So, what do you think, Emma? Will you come?”


  A party. Emma didn’t think she’d ever been to a real Christmas party before. She’d been to a few church ones, but that wasn’t really the same thing. The thought excited her. She really wanted to go. It felt like something a normal person would do, and she really wanted to be the kind of person who got invited to a Christmas party and went. However, she only wanted to go if Leo wanted her to. She didn’t want to be a hindrance or a charity case for him, but if he genuinely wanted her to go, that would be different.


  She turned to Leo, trying to read his thoughts. He didn’t look angry or upset by the idea. His right eyebrow raised as if curious as to her response.


  Emma answered hesitantly. “I think I could go. That is, if Leo wants me to.”


  “Yay! Of course, he does!” Kate gushed. “I’ll put you down right now. What a relief! Now, I need to give Brooke a call and talk to the caterers to confirm the numbers for the buffet.”


  Kate breezed out of the office before Emma realized that it was all a done deal. Leo walked over to the door and stood there, waiting for Emma to follow.


  Was he upset that she had been assigned as his date without his input?


  “Emma, if you don’t have any new information, I need to get back to work.” Leo indicated the door with a gesture that even Emma understood to mean she should leave.


  “I’ll leave the pictures with you,” Emma said, extending the stack in his direction. “I thought they should qualify as new information since they provided a new angle you could use in your search.”


  Leo held up his hands and shook his head, not willing to touch the photos. “Keep them. They are useless to me, and I won’t pretend otherwise. I can’t go on a wild goose chase for a bunch of ornaments that aren’t important to anyone but you.”


  A kindergartener could have made a more artistic and appealing ornament.


  The phrase from the horrible review replayed through Emma’s mind before the echo of Leo’s words faded. The effect paralyzed her for the space of several seconds, and she simply stared at Leo, helpless as hurt ripped through her. At least the review was written by someone who didn’t know Emma and hadn’t heard from her own lips the reasons the ornaments were special. Leo knew her and listened while she’d shared her heart, and then he’d dismissed all she’d cared about by casually saying none of it was important. The trauma from Leo’s betrayal was so much worse and only confirmed the written words from earlier.


  Lips trembling, Emma stepped through the door, but turned back, speaking the only question she could think of. “Leo Jacobs, why are you so mean?”


  Though not spoken loudly, those words spoken in the doorway of Leo’s office carried through the open area of cubicles, halting all other sound and movement as everything breathlessly awaited the police chief’s response.


  For once, Emma didn’t falter in her gaze locked with his. She saw him startle and watched the lights and colors shift and change in his brown eyes, but she didn’t know what any of it meant.


  Emma didn’t know how long they would have stood there locked in a stare, but the buzzing of her phone in her purse broke the spell. Emma’s mother had insisted they stop and get Emma a new phone even before they mailed her packages this morning. She said she didn’t want another repeat of Saturday when she couldn’t find Emma and had no way to reach her. Figuring it would be faster to comply than to attempt to get her mom to change her mind, Emma agreed, purchased a new phone, and had her data transferred in record time.


  Emma stepped away from the door, tugged her new phone out, and looked at the screen.


  MIRIAM YANCY: emma, the decorating committee is wondering when we can expect the ornaments you promised to deliver. our schedules are thrown off since you didn’t bring them friday.


  Two seconds later, the phone beeped again.


  BETTY HARRIMAN: emma, would u be available to teach the preschool class on wednesday nights in december? we are short-handed and really need the help!


  Emma sucked in a breath, realizing the phone was now popping notifications of all the messages she should have received over the weekend after her phone had been stolen. Remembering Leo, she whirled back only to find his office door securely closed and the blinds drawn.


  “Emma, I just saw your mom waiting out front. Is she giving you a ride home?” Kate asked cheerfully from near her elbow.


  “Yes, thank you. I don’t want to keep her waiting.” Emma said, feeling completely numb.


  “And, Emma, everything is set up. I’ll see you on Friday night for the party,” Kate smiled. “The dress is as fancy as you want to be. Some women will be wearing formal dresses, though I think a few of the men will protest if they have to wear suits.”


  Emma nodded woodenly, doubting that Kate was accurate, but not wanting to say so. There was no way Leo would want to take her to the party now, and she didn’t think she would want to go either.


  Simply wanting to leave, Emma hurried to the exit. With her hand on the door to the exterior office, she heard her name called.


  Turning around, she saw Leo in the doorway to his office once again.


  Speaking so that she’d be sure to hear, along with everyone else in the office, he called, “Emma, I’ll pick you up at 5:30 on Friday for the party.”
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  Emma tied the last ribbon and looked at the finished ornament with blurry eyes. It was 2:00 in the morning. Her parents thought she’d gone to bed hours ago and would protest if they knew she was still awake working, especially if they knew she was working on the ornaments for the church.


  Emma had received the text from Miriam Yancy three days ago, and she had yet to show it to her mom. Instead, Emma frantically worked to both fulfill her orders and the church’s demands. This was not the first night she’d stayed up so late working, but she was so close to the number she needed to deliver to the church, she didn’t want to stop now.


  She also knew that if she showed her mom the text, Cindy would likely become very angry and tell Miriam Yancy a few things she would soon regret. No, this was Emma’s business, and Miriam was right in that Emma had promised to donate ornaments for the church’s tree. It was Emma’s responsibility to fulfill that promise, no matter what it cost her personally.


  The church grapevine had apparently not yet spread the news of the theft and attack, or maybe it had, and Miriam just didn’t care. Emma knew both her mom and the police had contacted the church already. Her mom asked for prayer, and the police asked for any video surveillance. From Miriam’s response and the lack of progress on the case, Emma thought neither contact had likely been effective.


  Thinking of the police, Emma glanced at her phone, even though she knew the screen would show no text from Leo. He said he’d text her if he had any information, but Emma really thought he’d probably only said that to get her to stop calling for updates. She’d called at least once a day since Monday when she’d taken in the pictures. She would have been satisfied if Officer Kirk simply provided updates without bothering Leo, but whoever answered the phone at the station always forwarded her call directly to the police chief.


  And Leo hadn’t taken kindly to her calls, or “interruptions,” as he called them.


  Emma sighed wearily and turned the power on her laptop. She needed to check her email before she went to bed. She and Woong had exchanged emails several times within the last few days. She had answered questions on how old she was and the fact that she was a ‘Miss’ and not a “Mrs.” She’d also asked how his parents had met. She hoped that once Woong told that story, they would get a clear idea of a special ornament for his mom. Emma liked the boy and enjoyed conversing with him, but even if he never told her the story of how his parents met, she hoped he soon decided what ornament he wanted her to make.


  Emma pulled up her email and found another message waiting from Woong. She quickly scanned it, but finding no ornament instructions, she worriedly glanced at the calendar on the wall. She wanted the ornament made and shipped well before the shipping deadline for Christmas.


  Somehow this ornament had come to symbolize something more than just another custom order. When she finished, she’d be done. It was the last custom order she had committed to and marked the end of her responsibilities. Just a few more weeks and she could officially close the “Little Star Boutique.”


  She felt so weary that closing seemed to be the wisest option. Even though her intention had always been to make the ornaments for God, she couldn’t help but think God must have something else planned. With everything that happened, shutting down her business must be what God wanted her to do. It was just too hard. This type of business was likely easy for someone without Emma’s challenges, but Emma had anxiety over everything. The angle of a ribbon holding a little silver bell on an ornament shouldn’t cause so much anxiety and be so time-consuming, but to Emma, it mattered.


  With little things so difficult, when big things came like stolen cars, missing ornaments needing replacing, and criticism on all sides, maintaining such a business didn’t seem possible.


  Her strong resolve in Leo’s office had quickly faded when he was no longer pushing her to defend her faith. Discouragement crept back in, leading her to conclude that it didn’t matter if she viewed this as her ministry; no one else did.


  The past few days proved that to her. Now the church wanted her to take more responsibility as a children’s teacher for Wednesday nights, and she should do that, right? Emma really believed that, despite her noble intentions, this all must be God’s way of telling her to give up on Little Star and focus her efforts on smaller areas that more suited her challenges. Some people were made for dreams and big things, but that obviously was not God’s plan for Emma.


  However, if all of that was true, why did Emma’s heart ache so much at the thought that Woong’s ornament was her swan song?


  Emma swallowed, trying to push the unease aside and focus on rereading Woong’s words. Maybe the email could trigger an idea she could suggest to him. With that goal in mind, Emma quickly wrote an email, being careful to answer the curious boy’s questions but also asking if Woong’s mom enjoyed any hobbies. As an example, Emma explained how her store, Little Star Boutique, got its name because she loves the stars and astronomy. Since she is a Christian, “Little star” also reminded her of the Christmas star that led the wise men to Jesus. Emma remembered that Woong already mentioned the wise men in one of his previous messages and how they probably didn’t arrive when Jesus was a baby, as depicted in the traditional manger scene. Maybe something with wise men or a hobby like astronomy might work as the basis for an ornament.


  Emma sent off the email, too tired to reread it. With one last look at the ornaments drying on her work table, Emma turned out the light. Orion picked himself off the floor where he’d been snoring at Emma’s feet and staggered down the hall after her.


  With teeth brushed and pajamas on, Emma finally slid under the covers that already held Orion positioned at the foot of the bed. Thoughts of Woong, her Wednesday night children’s class, her ornaments, and even her persistent headache soon faded away. The last thought trailing through her mind was of Leo.


  Friday waited only two days away. That was still quite a while.


  If Emma called Leo just once tomorrow, would that make him really mad? She wouldn’t call more than that. Just once shouldn’t matter, right?


  She could find out if there had been any progress on the case. She also wanted to find out if he was too mad to take her to the party.


  Just one call.


  Then the party.
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  “Emma, you look beautiful.”


  Leo’s words sent a thrill of pleasure from the top of Emma’s upswept curls to the tips of her silver flats. She couldn’t make herself meet his gaze and even try to figure out if he was sincere. Neither option promised good returns. Either he wasn’t sincere, and Emma would feel humiliated and like she didn’t belong at the party, or he was sincere, and she would feel so self-conscious and embarrassed that she wouldn’t know how to interact with him the rest of the evening.


  Emma thought about spouting off the story of how her mom had taken her dress shopping yesterday, much to her mom’s delight. Emma had tried on no less than twenty-five dresses and refused every one of them, much to her mom’s aggravation. Emma came to believe that a requirement for a formal gown must be that it was itchy, scratchy, tight, or just generally uncomfortable, and she knew she couldn’t tolerate an evening in any one of them. Also, the bright colors of many dresses made them simply unacceptable.


  Finally, the very patient salesperson found her a soft, elegant, green velvet gown that fit Emma perfectly. Emma loved how the light bounced off the fabric and thought it the most mesmerizing material she’d seen.


  However, she knew Leo wouldn’t be interested in any of those details and opted for a simple, “Thank you,” while keeping her eyes focused on that mesmerizing green skirt.


  Leo had arrived to pick Emma up promptly at 5:30 and patiently allowed Emma’s mom to titter around taking pictures as if they were headed to their high school prom.


  Conversation in the car had been nonexistent save for a few comments on the weather, and Emma was astute enough to feel the awkwardness of it all and anxious enough to think it all her fault.


  Now they had arrived at the party and stood near the entryway, trying to figure out what to do and where to go. Couples already mingled with each other, all smiling and conversing as if it was the easiest thing in the world. And Emma couldn’t figure out what to do with her hands.


  She tried to tuck them in her pockets, pockets being the other reason she loved her dress, but thought that probably looked ridiculous. She tucked them behind her, but that was quite an awkward position in which to attempt to tap them together. Finally, she clasped them around front, tapping quickly and slightly, hoping no one would notice.


  Leo was silent.


  “I’m sorry I called so much this week.” Emma blurted. If she apologized, maybe Leo wouldn’t feel so uncomfortable.


  Emma bravely lifted her gaze enough to see a hint of a smile on his mouth. “That’s okay, Emma. By the end of the week, I would have missed you if you hadn’t called. I started taking my breaks when you called just so I could speak with you.”


  “You did that for me?” Emma asked, surprised. “I wondered why you weren’t nearly so mean on Thursday and Friday when I called.”


  “And I was disappointed when you only called once today,” Leo said. “I could have used another break. I’m just sorry I never had any progress to report. We don’t have any leads on who stole those cars or your ornaments. The case is at a dead end.”


  “Leo, you’re here!” Kate greeted, hurrying up to them. “Follow me! Now we can get started.”


  Leo took Emma’s arm lightly, and they trailed behind Kate to the center of the large community center room.


  Emma nervously looked around at the beautifully decorated tables along the sides, and the garlands draped along the balcony that encircled three-quarters of the room. Couples in a rainbow of colors, sparkles, and blinding sequins clustered in small groups that created an amazing amount of noise.


  Emma’s instinct was to duck, cover her head, and shut her eyes so the noise and swirling colors stopped. Instead, she stood stiffly at Leo’s side and attempted a smile, or at least a look that didn’t resemble utter misery.


  A microphone appeared in Kate’s hand. “Merry Christmas, everyone! We are going to get the evening started! Our police chief is here, and he and his date are going to get the dancing started this evening. That way, we’ll get through that awkwardness of someone needing to be the first to dance. The buffet is almost ready, and we’ll eat. Then we’ll have the gift exchange and more dancing to cap the evening off.”


  At the mention of dancing and “Leo’s date,” Emma began inching her way to the side of the room. She wasn’t actually Leo’s date. Kate had just assigned her to him to fill a needed position. They surely wouldn’t expect her to dance, especially not in front of everyone.


  The music started, and Kate quickly vacated the floor with a speed Emma admired.


  Leo turned to her.


  Emma looked around frantically, trying to find someone she could point to and nominate to fill the role of Leo’s date. Unfortunately, she was the only one in a ten-foot radius, and Leo’s eyes declared the role as hers.


  Emma looked at him with all the excuses she could think of wordlessly flashing through the panicked flickers of her eyes. I can’t. I don’t know how to dance. I have a headache. I need to use the restroom. My feet don’t work right. I’m going to pass out. I’m allergic to dancing.


  Her mouth opened and closed, and though she couldn’t manage to get out a single one of her excuses, Leo somehow understood and looked at her with understanding.


  Leaning close, he whispered in her ear. “Thirty seconds, Emma. Close your eyes for thirty seconds, and it will all be over. I’ve got you.”


  Panic-stricken, Emma obeyed and closed her eyes, but with nothing to see, all her other senses immediately became even more sensitive on high alert status.


  A large hand curled around her small one, and another one came around the small of her back, pulling her close but not too close. Leo swayed from one foot to the other, and Emma attempted to sway with him. Though Emma recognized the song from the radio, it was neither fast nor slow, and Emma had no idea of the speed or rhythm with which she needed to sway.


  The instant she felt his foot under hers, her eyes flipped open.


  “I’m sorry!” she gasped.


  Two seconds later, she stepped on his other foot.


  Colors and lights swirled around her. She no longer heard music, but all the sounds melted into a roar.


  1… 2… 3… 4… 5… 5… 4… 3—


  There was nowhere for her fingers to tap.


  Leo’s hand held hers firmly up high, and the other hand kept position at its post around Leo’s back. It was a position that unfortunately also allowed her to feel the strong muscles moving as he swayed.


  Every sensation was too much. The colors and lights, the sound, the feel of Leo’s warmth and strength where her hands touched him, the pressure of his foot under hers yet again. Perhaps worst of all was the unnerving sensation that she was being watched with every mistake and short breath analyzed by disapproving eyes.


  She needed to tap.


  If she couldn’t tap, the wave would overwhelm her in 1… 2…


  “Emma, is Pluto the ninth planet in the solar system or not?”


  Emma’s eyes popped open at Leo’s urgent question.


  “Well, Pluto is actually considered a dwarf planet,” Emma immediately responded. “It fits two out of three of the criteria for being a planet, but since it is part of the Kuiper Belt and does not clear its orbit, then it isn’t technically considered a planet. The funny thing is that knocking Pluto’s planet status makes some people really upset because it changes our traditional nine planet view of the solar system. Even scientists still debate whether it should be termed a planet. However, if Pluto were classified as a regular planet, other dwarf planets would qualify for planetary status as well. For instance, Eris and Ceres are also dwarf planets in the Kuiper Belt. Pluto is only about the size of half of the United States, and Pluto’s moon, Charon is so large in comparison that the two together are often referred to as a double planet. Even though Pluto isn’t technically an official planet, it might be my favorite just because it’s so very different. It has a very strange orbit, and did you know that the snow on Pluto is red?”


  “Alright, everyone!” Kate announced into the microphone. “Don’t let Chief Jacobs and Emma feel lonely! Come join them on the dance floor!”


  Soon other dancers swung around beside them, and Emma lost the sensation of being watched.


  “We did it, Emma!” Leo said as he mercifully swung her to the side of the room as soon as their exit could go unnoticed. “The task of the first dance is completed.”


  “You did that on purpose,” Emma realized with sudden insight. “You distracted me with an astronomy question to keep me from panicking.”


  Leo shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”


  Emma nodded, feeling thankful and yet slightly bothered that she made for such an easy mark to manipulate. Then again, she hated that someone would have the need to manipulate her in such a way to keep her from losing it.


  Still, it was thoughtful for him to try to keep her calm, and he knew enough about her to use a method that worked.


  “Thank you,” she said, hoping he also read the apology in her tone. He should have brought a date he didn’t need to rescue from herself.


  Leo drew her around a few tables and into a corner of the room where shadows lengthened. “Emma, I know this isn’t easy for you. I appreciate that you came, but we don’t need to stay. Parties aren’t really your thing, and I understand that.”


  Emma swallowed. Did he want her to go? How could she make him understand that she desperately wanted to be here? She wanted to have fun and socialize and be like all the smiling other faces in the room. She wanted to belong. She wanted to be normal.


  “Crowds are difficult for me, as are the music and all the lights and colors,” Emma explained honestly. “But I don’t want to go. I’ve never been to a Christmas party like this before. I want to enjoy it. I just wish I didn’t get in my own way. If I’m not too much trouble, I’d still like to stay and try.”


  “Emma, you’re not any trouble at all. I just didn’t want you to be uncomfortable.”


  Emma struggled to explain feelings even she didn’t understand. “Being uncomfortable doesn’t mean I want to escape. Well, a large part of me does want to escape, but another part of me wants to want to be here. I know that doesn’t make sense to you at all, but it’s like always trying to balance polar opposite desires for every interaction I ever have. I’m just not sure how to do it.”


  “I do,” Leo said confidently. “I’ll help you. I know everyone here, and I’m great at bossing them around. No one will dare say anything remotely offensive. Follow my lead. If something gets too overwhelming, grab my hand and squeeze it so I know. Come on, let’s get something to eat first.”


  Though not at all sure about Leo’s plan, especially the part about squeezing his hand, Emma had no chance to ask for clarification before Leo placed a plate in her hand and urged her down the buffet line with about twenty other talking, laughing people.


  A huge assortment of foods decorated the tables so that Emma could have easily spent twenty minutes deciding which ones to carefully place on her plate. Leo moved quickly, however, and Emma barely managed to grab some cheese and crackers before hurrying along the line to catch up. Seeing his plate much more heavily laden than her own, Emma worried that she was doing it wrong. She then carefully watched what Leo and a few others picked up, and added those to her plate, too. Finishing by adding a couple of Christmas cookies, Emma looked down at her plate and realized she wouldn’t eat half of it. Not only was it way too much food, most of it, other than the cheese and crackers, were foods she didn’t recognize or like.


  Leo led the way to a table and pulled out a chair for her to sit down. He then disappeared for about thirty tense seconds where Emma intensely studied her plate, only to return with two glasses of dark punch.


  “Emma, you know Officer Jon Kirk,” Leo said, indicating another man at the table. “And beside him is his date, Tylie.”


  “Oh, Emma and I know each other,” Tylie beamed. “I work at the florist shop with Brooke, and Emma supplies us with ornaments.”


  Emma shyly returned Tylie’s smile. Though Emma knew Tylie, she usually only talked to Brooke. Tylie wasn’t full time at the shop, and Emma tried to time her arrival for days when Tylie wasn’t working. Emma liked Tylie very much, but the young woman’s exuberance overwhelmed Emma a bit. Maybe tonight would be a good chance to get to know her a little better, and then Emma wouldn’t feel so uncomfortable around the cute blonde.


  “Over here is another one of my officers, Damon Tan and his wife, Kako. Damon and Kako, this is my date, Emma Sheldon.”


  He’d called her his date! Did that mean they were on an official date? If he just wanted her to be his friend, would he still refer to her as his date? Emma wasn’t at all sure of the social norms for such a thing, but that little word “date” injected a variety of emotions coursing through her already taxed system.


  Thankfully, Emma managed to extend her hand to cordially shake upon the introductions. But then she had no idea what to do or say.


  Hand sanitizer.


  Woong had given her a tip to bring some hand sanitizer to the party. He’d mentioned it was supposed to help with crowds and make her feel less uncomfortable. She certainly felt uncomfortable now. Maybe now was the time to use it.


  She rummaged through the left pocket of her dress, pulled out the little bottle and liberally doused her hands. The strong scent of clean peppermint quickly filled the area. Emma rubbed her hands together and replaced the bottle. She then looked back up to find the others at the table shooting covert, curious glances her direction.


  Strangely, the hand sanitizer didn’t work at all. She felt no less uncomfortable and wondered if she simply didn’t use enough. Feeling too awkward to make a second attempt, Emma picked up her fork and pretended interest in her plate while covertly studying Kako Tan.


  Whereas Tylie was cute, she seemed almost young and even silly at times. By contrast, Kako was beautiful, and her every move held elegance. Her dark hair swept upward in a loose twist, accentuating a porcelain neck that extended into a simple yet stunning black gown that hugged her tiny frame.


  If Emma could emulate Kako’s elegance, no one would notice she was different. As if listening to background music, she heard Leo holding a conversation with the other men, but Emma’s focus zeroed in on Kako.


  With a graceful sweep, Kako picked up her fork, pierced a piece of meat from her plate, and drew it up to her mouth.


  Immediately uncurling her hand as she’d seen Kako do, Emma reached down for her fork only to bang it loudly against her plate on its way past.


  After her bite, Kako delicately drew her white linen napkin to dab at her mouth.


  Emma looked down to see her napkin still tightly wound together with a little napkin holder. She struggled to slide the napkin out, but the paper ring held it too tightly. Finally, she tore into it with a conspicuous rip, managing to shred half the napkin in the process.


  She quickly wadded the torn napkin in one hand and picked up her fork with the other, checking with furtive glances to make sure she positioned it exactly like Kako while tilting her head and pretending to listen to the conversation around the table. However, so intense was her focus, she didn’t actually hear a single word.


  For the next few minutes, Emma imitated every move Kako made. Every time Kako speared a piece of food with her fork and brought it to her mouth, Emma did the same. She so focused that she didn’t pay attention to what the food actually was, only to gag as soon as the morsel hit her taste buds. She covered it well, or at least she thought she did, and quickly brought her napkin up to her mouth to deposit the bite inside. She managed to swallow a little of the food, but by the time Kako set her fork down and laid her napkin beside her plate, Emma’s napkin was crammed quite full and thoroughly gross.


  The other people at the table stood, and Emma and Leo followed suit. Emma kept a close watch on Kako, making sure she did everything right. Kako brought her hand up to delicately pat her hair, and Emma did the same.


  Officer Kirk said something, and Kako laughed. Thinking that it must be a joke, Emma laughed too. Somehow though, the timing didn’t seem quite right, and her own laughter sounded loud, even to her own ears. Emma focused harder, and when Kako laughed again about thirty seconds later, Emma was ready, laughing again with a much more delicate giggle.


  This was going well! Emma was doing everything she was supposed to. No one looked at her strangely. Leo didn’t seem embarrassed. Was this what fun felt like?


  Kako reached back to the table, retrieved her glass, and brought it to her lips. Hurrying to do the same, Emma snatched her glass and almost had it to her mouth when she heard Kako laugh. Without thinking, she immediately responded with her own shadowed giggle at just the wrong moment.


  The movement set her glass off balance in her hand, tipping the juice down the front of her dress. Startled, Emma leaped back, barely managing to keep her glass from shattering to the floor as her hip knocked the table and her other hand swung around, knocking her heavily laden napkin to the floor where the entire contents of half-eaten bits of food spread across her silver shoes.


  “Drinking problem?” Damon Tan teased unthinkingly.


  By the murderous looks he immediately received from both his wife and Leo, he likely regretted the words as soon as they parted his lips.


  Hand sanitizer. Where was her hand sanitizer?


  “Here, let me help,” Kako said, hurrying to the rescue.


  Emma stepped back, looking around wildly. Tylie’s hand was to her mouth in an expression of shock, and once again, all eyes were on her.


  “It’s okay,” Emma said, waving Kako off. “I’ll go clean up.” Without a backward glance, Emma practically sprinted across the room, dodging well-dressed men who glanced her way with curiosity and beautifully-gowned women who gazed at her in pity.


  Emma scrambled into the restroom, her breath coming in short gasps. Unable to look at herself in the mirror, she ran the water in the sink and grabbed a rough paper towel, loading it with antibacterial hand soap. She slathered it over the large spot on her dress and scrubbed. The green velvet turned white and foaming with soap, and still the dark spot remained visible.


  Emma bit her lip and warm tears coursed down her cheeks.


  She scrubbed so hard the material should have given itself up in a hole, but all Emma could see was the dark stain appearing on her beautiful dress and the chewed food decorating her shoes, and all she could feel was the humiliation of all those she longed to fit in with, now looking her way in pity.


  She’d messed up and made a fool out of herself. What was she thinking? She didn’t belong here. She shouldn’t have ever come. No matter how much she wished to be different than she was, she never would be.


  Realizing the soap was making the situation worse, Emma took out the bottle of hand sanitizer and unscrewed the lid to douse the stain. It hadn’t worked on her party anxiety, maybe it would work for this.


  Thinking that the spot was so large, it may require the entire bottle, she tipped it.


  The door to the restroom opened.


  “Oh, Emma! Are you okay?” Kate asked, looking as if she was about to join Emma with tears.


  Emma started to nod, but then stopped and set the hand sanitizer on the sink. “No,” she whispered hoarsely. “The juice won’t come off my dress,” she explained, though her dress was the smallest reason for her tears.


  “Do you mind if I give it a try?” Kate asked gently, grabbing some paper towels and kneeling on the floor in her fancy dress.


  Emma nodded, and Kate began blotting at the soap now spreading over most of the front of Emma’s skirt.


  After a few minutes of Emma’s sniffles, Kate finally spoke. “I’m sorry, Emma. I feel like this is all my fault. I know I arranged for you to come to the party, and I didn’t really give you a choice about it. I wanted you to have a chance to do something fun. Sometimes I think of you like you’re a beautiful little bird who doesn’t realize she can fly. I wanted to give you the little push to fly and see what you’re capable of. I’m so very sorry.”


  “It isn’t your fault, Kate,” Emma assured, now feeling bad that she’d made Kate feel bad. “I wanted to come, Kate. I wish I were normal so very much. I want to do things like other people. I want to socialize and have fun. But I don’t think it’s just that I don’t know how to fly. When God made me, I think He forgot my wings.”


  “Oh, Emma,” Kate said, standing to her feet and impulsively putting her arms around her friend. “If you don’t have wings, that just means God wants to be your wings for you. It doesn’t matter if you don’t fly the way others do, especially when God’s doing the flying for you.”


  “I think He’s forgotten me,” Emma whispered, speaking the fear rooted in the depth of her heart.


  Kate teared up. “Emma, I know how that feels. But feelings don’t always speak the truth. You can’t always see the whole picture. When I thought God had forgotten me, I later found out He’d been working the whole time, but I didn’t know it.”


  Emma looked up and studied the harsh fluorescent lights up above the bathroom stalls. “But you’re normal,” she whispered, the words breathing out of their own volition. “It’s too hard for me to do things that are easy for others. Most birds don’t need to think about how to fly.”


  Kate looked at her with such gentle love. Unlike so many others, her gaze held no pity, just love. “Just wait, Emma. God is going to carry you. Pretty soon, you’ll look down to find God has you soaring, and you never realized when your feet left the ground.”


  “How is that possible when I don’t think I can even make myself go back to that party?” Emma looked at the door with clear trepidation.


  “Then don’t,” Kate said firmly. “Go do something else fun. Your fun doesn’t need to look like everyone else’s. I think I’ve done the best I can on your dress. It’s not perfect now, but if you put some stain remover on before you wash it, I think it will be as good as new. Why don’t you go spend a few minutes at the fireside room at the front of the community center? Brooke is there doing childcare duty. I’ll tell Leo to meet you there in a few minutes, and you can decide if you want him to take you home or go somewhere else.”


  Following Kate’s instructions, Emma scurried out of the restroom with her head down, praying she didn’t encounter anyone. Taking a right at the front door, she walked through where the coats lined up on racks on either side to an open door at the end of the aisle. Peeking through the doorway, Emma saw a warm fire with couches and tables scattered around in front of it. Brooke sat on the floor in front of the fire playing “Go Fish” with a group of children.


  Brooke looked up and saw Emma but didn’t say a word. She somehow seemed to know that Emma didn’t want attention but a place to hide. Soaking in the peace of the happy setting, Emma tiptoed in and perched on the edge of a couch.


  All of the children seemed so engaged and content, the only exception being a little girl playing with some paper in a corner.


  The game finished with a little boy named Kiefer being declared the winner. Some children moved over to a table to work on some puzzles, while others started building with blocks.


  “Why aren’t you at the party?” Emma asked Brooke curiously.


  “Kate asked me to help,” Brooke explained with a smile that said she could have asked Emma the same question. “My boyfriend, Dylan, owns the community center. Since he is out of town, I offered to help Kate with the preparations for this party. My brother Dallas is Kate’s boyfriend. He was supposed to help her tonight, but he got called away for work. I told Kate she could put me wherever she needed. Since the two teenagers she’d hired to do childcare both came down with the flu, I stepped in to help. It all worked out for the best, though. I know Dylan and Dallas would have had a wonderful time doing childcare tonight. I just don’t know that parents would have appreciated the zip line or obstacle course they would have surely invented to entertain the kids. I’m a safer option.”


  Brooke didn’t return the question Emma asked, and Emma was grateful. Her eyes strayed once again to the little girl in the corner. She only looked around three or four years old, and something about her bothered Emma so much that she found herself asking Brooke, “Who is she?”


  “That’s my niece, Chloe,” Brooke replied, her own expression looking a little subdued. “I am taking care of her for my brother, Israel, tonight. Chloe has had a rough time lately and appreciates some quiet, alone time. I think you can probably relate.”


  Emma nodded. Chloe was hiding, too.


  Brooke walked over to build a tower of blocks and Emma sat and watched the activities, feeling the stress drain from her muscles. Ever so often, her eyes strayed back to little Chloe in the corner with her paper.


  After watching and studying the little girl’s pale, sad expression, Emma finally got up from the couch and padded over to the corner. She sat on the floor beside her, but Chloe didn’t look at her and Emma didn’t look at Chloe. Instead, without a word, Emma took a blank piece of paper and folded it several times. Then she picked up a pair of scissors and began cutting. About a minute later, Emma unfolded the snowflake and held it up.


  Chloe’s eyes grew big. She then grabbed a piece of paper, folded it into a crumpled mess, cut it to pieces, and then threw the pieces, turning away in frustration.


  Seeming to ignore Chloe entirely, Emma folded another piece of paper and started making the small cuts to create another snowflake. Before she finished, Chloe had crept forward to watch the scissors doing their work.


  Two snowflakes later and Chloe had positioned herself in Emma’s lap as Emma patiently folded the paper and showed Chloe how to make tiny cuts with her kid-sized scissors.


  Chloe’s squeal of delight when she unfolded her own first snowflake thrilled Emma completely. Several more of Chloe’s misshapen, but beautiful snowflakes later, Emma decided they should make a wreath to display them. She looked up, hoping to find a paper plate where she’d seen some of the kids eating snacks earlier.


  Only then did her gaze collide with Leo’s where he leaned against the door frame, watching her. She had no idea how long he’d been watching and couldn’t quite decipher the look on his face. She only knew it made her feel warm, but not in an embarrassed way. It was a good way, like the warmth when you drink hot chocolate and it flows from your stomach outward to touch every last part of you with warm goodness.


  He sauntered over, and Emma nodded to the snack table. “Can you please hand me a couple of paper plates?”


  Happy that she didn’t need to disturb Chloe in her lap, she accepted the plates Leo handed her, cut out the center, and quickly glued the snowflakes so they dangled down forming a wreath.


  The creation earned another squeal from Chloe, prompting Emma to make a couple more. Chloe then put one on her head as a crown, hopped up from Emma’s lap, and twirled the other two around in a dance that resembled something between ballet and a traditional Russian dance full of squats and kicks.


  “I came to ask if you’d like to get out of here and go on a walk?” Leo said as Chloe’s antics began winding down due to the girl’s dizziness from twirling.


  “I like to walk,” Emma said cautiously. “But don’t you need to get back to do the gift exchange and everything else?”


  Leo shook his head. “No, I’d rather play hooky. They don’t need me. I’d rather go on a walk if you think that little girl could part with her art teacher for a few minutes.”


  “Go,” Brooke said, speaking up from several feet away. “Those snowflakes will entertain Chloe for a while, and it looks like she’s about to have a few fellow snowflake princesses.”


  Two other girls shyly crept to Chloe, admiring her crown.


  Brooke looked at Emma and mouthed a very warm and sincere, “Thank you!”


  Emma waved goodbye to Chloe and followed Leo out, but in the aisle of coats, she stopped him. “Leo, I don’t want you to leave the party because of me.”


  “Emma, in case you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m not much of a party person and will take just about any excuse to get out of here. I would much rather go on a walk with you, if you think you’d enjoy that more than staying here.


  Fun doesn’t have to look the same.


  Emma remembered Kate’s words from earlier and let herself enjoy the thrill of Leo’s words. He wanted to be with her, and she couldn’t imagine anything more fun than walking down the peaceful, darkened streets of Crossroads with Leo.
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  Stepping out the door, the sudden whoosh of cold air caused Emma to shiver.


  “Are you cold?” Leo asked quickly. “If it’s too cold out here, we can go back inside.”


  “No,” Emma said adamantly, drawing her coat tightly around her. “I don’t mind being cold. I think cold nights are the best to see the stars anyway.”


  There was no way she’d go back inside. For the first time in the past few hours, she felt like she could really breathe.


  “Yes. I don’t think we’re supposed to get snow until next week.” Leo touched her arm and directed her to the sidewalk extending to the right down Main Street. Sadly, he didn’t keep his hand on her arm, soon dropping it as they walked down the sidewalk in parallel lines with no hope of even their coats accidentally brushing past each other.


  Emma chided herself for wanting him to walk closer beside her. With the exceptions of close family and friends, Emma hated for people to touch her in any way, and yet with Leo, she found herself longing for what she hated from others. Why was that?


  Trying to focus on something other than the man beside her, Emma looked around as they walked. Strings of Christmas lights donned nearly every business on Main Street Crossroads, and it was beautiful. Emma knew much of the credit for the revitalized downtown belonged to Dylan Masters. The new community center had poured new life in the once tired town, bringing fresh new ideas and the willpower to turn Crossroads into the small-town USA people longed to visit.


  It was working. With new activities and shops, tourists were bringing their wallets and smiles to visit a place that carried all the magic of the hometown everyone wished to come home to for the holidays. Even now, decorations festooned every surface in preparation for this weekend’s lighted parade and Christmas pageant at the community center, both events promising to bring visitors into the welcoming arms of Crossroads.


  Emma felt proud to live in Crossroads and loved that tourists sometimes chose her ornaments and handiwork as souvenirs. It was a quaint and charming small town, and being dressed up in all the elegant, yet stained, eveningwear of the Christmas season only added to the allure.


  Evergreen garlands wrapped the old-fashioned lampposts that lined the street. Winding around to the top, each was topped with a large red bow and a lighted wreath positioned directly below the lamppost light. Taking in the bedecked storefronts on either side, Emma realized the only thing missing from being postcard perfect was a layer of snow on the ground. Hopefully, next week’s predicted snow would add the last bit of finery to the Christmas card scene, carrying with it all the nostalgia of an old-fashioned Christmas done the way it should be.


  Emma sidled a glance Leo’s way only to find him already watching her.


  “Which lights are your favorite?” Emma threw out the question, feeling uncomfortable with his scrutiny and not knowing what else to say. “I don’t like the multi-colored ones or the ones that flash as much as the white icicles.”


  “I guess I’ve never thought about which Christmas lights I like best,” Leo answered vaguely. “I like them all, but admittedly, I’m not the Christmas expert you are.”


  “I don’t know that I’m an expert,” Emma refuted. “I enjoy making ornaments for people’s Christmas trees, but I do other things as well. Christmas just tends to be my busiest season.”


  “You carry more than just ornaments in your shop?” Leo asked curiously.


  Emma nodded. “I make home décor for all seasons, but my ornaments are the most popular.”


  “I might need to check out your shop. What is the name of it?”


  Surprised at the interest after his response to the pictures of her ornaments, Emma tripped over her words as she answered. “L-little Star Boutique. It’s an Artsi shop.”


  Leo nodded. “Is that another reason why you’re so partial to that ‘starry night’ ornament of yours?”


  He remembered!


  Emma thought he’d thrown out everything she’d said as nonsense, but he had been paying attention after all!


  “Sort of,” Emma said. Feeling a little nervous about sharing anything personal after his reaction the last time she’d talked about her work, Emma spoke with a slight hesitation. “You already know I love the stars, but that isn’t the entire reason I chose the name. It really refers to the song ‘Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.”


  Emma paused, waiting for him to make a stinging comment. When he simply put one foot in front of the other and waited expectantly, she finally continued. “That song always reminds me of the Christmas star and how something so small can have such a big impact. It led the wise men to Jesus, which was a pretty important job. I liked the idea of making my own Christmas stars, ornaments that may seem small and insignificant but may lead exactly the right people to Jesus.”


  Leo didn’t speak, and in the empty space, Emma had time to regret explaining something so personal. They crossed a street into the park where a large evergreen shown like a beacon as the Crossroad Christmas tree. Walking up to the tree, Leo stopped and looked up to the star gracing the very top, then turned back to Emma.


  The lights from the tree bathed his face in a warm glow that softened his sometimes-harsh features.


  “Emma, that’s a beautiful name for your shop.”


  Emma looked at him skeptically. Was he being fake and making fun of her? How could he find it beautiful when he wasn’t even a Christian?


  As if reading her thoughts, he shrugged. “Someone doesn’t need to agree with your theology to appreciate your heart and motivation. I think that’s a beautiful way of seeing your business as more than a means to make money. Seeing someone like you is unique. You don’t think like others, and that’s a good thing.”


  Sighing, Leo looked up to the sky. “You’re right about the cold and the stars. The temperature is below freezing, but that seems to make the stars even more beautiful than usual tonight. Tell me what I’m looking at up there, Emma.”


  Happy to oblige, Emma stepped behind the shadow of a nearby tree to get a better view. Leo followed, and she pointed up. “Do you see that star up there? That’s Sirius. It’s one of my favorites. If you look at it through a telescope, it twinkles rainbow colors.”


  “Do you have a telescope, Emma?” Leo asked curiously.


  “No, but I’d like to one day,” Emma said with a wistfulness in her voice she couldn’t hide. “I don’t want a small one, though. You can’t really see that much if it’s small. A friend of my dad’s once let us look through his 10-inch Dobsonian telescope, which is when I saw the rainbow colors of Sirus. I’d like to get a 12-inch Dobsonian, but they are over four feet high, so I’ll have to get the money and the space to keep it.”


  Leo chuckled. “I really have no idea what you just said, Emma. I know nothing about telescopes.”


  Emma smiled. “No worries. I’ll be the expert. And If I ever get a 12-inch Dobsonian, I’ll show you Sirius. Seeing it changes your perspective on God and the whole universe. Just to think that God put something so beautiful up there that most people never even glimpse is an experience you won’t forget.”


  “I’m going to go home and do an internet search on telescopes now,” Leo said dryly. “When do you think you’ll get your telescope. Tomorrow?’


  Emma laughed. “I wish! My car being stolen has set me off my plans. I wanted to get it before Christmas, but now I need to wait until the car insurance clears and I know how much income I’ve made this Christmas season. I really wanted it before the holidays because at around midnight on those dates Sirius is almost directly overhead. That seems like a special time to see it.”


  The truth was that she’d wanted a telescope for a long time. They really weren’t as expensive as most people thought, but Emma wanted to be in good financial position before she spent money on something that wasn’t a necessity. If she’d asked, her parents might contribute money for her to get a telescope she wanted, but she didn’t ask. A telescope had come to symbolize something for her, and she didn’t want to be handed it. She wanted to work for and earn it herself. It had come to be a symbol of her independence and success, and since the past few weeks had robbed her of both, she didn’t know that she would ever get to buy it.


  “What about Regulus?” Leo asked, still looking at the sky and scanning it in all directions as if waiting for one of the stars to jump up and volunteer. “Where is that?”


  “Over there,” Emma said, pointing.


  “Where?” Not quite understanding which star her finger referred to, he came behind her and bent down so he could get the right angle to follow the direction of her finger.


  Emma felt the warmth of his presence at her back. Instead of unsettling, she found it comforting and felt the strangest urge to lean back into him.


  “What about Denebola?” Leo asked.


  Feeling his warm breath against her ear, Emma swallowed and silently moved her finger over a little to point.


  Leo held up his arm next to hers and matched his finger alongside hers. The contact of his coat brushing her coat sent shivers up her spine.


  “And Algieba?” he asked.


  Emma moved slightly and pointed.


  “That would mean that the constellation of Leo is…?”


  Emma traced the outline of the constellation. When Leo’s hand came over hers to follow it better, she traced it again. Feeling the warm ache of his hand touching hers, she tried valiantly to hold her hand steady.


  “You know the names of some of the stars?” Emma managed to ask, impressed that he’d named the three brightest stars in the constellation of Leo.


  “Not really. Only those three in Leo.” His voice came low and soft in her ear. “It is your favorite, right?”


  Emma startled away from him, immediately recalling how he’d woken her up the night after her car was stolen. She’d been so aggravated with him that when he’d asked her to name the stars of her favorite constellation, she’d flippantly rattled off the brightest three stars in Leo, though she never actually mentioned that was where the stars hailed.


  “Yes, Leo was my favorite that night,” Emma replied casually, keeping her distance of several feet and pretending a renewed interest in studying the lighted Christmas tree.


  “And it isn’t now?” Leo asked, confused.


  “Maybe. Maybe not,” Emma replied casually. The look on his face made Emma realize she had him slightly off balance, and she enjoyed the feeling! “It depends on if telling you the names of more stars in my ‘favorite constellation’ will cause you to do more astronomy research!”


  Leo laughed, a deep, rich sound bursting forth and flowing over Emma in joy.


  She’d made a joke, and Leo liked it!


  “I don’t know that I was doing astronomy research as much as I was doing Emma research,” he said pointedly.


  Emma’s heart fluttered. “You were trying to figure out how to get me to stop calling you about my ornaments, weren’t you?”


  Leo laughed again. “Not exactly. I like you, Emma. You fascinate me. I never know what you’re thinking or what you’ll say. I guess I looked up the stars you’d mentioned to try to better understand what you like and what makes you tick. When I saw that you’d referred to Leo as your favorite constellation, I couldn’t help but wonder if you’d meant something more.”


  “You like me? Still?” Emma asked, trying her best to pretend not to understand his implied question about if the mention of her favorite constellation had a deeper meaning. “You aren’t upset with me about tonight?”


  His tone overly serious and slightly perturbed, Leo replied casually, “I’m a little upset that Pluto isn’t a planet, but I don’t really think that’s your fault.”


  Emma laughed, for once having no trouble getting the joke.


  “No, Emma, I’m not upset with you,” Leo continued, this time seriously. “Why would I be upset?”


  “I’m not a very good date to take to a party,” Emma admitted solemnly, studying the dried grass of the park. “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you at the party.”


  “You didn’t embarrass me. Everyone has personal challenges. I’m not overly fond of parties either.” The scowl on Leo’s face confirmed his distaste.


  Leo seemed to be trying to minimize the issues, and Emma wasn’t comfortable with him believing anything that wasn’t the stark truth of how autism affected her. “Not being ‘overly fond of parties’ is not the same thing as not knowing how to function in a social situation and experiencing extreme anxiety along with it.”


  Leo shrugged. “Like I said, everyone struggles with their own issues. They may not be the same variety, but that doesn’t mean they handle them any better than you. In my estimation, you handle things way better than most.”


  “That’s what normal people think,” Emma said wearily. “A hangnail isn’t exactly on the same level as a critical injury.”


  “You’re right,” Leo allowed, picking up a pinecone off the ground and giving it a long toss. “I have no idea what it’s like to be autistic, and I never will. But some people have issues that are even more debilitating than autism, and I probably fall into that category.”


  “You?” Emma asked, disbelieving. Leo was normal. What issues could he possibly struggle with?


  Leo sighed. “You asked why I was so mean.”


  Emma winced. “I’m sorry. When I thought back on it, I realized I shouldn’t have said that where everyone else in the station could hear it.”


  Leo shook his head. “Don’t apologize. I deserved it.”


  Emma braved looking up to watch the myriad of emotions cross his face, but as soon as she thought she’d deciphered one, it was gone with another unidentifiable one in its place.


  “And that’s the core of my problem,” he continued with another slight wince. “Even when I know I’m mean and not behaving well, I’m helpless to stop. I just get so angry that it’s difficult to calm down in the moment.”


  “Lots of people struggle with anger,” Emma said, seeking to comfort his distress.


  “This is a bit more than that.” Leo sighed. Then he looked directly into her eyes and spoke quickly as if wanting to get it all out in a hurry before second thoughts caught up to him. “I have a younger brother. The nice way of labeling his profession is that he’s a con artist. He’s dabbled in just about every crime from Ponzi schemes on down. I think he even once did a stint as a fraud psychic. He calls himself an investment specialist, but all of his investments involve getting other investors to pay him for something that doesn’t exist or has no value. Jeff has always been like that. Even when we were young, he always had some big idea up his sleeve. Having a brother who is a criminal is difficult, but when your parents believe every word he has ever said, it’s much, much worse.”


  “I don’t understand.” Emma struggled to follow his story, feeling like there were missing parts she’d couldn’t grasp. “How could they believe him? Has he never been caught in his crimes?”


  “Oh, he has,” Leo assured. “He’s been in and out of prison. The last time he did a couple years, but it’s all white-collar stuff, and from my parents’ perspective, he is misunderstood and always takes the fall for his business partners who take advantage of his good heart.”


  “Isn’t there proof of his crimes that you could show them.”


  Leo nodded. “There is, and I have. Multiple times. Unfortunately, their denial is so deep that they get angry at me for repeating lies about Jeff.”


  “So that’s why you’re so angry all the time,” Emma surmised, still not fully understanding the situation, but recognizing it as the source of much of Leo’s struggles. “You’re really angry at your brother and parents.”


  Leo’s mouth formed a thin line, and his words were clipped short and brimming with pent-up emotion. “It’s worse than that. My parents are always the first to invest in Jeff’s latest scheme. He has essentially stolen everything from them. They’ve done a reverse mortgage on their house and pawned off every family heirloom they’ve ever owned to help Jeff. After Jeff was arrested the last time and nothing changed with my parent’s support of him, I finally had to leave. That’s why I came here to Crossroads. But many times, the distance is not enough. My parents ask me for money for food or bills, and I’ll send it every time, even though I know the reason they have no money for food and bills is because they’ve given it all to Jeff because he needs help. Goodness knows, they probably give Jeff the money I send as well. If ever I ask them about it, they say that Jeff is in a really bad place emotionally and that he needs just a little financial help to get by. Then they ask me to pray for my brother.”


  Emma blinked. “Your parents are Christians?”


  “Yes,” Leo said, the corner of his mouth lifted up in an ironic smile. “So is Jeff. Supposedly.”


  Pieces suddenly fell into place, and Emma now understood Leo’s resentment toward everything Christian. “So that’s what you have against Christianity. Your experience is that those who claim to be Christian are hypocrites.”


  “Not necessarily,” Leo hedged, the harsh glow of Christmas lights reflected in his eyes now softening. “My parents are good people and genuine Christians. Their one blind spot is my brother. Jeff is a hypocrite. He’s not a Christian unless it suits his purpose for making money at that particular moment. I guess I have no faith in Christianity or a God who would allow the situation with my parents to persist. There is no light at the end of the tunnel. I have no hope that they will wake one day and see how wrong they’ve been. Add all that to my profession, and I recognize I have a very cynical view of humanity. I see the worst of society. Everyone is evil with nothing in them worth redeeming, and if God exists, he is not powerful or loving enough to even attempt it. Why should he?”


  “People make their own choices,” Emma said, slowly voicing her thoughts as they formed. “You can’t blame God for people’s sin. Just because your parents are Christians, that doesn’t mean they are perfect or without sin. It means they are works in progress. Maybe their eyes won’t be opened to your brother until they reach heaven, and then I doubt it will even matter. But you can’t judge God based on what He chooses not to do. You don’t know what’s best, but God does. God has a plan for your parents that includes even this. He could snap His fingers and their eyes could be open, but He hasn’t done it yet for some reason.”


  Leo shook his head and threw another pinecone. “That assumes a loving, all-powerful God, and I see no evidence that He works in our lives with the intricate design you describe. It’s a nice fairy tale, but I deal with the reality of my brother and the criminals I arrest every day.”


  Emma ran out of words and didn’t know how to respond. She couldn’t argue with his experience, and she really had nothing to refute his claims. She, herself, had been struggling to see God’s hand working in her life, but the difference was faith. To the core of her being, Emma believed that even if she couldn’t see it, God was good. He loved, cared for, and was intricately involved in the lives of his children.


  Lord, help Leo! He knows we are in need of a savior, but he doubts that You are powerful enough to do it or would even want to. I can’t convince Him, but I can see that he’s searching for the answers only You can provide. Show Yourself to him. Save him and awaken a faith that isn’t dependent on circumstances but entirely dependent on who You are.


  Even as she prayed, she felt the conviction of her own words. A faith that isn’t dependent on circumstances…


  “So, yes,” Leo said, lifting his eyebrows as if in challenge. “That is the long answer as to why I’m so angry. I’m disillusioned about everyone and everything. If someone behaves like an idiot, it just confirms the stupidity and hopelessness of the entire human race.”


  “I’m sure I don’t help those feelings much,” Emma said sadly. “It seems like I’m always saying and doing the wrong thing. I probably only serve to affirm your views.”


  Leo shook his head, the devil-may-care attitude immediately falling away to reveal an expression that truly did care. “Emma, I wasn’t talking about you at all. You’re different. You don’t frustrate me like others do. I know I get upset with you some, but it’s different. When I’m short with you, it’s usually because I’m mad at myself, not at you.”


  Emma shivered. The temperature was dropping, and yet she wouldn’t think of leaving now. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would you be mad at yourself?”


  “I like you,” Leo gazed off in the distance, his words seeming too serious to deliver them to her directly. “More than I should. I like that you’re different. I don’t mind that you say random things, and I think you have a wonderful way of looking at the world. You are special, but not in the way you think. I watched you with Chloe Hutchins back there, and you were amazing. You managed to do what no one else could, and you didn’t even speak a word. I doubt you know anything about that little girl, but you instinctively knew what she needed. You reached Chloe and gave her joy in a way that no one else could.”


  While his words created a warmth that the temperature couldn’t steal away, she remained confused. He’d never answered her question. “I still don’t understand why you would be mad at yourself because of me. Why would it upset you to like me?”


  “Because I like you more than I should.” The words burst out, fueled by traces of desperation and frustration. He finally looked at her, his eyes wide with sincerity. “I’m not a saint, Emma. I like you because you are a beautiful person, but I also like you because you’re a beautiful woman. I like to look at you. I like the way light shines on your hair. I like watching sparkles in your eyes as I wonder what you’re thinking. But it’s difficult because I know you can’t possibly be on the same wavelength as I am. I long to touch you, to feel how soft the skin of your face is, but I know that’s wrong. You don’t like to be touched or hugged, and I would never want to make you uncomfortable. So, all I’m left with is berating myself and trying to talk myself out of feeling the way I do.”


  Emma swallowed with difficulty. “What makes you think that I don’t like to be hugged or touched?”


  “Because of your sensory issues with autism,” Leo explained as if the answer was obvious. “That’s what I’ve heard about autism, and after I met you, I even did a little research.”


  Emma spoke slowly. The topic was never easy to explain and seemed even more difficult when it mattered as much as it did now. “Autism is different for everyone. It’s a very individual experience. I don’t like to be hugged or touched by strangers. Sometimes even when my mom or dad hugs me, it feels like thousands of spiders crawling over my skin, but on the other hand, sometimes I long for a hug. Sometimes nothing else gives the same comfort as feeling the warmth of my mom’s arms around me. On some rare occasions, I’ve even appreciated the comforting hug from a good friend. While I don’t like touch probably as much as other people, it’s not a hard and fast rule.”


  Carefully and deliberately, she reached out her hand, taking his in hers to prove her words true. “You seem to be an exception to the rule anyway,” she said softly. “When you touch me, even accidentally, it feels like a warm, heavy blanket wrapping around me.”


  “And that’s a good thing?” Leo’s voice cracked in its whisper.


  Emma nodded solemnly. “A very good thing. When I was young, I had this weighted blanket that my parents put on me when I was upset. It worked, and I loved it. It made me feel warm and safe and calm.”


  “And that’s what you feel when I touch you?” Slowly, he reached up and lightly ran his fingertips over her smooth cheek.”


  “Yes,” Emma whispered, feeling tingles of warmth all the way to her toes.


  She looked up at him, trying to read what he was thinking, but his eyes were dark and hooded with a slight flicker burning in their depths. She’d seen that look before. That’s the same expression that crossed his face for the brief instant after Orion had knocked them off the couch.


  “I don’t understand that look,” Emma whispered. “I don’t know what it means. I’ve tried to learn how to read people and know what they mean or are thinking, but I don’t know how to read that expression.”


  A gentle smile played about Leo’s lips. “It means I very much want to kiss you.”


  “Oh.”


  Leo waited, but Emma didn’t pull away.


  He bent toward her. Emma still didn’t step away.


  She looked into those dark eyes so close to her own. Her heart beat like a hummingbird’s wings, and ever so slightly, she stood to her tiptoes.


  Needing no further invitation, Leo claimed her lips with his own.


  Fire rushed over Emma in the most exhilarating sensation she’d ever experienced. Leo pulled her closer, and she felt like she melted into him. Her hands reached up to his neck, every cell of her body lighting with awareness of the man who held her.


  He released her suddenly, stepping back so quickly that she swayed before regaining her balance. He turned his back to her, taking several steps away and catching his breath.


  Emma struggled, learning to breathe again after being suddenly deprived of a form of oxygen she had no idea she needed.


  “I’ll take you home,” Leo said, finally turning back to her and beginning to walk even before she reached his side.


  They left the Christmas tree and twinkling Sirius behind without a parting goodbye, and Emma’s steps moved quickly to keep up with Leo’s brisk pace. He didn’t talk to her or touch her in any way the entire trek back down Main Street to the community center. In fact, he kept his distance, walking beside her but with at least two feet between them.


  They didn’t go back to the party inside but went directly to Leo’s car. After opening the car door for her, he immediately drove to her house. He pulled up to the driveway and didn’t pause before getting out and coming around to open the door to help her out of his car.


  He then walked beside her up the sidewalk to the front door.


  Emma walked slowly, waiting for him to say something, but he hadn’t uttered a single word since they’d kissed. Was he simply going to leave her now without even a goodbye?


  “T-Thank you,” Emma said finally, braving the expanse of silence.


  Leo nodded. At least, Emma thought he nodded. The porch light was rather dim.


  Leo turned to leave. Emma reached out, impulsively touching his arm to stop him.


  At the touch, Leo stopped as if she’d shocked him.


  Running her hand down his arm, she found his hand. Taking it with both of hers, she brought it up and pressed her cold lips to it.


  “Emma,” Leo said brokenly, and he stepped forward as if to wrap her in his arms once again. But he suddenly stopped himself and drew back.


  His hand escaped from hers, and he turned and left.


  Emma watched him go, feeling completely confused. Suddenly lonely, Emma fumbled with the doorknob as the exhilarating memory of Leo’s kiss flowed over her. She opened the door and stepped inside. The light was on in the living room, and Emma knew her mom had waited up for her.


  Emma turned to shut the door, her gaze landing on her cold hand, and she knew she would not tell her mom about the kiss. Though she had never experienced anything like kissing Leo, the last memory of the night was him dropping her hand and running away, and all Emma could think about was to wonder what she’d done wrong.
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  Emma saw another email from Woong pop into her inbox and sighed, knowing she didn’t have the energy left to return the email to her little friend tonight. It had taken what remaining strength she had to give her mother the general details about her night while not actually telling her anything. While Cindy had been far less than satisfied with Emma’s report, she had finally relented and gone to bed, leaving Emma to obsess over what had really happened.


  She didn’t even know why she’d checked her email. Her teeth were brushed, her pajamas on, and she could have checked it in the morning. Instead, she now sat eagerly reading the stream of consciousness of an eleven-year-old boy and glued to every word.


  Her hand hovered over the reply button, wondering if maybe she should send him a quick message after all. But what would she say? She had mentioned to Woong before that she was going to go to a Christmas party with the police chief, but she didn’t feel like filling an eleven-year-old in on the failures and joys of the night. He was far too young and far too curious.


  However, part of his email made her think and feel like she had to respond in some way. He’d asked if God had ever spoken to her before. The question itself bothered her. She’d never felt God speaking to her directly, like an audible voice, but when she’d first started making ornaments and praying about them, she had a strong conviction that God wanted her to do it.


  Can God change His mind? Maybe what was right for her in one season, isn’t right in another. Though she didn’t have an audible voice or a strong conviction, now she had circumstances making her wonder if God was now speaking in a different way through them. Maybe what she’d heard before was wrong, and this was how God really speaks.


  Woong pointed out that God had used a donkey before to speak, and Emma thought even she would get the message if God spoke to her that way! However, the nagging thought that she couldn’t erase was the idea that, if God had used a donkey to serve Him, why hadn’t he used her? She desperately wanted to be used by God in a meaningful way. Her current assumption was that her autism and other issues must disqualify her from doing the big stuff, but a donkey wasn’t disqualified.


  It didn’t make any sense.


  Woong asked how one knows when God speaks, and the truth was, Emma had no idea. This eleven-year-old boy was likely closer to learning the secret of that mystery than Emma.


  For the second time tonight, Emma felt lost on how to respond to someone spiritually. She had nothing to offer and felt woefully inadequate to answer even the most basic questions. She certainly didn’t have any advice.


  Knowing she had nothing else of value to offer, Emma shut the lid of her laptop and closed her eyes in prayer.


  Dear Lord, I don’t have any words of wisdom for Woong, any more than I had for Leo. But I ask that you help him. Help him to learn to recognize your voice however you choose to speak.


  And do the same for me as well.


  He obviously has such a heart for you and for others. Please use him in a great way that shows Your love and work to the world.


  And do the same for me as well.
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  Muffins. That was the answer.


  Monday dawned with not a single word or text from Leo since Friday night. Emma felt lost about the social protocol in such a situation. After a boy kissed a girl, did she simply wait for him to call? What if he didn’t?


  What if it was her turn? Maybe she should do something so he didn’t forget her. Emma couldn’t shake the idea that she had done something wrong, which explained why Leo had behaved so strangely after they kissed. Maybe she needed to apologize.


  That’s where muffins came in. Woong had suggested she go out to breakfast with someone or maybe even make muffins for that someone. Emma didn’t know for sure, but she thought that’s probably how normal people did things. Of course, Woong didn’t know anything about the circumstances with Leo, but he seemed very adept socially. If breakfast or muffins was a social ritual enjoyed by enough people for an eleven-year-old to know about it, then it was definitely something Emma wanted to try.


  By the time she finished her own bowl of cereal, she knew what she wanted to do.


  Now for a recipe.


  Emma was excellent at making desserts, but muffins would be new for her. Both her parents were gone this morning so baking would be a solo job. Her mom left early for breakfast with some friends from church. (There it was again, breakfast was obviously an important social rite.) Her dad headed for Brighton Falls to get some supplies to fix a plumbing issue in the upstairs bathroom.


  Emma stood on her tiptoes and opened the cupboard with her mom’s cookbooks. Wondering which one held the best chance of containing a good muffin recipe, she stood higher on her tiptoes, trying to reach the fat cookbook at the very top. Suddenly losing her balance, she managed to catch herself on the counter, her hand landing on a small cardstock rectangle.


  Picking it up, she saw that it happened to be a recipe for muffins. Then she spied her mom’s recipe box in the corner and realized Cindy must have been sorting through them and left this one out, which thrilled Emma. Her mother’s recipe box usually contained the best family recipes, often better than any cookbook. Emma just hadn’t realized it contained any muffin recipes.


  She made quick work out of following the recipe for pumpkin muffins, easily locating all the ingredients in the pantry. Compared to some of the desserts she’d made, the muffins were simple. They were out of the oven and cooling on the counter in no time.


  Orion watched from the corner of the kitchen and only ventured out when the muffins were done.


  “You want one, don’t you?” Emma said, interrupting his wide-eyed, puppy-dog look of longing. “Ok, just this one, but don’t tell mom or dad I ever gave you people food. Taking one of the warm muffins out of the pan, she put it on a plate and set it on the floor in front of Orion.


  Orion sniffed it, licked it just a little, and then looked back up at her imploringly.


  “What a gentleman you are, Orion! You won’t break the house rules at all! You know you’re not supposed to eat it, so you won’t! Such a good doggie! What legal food would you like instead?”


  Orion’s ears twitched.


  “Oh, I know what you want!”


  Emma hurried upstairs to her studio and came back down with the box of Orion’s ornaments. When she’d first started making ornaments, Orion had taken a keen interested in chewing up whatever creation she made. To occupy her dog, she had made him his own special dog treat ornaments and trained him to only eat or play with them. When decorating their tree every year, she now hung a few of Orion’s ornaments on the bottom within easy reach, and the dog never touched anything that wasn’t his. Orion’s ornaments didn’t last long on the tree, though, and the pup was soon begging for more from the stash Emma kept in her studio for emergencies when she was working and Orion wanted to play.


  Taking one out now, she handed it to Orion and watched him happily return to his corner, munching away.


  When the muffins cooled enough, Emma loaded them into a festive basket with red napkins and carried them to the car. Her mom had gotten a ride from a friend this morning so Emma could use her car if needed. Unfortunately, the insurance was still having issues, and Emma didn’t know how soon she would be getting her own vehicle. For some reason, the insurance insisted they needed an insurance adjuster to assess the car, which was extremely difficult to do since it had been stolen!


  Orion joined Emma in the car, taking position in the backseat, and Emma drove straight to the police station. She wasn’t nervous until she stepped inside, and suddenly she thought muffins a horrible idea and longed to retreat. She even took a step back, pulling Orion’s leash with her, but then the woman at the front desk looked up and saw her.


  “Hi, Emma!” she greeted cheerfully. “Did you decide to come in rather than call today?”


  Emma didn’t think the woman meant the comment in a mean-spirited way, but Emma still felt the sting. She didn’t even know this woman’s name, but she obviously knew Emma. Emma thought she had talked to her over the phone multiple times last week, but that didn’t quite explain how she recognized her on sight.


  With her throat feeling quite dry, Emma said, “I was hoping to see Chief Jacobs for a minute. I have something for him.”


  “I’ll buzz you through, and you can go on back to his office,” the woman said, reaching over to push a button. “The chief might be in a meeting, though, so you may need to wait.”


  At the sound of the buzzer, Emma and Orion hurried through the door and down the aisle between the cubicles to Leo’s office. The door stood open, and Emma peeked inside to find the room empty.


  “He’s in a meeting,” Officer Kirk said, greeting Emma with a smile. “He’ll probably be there a while. Is there something I can help you with, Miss Sheldon? I don’t think we have any new leads on the car thefts.”


  “I was hoping to drop off these muffins for him, kind of as a thank you,” Emma said, fumbling to explain herself and refusing to make eye contact. “I guess I can come back later.”


  Officer Kirk eyed the basket of muffins. “Usually when we have treats like that, we put them in the break room.”


  “Ok,” Emma said hesitantly. The muffins were for Leo not everyone, but she couldn’t really stand there and explain that to Officer Kirk. “Maybe I can just leave a few on Chief Jacobs’ desk so he’s sure to get some. Then you can show me the break room, and I’ll put the rest in there.”


  “Sure,” Kirk said, keeping watch as Emma scuttled into the office and placed a napkin and three muffins in the center of the desk.


  Her stress level rose even more with the realization that she didn’t even have a card or note to leave with the muffins. Leo wouldn’t know they were from her! Now all the work of bringing him muffins was completely wasted.


  “I’ll be sure to tell the chief you came by, Miss Sheldon,” Kirk said helpfully. “I wouldn’t want you to wait for him. I don’t know how long he’ll be in that meeting.”


  Still feeling defeated, Emma followed the officer to the break room and left the muffins there. Then she and Orion made a quick exit.


  Emma returned home and spent the rest of the day working on ornament orders and waiting for her phone to ring. Though her muffin mission hadn’t gone as planned, she still hoped it enough to earn a phone call.
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  Emma stopped still, her gaze catching on a single ornament hanging amongst many others in the evergreen boughs crowding the shop’s window display. So sudden was her halt that Orion gave a grunt of protest at the leash’s sudden stop in momentum


  Emma didn’t even notice, her entire focus on the one ornament through the window. Recognition was immediate. “That’s one of mine!”


  But why was it here? It didn’t make any sense. Emma was delivering ornaments to a few shops she supplied in Brighton Falls, but this shop wasn’t one of them. She’d just happened to glance into the shop on her way back to the car and startled to see her ornament hanging where it should most assuredly not be.


  Maybe she was wrong, her mind argued.


  No. Every detail of the ornament was familiar, down to the shape of baby Jesus’s eyes. She knew it was hers, no hint of doubt in her mind.


  Holding Orion’s leash in one hand as he patiently sat on the sidewalk beside her, Emma took out her new phone from her coat pocket and pushed the button to call the Crossroads Police Department.


  “Chief Jacobs, please,” Emma said as soon as the line picked up.


  “Hi, Emma!” the woman on the other end greeted. “I’ll transfer you right now.”


  “Chief Jacobs,” Leo said when picking up the phone.


  “Leo, it’s Emma. I’m in Brighton Falls and I think I have a lead on my stolen ornaments. I’m—”


  “Emma, I don’t have time for this right now,” Leo cut off crisply. “I told you we would call if there was anything to report.”


  “But my ornament—”


  “Emma, this has to stop,” Leo’s voice was low and almost like a growl. “I tolerated it last week, and even tried to humor you. But now I have too much to do, and you can’t call me every day. On the list of things that need my attention, your ornaments aren’t even a line item at the bottom. I don’t like to be so blunt, but I guess I need to. Stop calling, Emma. I don’t have time—”


  “To be my personal policeman,” Emma finished.


  Leo was silent, the tension over the line almost physical in its weight.


  “I understand,” Emma finally whispered. “Goodbye.”


  Emma ended the call and looked at the screen, her hand shaking. Last Friday, he had told her he enjoyed her calls. Now he reverted to the mean chief who never wanted to speak to her again. Emma didn’t know what she’d done wrong, but whatever it was must be serious.


  Catching Orion’s sympathetic gaze, she swallowed with difficulty, slid the phone into her pocket, and turned back to the store window. The ornament looked back at her, waiting to be rescued. Her ornament.


  Knowing what she needed to do, Emma hurried into the shop with Orion at her side and went straight to the window display where she promptly removed the ornament. She would recognize the little baby Jesus ornament with her eyes closed. It was a simple ornament, one of her less expensive ones that sold extremely well. A small twig nest created the base to hold a baby figure whose head peeked out of his cloth-wrapped body. A thin but sturdy wire curved up from the base of the nest and ended with a small wooden star suspended above the baby’s head. It was a simple ornament to make with common craft supplies, and since it only required hot glue and a little paint to put the pieces together, Emma had just finished making dozens of this exact ornament design to replace her stolen ornaments in the orders she had to fill. The problem was that she had never supplied this particular shop with any of them.


  She turned the ornament over. Sure enough, on the back of the little star that hovered over the baby figure, four letters were visible.


  E-m-m-a


  “May I help you?” a voice said from directly behind Emma.


  “Where did you get this ornament?”


  At Emma’s abrupt question, the proprietor blinked and took a slight step back. “We get our inventory from a variety of sources. Do you like it? I can’t guarantee we can obtain any more if you want any additional ones. Most of our ornaments and other décor are one-of-a-kind.”


  “I want to know who supplied this to you?” Emma’s tone wasn’t upset or antagonistic, but she felt no desire to bother with attempting small talk.


  The balding man pushed up his glasses on his nose and took the ornament from Emma, turning it over as if looking for its return address. “I’m pretty sure this is one I bought from Reese Daniels. I can give you her number to contact about ordering more, but most of the things she brings in are leftovers from parties she’s hosted or small items she’s picked up at various places to resell. I’m not sure she’ll know the original artist.”


  “The original artist is me,” Emma said flatly. “I made it, and since I didn’t sell it to you, I’m curious how it came to be here.”


  The man’s manner immediately turned brusque. He shot a scowl Orion’s direction and pointedly hung the ornament back on the tree. “I’m sure I don’t know. We do accept used items on occasion. That ornament didn’t come with a vehicle identification number, so I have no idea what makes you think it’s yours in the first place. You’re probably mistaken. Many ornaments can look very similar.”


  Emma took the ornament back down from the tree, turned it around and pointed. “It may not have a VIN, but my name should work just as well, don’t you think? I’m Emma. I sign every ornament I make.”


  The man bent close to look and then backed away as if trying to get it in focus. “Something is definitely scratched there, but I’d need a magnifying glass to make out any letters. It might just as easily be an accidental splatter of paint.”


  “Except that I remember splattering the paint in the shape of four letters right there!” Emma insisted.


  The man shrugged. “As I said, we do accept used items on occasion. Maybe someone bought your ornament and it wasn’t to their liking. They probably got rid of it, and it ended up here.”


  Emma felt frustration creep up through her chest, making her throat strained and sore. “This is the first year I’ve made this particular ornament, so there hasn’t been time for someone to purchase and get rid of it. I had some boxes of ornaments stolen a few weeks ago. This ornament was in one in the boxes.”


  The man inhaled heavily, his chest puffing out and his face turning red. “We do not purchase stolen goods. Now if you don’t have a purchase to make, I would thank you to take your dog and leave so I can run my business without listening to your accusations.”


  “But I do have a purchase,” Emma insisted.


  Startled, the man looked at her sharply and pushed up his glasses on his nose once again “And what might that be?”


  “I want to purchase this ornament, please. And I’d also like Reese Daniels’ number. If she knows who has more of these stolen ornaments, I definitely would like them back.”


  Wordlessly, the man motioned her over to the cash register, and Emma purchased her own ornament.


  “May I have a phone number for Reese Daniels, please?” Emma asked politely when he handed her the receipt and turned away.


  “I’m under no obligation to give that information to you. My suppliers are entitled to confidentiality.”


  “But you offered me that information!” Emma insisted.


  “That was before you accused me of selling stolen goods. Now I have no intention of allowing you to harass my suppliers, and if you don’t leave this minute, I will call the police about you harassing me.”


  “Oh, will you please call them?” Emma asked, her eyes brightening. “That would be so helpful. I tried to call before I even came in here, but Chief Jacobs wasn’t available. If you called and they came down, then they could investigate everything properly, and they could be the ones to follow up with Reese Daniels.”


  The man’s neck turned red right above his collared shirt, but his face blanched from his chin all the way up to his shiny, balding head.


  Without a word, he opened a little notebook, scribbled something on a paper, ripped it out, and handed it to Emma.


  Accepting it, Emma saw the name Reese Daniels with both a phone number and an address right below it.


  Emma opened her mouth to say thank you, but then she then decided that it would actually be more polite to say nothing at all.


  Clasping both her newly purchased ornament and the scribbled phone number, Emma clutched Orion’s leash in her other hand and left the shop, hoping that this was the last time an ornament signed ‘Emma’ would ever hang in this shop.
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  Emma found apartment 205 and stood looking at the numbers on the door for a full minute before lifting her hand to knock on the blue door.


  Immediately after leaving the shop where she’d purchased her own ornament, she’d called the number on the piece of paper for Reese Daniels. The phone rang multiple times only to be eventually picked up by voicemail. Not wanting to explain herself on a recording, Emma hung up. However, she’d come too far to give up. She’d stared at the address and was familiar enough with Brighton Falls to know its location on her way home.


  Emma dreaded risking a face-to-face encounter possibly more than making a phone call, but she also hated the idea of needing to drive back to the city a second time to get her questions answered if she wasn’t able to locate Reese Daniels now.


  The woman probably wasn’t even home, but if Emma made a quick stop, she would at least know that she had tried. She didn’t want to search out someone she didn’t know, but more than that she wanted to find out how her ornament had ended up in that shop.


  Even with the driving need for information, Emma probably would not have made herself get out of the car at the apartment complex if not for Orion being at her side. His presence gave her enough confidence to believe that she could knock on that door.


  And she did just that. Three firm knocks placed with a trembling fist and pounding heart, but done anyway.


  Then she spotted the button for the doorbell and felt like an idiot.


  What should she do? Should she ring the doorbell as she should have done the first time? A knock and a doorbell ringing seconds apart might seem too insistent, right?


  Maybe if she counted to 10, then it would be okay to ring the doorbell.


  Her finger hovered over the button and she counted. When she reached 10, she pressed.


  The door opened.


  “Hi!” a young blonde woman said with a friendly smile. “Can I help you? If you’re selling something, you probably need to check in at the apartment office. They are rather picky about solicitors.”


  “No…” Emma stammered, startled that the door had opened, and even more startled that the woman had started the conversation and thrown her off the speech she’d prepared in the car. “I’m not selling anything. I was just hoping… I… um… I’m Emma Sheldon. Are you Reese Daniels?”


  “Yes, I am,” the woman answered, her expression turning mildly curious. “Oh, you have a dog! Can I pet him?”


  “Sure,” Emma said, relieved she had found the right person.


  “It is a him, right?” Reese said, stepping out the door. Emma saw a glimpse of a Christmas tree before Reese turned and pulled the door shut behind her. She then bent to scratch Orion’s ears. “What’s his name?”


  “Orion,” Emma answered, studying Reese as she pet the dog.


  Emma was really bad at estimating age, but she thought Reese was probably around her own age, maybe a little younger. She was shorter than Emma and cute. While Emma always felt tall and awkward, Reese reminded her of a graceful ballerina. Her blonde hair was held back in a sloppy ponytail and she wore workout clothes, but that didn’t hide her natural grace, which Emma couldn’t help but envy just a bit.


  “You’re such a handsome gentleman, Orion!” Reese cooed affectionately


  Orion, enjoying the attention, couldn’t stop his tail from wagging and rhythmically thumping the rail behind him.


  Reese’s apartment was on the second floor of a large building that held about twelve small apartments. The building wasn’t fancy, and the blue paint looked a few years overdue to be freshened up. It didn’t seem to be a horrible place to live, though. With its proximity to the university, Emma suspected most of the tenants to be college students who didn’t possess a lot of money but also didn’t bring crime to the neighborhood.


  With a deep breath, Emma spoke, trying to draw Reese’s attention back up to her. “I tried to call you earlier, but I didn’t get an answer, so I decided to try your address.”


  Reese looked up at her with curious blue eyes.


  Emma continued. “I got your name and address from a shop downtown called The Rusty Shingle.” Emma took the little Baby Jesus ornament out and extended it on her palm. “They said you supplied them with this ornament, and I was wondering where you got it.”


  “Oh, yes,” Reese confirmed, glancing at the ornament. “I sold it to that shop along with a few other things. It’s a strange little shop. I have no idea why it’s called ‘The Rusty Shingle.’ How can a shingle be rusty?”


  Reese stood with a final pat to Orion’s side. “But they are pretty good about buying things from me, and I think their business does well at that location.”


  “Where did you buy the ornament to sell to them?” Emma repeated.


  Reese’s brow wrinkled in obvious thought. “I think that’s one I got at the Haberdashery. I’m not certain because I buy things from different places I encounter with my job, but I think that’s where I got it. I thought it was cute, but it was the only one he had. I can tell you where to find him, but you may not have any luck getting more. His mom makes some things for him to sell, but I don’t think she made that one. That little ornament is better quality than what his mom typically makes.”


  Emma blinked, confused as to where to start unraveling this information. “You bought it at the Haber—what?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry!” Reese said with a little wince to her pretty face. “I should have explained. I work for an event planning company. I’m working on my degree and should finally graduate this spring, but to work my way through school, I help plan events, parties, and such. I’m always on the lookout for things for my job, and sometimes I run across good deals on items I think other stores, like The Rusty Shingle, would like. I resell them and earn a little more income that way. Sometimes I also sell leftover party items for my company, which is how I’ve developed a contact list of what to sell to whom. The Haberdashery is one of my more unique places to shop.”


  “So, it’s a store?” Emma asked, still confused.


  Reese shook her head. “It’s not really a shop, just a table an older veteran, named Moose, sets up on a street corner to sell a variety of stuff he comes across. One day he set up a table on a street corner, and nobody stopped him, so he’s done it ever since. I think he’s been there for years and is almost a fixture by this point. Most of his wares are junk, but every once in a while, I find a gem, and I like to support him whenever I can. He calls his table the ‘Haberdashery.’”


  Emma thought about explaining that the ornament was hers and had been stolen, but after her experience with the proprietor of The Rusty Shingle, Emma hesitated. Reese seemed so nice and friendly, and Emma dreaded seeing the same offended look that she’d seen earlier. She didn’t want her to think Emma was accusing her of anything. Emma just wanted to track down where she might find her other ornaments. Maybe it was better to let Reese believe that Emma simply wanted to purchase more of the same ornament.


  “Where is the Haberdashery located? You said the owner’s name is Moose? Like the animal?”


  “Yes, I think it’s an old army nickname. He’s on the corner of Broadway and Maplehurst, near downtown Brighton Falls. I’d hate for you to go all the way down there and be disappointed. Like I said, I doubt he has more baby Jesus ornaments like that.”


  “Does he have regular business hours?” Emma asked, wondering if she could still make it back downtown and then to Crossroads before 5:00.


  Reese laughed. “Hardly. Some days he isn’t set up at all. It’s not like you can call him to check his hours today either. If he sets up, I think he usually stays until about 5:30 or so to get the traffic of people getting off work. If you don’t mind being disappointed, I guess it’s worth a try. Maybe he’ll have more ornaments after all. I will warn you though, sometimes he’s a little strange. Fun to talk to, but he definitely has some issues.”


  Emma nodded. “I’m familiar with issues.”


  “Ok, then,” Reese said, stepping back into her doorway. “It was nice meeting you, and you, too, Orion. Good luck!”


  “It was nice meeting you, too,” Emma echoed. “And thank you.”


  Yes, as opposed to her previous encounter, Reese Daniels definitely deserved a thank you.


  The door shut and Emma made her way back to the car, determined to head downtown to meet a man named Moose before her courage failed her.
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  Emma scanned the long table full of odds and ends. It mostly resembled yard sale items and included everything from tools to decorative plates. None of Emma’s ornaments were in sight.


  “Can I help you find something specific, miss?” a grizzled man in bright orange pants and a camouflage coat asked as he approached.


  “Are you Mr. Moose?” Emma asked.


  “Moose, but no Mr.,” the man grinned, revealing a few missing teeth. His smile split a graying, scraggly beard that tied with a rubber band several inches past his chin.


  Emma reached in her pocket and pulled out the ornament. “Reese Daniels told me she purchased this ornament from you, and I was wondering where you got it and if you have any others?”


  Moose reached up and took off his worn, floppy cap to scratch his balding head. “I don’t know any Reese Daniels, and I don’t reckon that’s one of mine. Might be, but it don’t look familiar.”


  Trying not to feel discouraged at the utter lack of interest and help, Emma persisted, “Reese said she purchases things from you for her work as an event planner. She’s in her twenties and shorter than me with blonde hair and blue eyes.”


  With his gaze fixed in the direction of a few pigeons hopping along the sidewalk about fifteen feet away, Moose shook his head. “Don’t sound familiar.”


  All of a sudden, Moose’s arms came up into firing position as if he held a rifle of some kind.


  “K-pow!” he shouted, the sound echoing against the tall buildings around them. One of the birds immediately flew off, startled at the noise.


  The gunshot sounded so much like a real one that before Emma could check again to make sure his hands really were empty of a weapon, her arms flew up over her head in a defensive reflex. Orion startled as well, his ears perking up on high alert as he maneuvered between Emma and the man shooting a pretend gun.


  Emma sucked in a breath and drew her hands back down, reassured that though Moose’s sound effects sounded amazingly realistic, the gun remained invisible to everyone but him.


  “K-pow!” Moose shouted again, and the other bird took off in a flurry of flapping wings.


  Again, Emma startled, her hands coming up to shield her ears, now terrified that there were more than just the two pigeons for Moose to target.


  Apparently satisfied that the perimeter was secure, Moose turned back to Emma, found a toothpick in his pocket, and stuck it in between his teeth. “Now who is this you said buys things from me?”


  Emma nervously wet her dry lips. She really wanted to turn around and leave, but after such great effort in getting here, she couldn’t give up. Besides, Moose’s arms hung loosely at his sides and his toothpick performed a slow, relaxed dance as he idly chewed the tip. Clearly, Moose’s weapon was holstered for the moment.


  “Reese Daniels,” Emma reminded. “Blonde hair. Blue eyes. Oh, and she has a tiny mole or freckle on the left side of her mouth, right about here,” Emma pointed to the corner of her own mouth.”


  Moose’s eyes flashed, and he popped out his toothpick to ask, “Is she the young lady who plans parties?”


  “Yes, that’s her,” Emma nodded eagerly, sure that she’d already mentioned that fact.


  “Oh, yes, I know her,” Moose said, nodding firmly and reinserting the toothpick. Though he gripped the stick of wood tightly between his teeth, he continued to speak around it, his words only slightly muddled. “She comes around and buys things from time to time. I can’t tell you what she buys. Don’t remember. I don’t even pay attention to all the stuff I got.”


  He waved for Emma to follow him to the other side of the table. “Come down here and I’ll show you the other Christmas ornaments I got. Don’t remember one like that nest baby, but we can check.”


  Emma and Orion followed Moose to the pile of ornaments mounted on the front corner of the table. There didn’t seem to be much of any recognizable organization to the ornaments or the rest of the table, and Emma guessed that customers were simply supposed to sift through the wares.


  Emma reached out her hand and scooted a few of the ornaments over an inch or two, but it was apparent that none of them were similar to the ones she made.


  “Now here is a fine one,” Moose said, picking up what looked like a crumpled aluminum can. “It’s made out of a can of soda. My mother made it to look like an angel. Isn’t that somethin’? My mom is 90 years old and still crafts ornaments for the Haberdashery.”


  Emma accepted the ornament he held out to her and examined it. In some ways, it did indeed look as if it had been painted by a 90-year old. The can crumpled slightly off center, making it clear to imagine the opening just might be a mouth of a Christmas caroler. With the tab pulled off revealing the perfect little bump of a nose, it clearly only needed a layer of spray paint and detailing on the face to create a cute little caroler with a wide-open mouth and elf-like hood. Unfortunately, the paint job missed the target, and instead of cute, the caroler looked slightly sad and a bit freakish. However, Emma thought the idea adorable and readily saw the potential in the crumpled up can.


  “Drat those blasted birds!” Moose muttered.


  Emma looked up and followed his gaze to where a few pigeons pecked near a park bench about twenty-five feet away. Though they didn’t show any inclination of coming in their direction, Moose glared at them, clearly in warning.


  “You don’t like birds?” Emma asked, voicing the obvious.


  The toothpick struck a taut pose between his clenched teeth. “Not when they pester customers and poop all over the sidewalk, table, and even the merchandise. I can’t shoot them in city limits, but the pigeons don’t need to know that.”


  The pigeons took a couple steps forward, and Emma saw Moose’s hand twitch in anticipation of the trespassers coming within range.


  “I’ll buy this one,” Emma said suddenly, taking out her wallet and hoping to distract Moose from his planned mission with the pigeons. Maybe the purchase would also buy her a little more information, though she was beginning to doubt its existence. “The Haberdashery is what you call your business?” she prompted.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Moose answered, accepting a ten-dollar bill and digging the change out of his coat pocket. “A haberdashery is the shop of a haberdasher.”


  Emma looked at him, waiting for him to continue his explanation, but instead, he just cocked his head at her, a slow grin spreading across his face once again revealing the several holes where teeth should have resided and the jaunty toothpick pointing out from one of them.


  “I suppose you want to know what a haberdasher is,” he said finally.


  As if reciting a dictionary definition, Emma responded. “In America, a haberdasher traditionally referred to someone who sold men’s clothing and accessories, but a more British definition refers to a dealer of small things or notions. I expect that second definition is the one you adopt.”


  Moose threw his head back and laughed, the toothpick precariously jiggling on the edge of his lip. She waited for it to topple, but amazingly, it survived its jolly dance unscathed. “You’re a smart one!” he cackled.


  Emma tucked the soda can ornament into her purse and turned back to Moose with the baby Jesus ornament in her palm once more. “You’re sure you don’t know where this ornament came from?” she asked, a touch of despair in her voice.


  Moose shook his head, the toothpick bobbing up and down as he chewed it in thought. “Nope, if that party gal said she got it from the Haberdashery, she probably did. I just don’t remember it. I get stuff donated all the time for me to sell. Some people just bring me their leftover yard sale stuff. What sells goes one way. What doesn’t sell gets loaded into my truck at the end of the day, and we head the other way. It’s not like I keep inventory. Sorry I can’t be more—”


  “K-pow! K-pow! K-pow!”


  Emma jumped yet again. Orion stood and pressed his side against her leg. Following the direction of the imaginary gun braced against Moose’s shoulders, she saw the flap of wings disappear around the corner of a building.


  “Three!” Moose shrieked in delight. “I got all three of them that time!”


  That’s the moment Emma realized she had arrived at a dead end.


  Quickly saying her thanks to Moose, she left him to take aim at a few other pigeon insurgents and returned to her car with only a crumpled aluminum soda can and at least several year’s loss of hearing to show for her efforts.


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter 12]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  “Brooke, I’m ready for Wayne’s ring,” Emma said upon finding Brooke in the back of the Out of the Blue Bouquet cleaning her work area. Emma had barely made it back from Brighton Falls before the shop’s closing time.


  “Let’s go get it,” Brooke said with a friendly smile of greeting.


  Orion, rather tired of a long day escorting Emma, was overdue for his afternoon nap and found himself a spot to curl up near the Christmas tree displaying Emma’s ornaments. However, while Orion seemed to feel comfortable enough to relax and enjoy a few off-duty minutes in the safety of Brooke’s florist shop, Emma felt no such comfort level.


  “I’m sorry it took so long,” Emma said, her words quick and overly bright. “I wanted to get caught up on my other orders first, and Wayne didn’t indicate there was a rush. I almost have the ornament ready though, so if I get the ring, I can mail it tomorrow. Actually, I made several of the same ornaments. I’ll put next year’s date on Wayne’s and this year on all the others. Then I’ll bring all but Wayne’s ornament to restock the inventory here.” Emma knew she was babbling, but couldn’t seem to stop herself. If she lost her focus on the mundane details, then she would feel the weight of the dead ends and hurt she’d encountered today. She needed to get the ring and make it home before her day caught up with her.


  Brooke unlocked the safe and pulled out the ring along with the paper Emma had written the information for Wayne’s order and set them on the counter in front of Emma. Emma glanced at the paper, making sure she’d remembered everything right, especially since her memories of that day were still a little fuzzy.


  “I don’t see that I wrote an address,” she said, looking up and down the single page. “Where should I ship the ornament?”


  “Remember?” Brooke asked, coming around the counter to look over her shoulder at the paper. “Wayne left in such a hurry that he said for you to just call his mom and get the address.”


  Emma truly didn’t remember Wayne saying that, but she didn’t want to admit that her memory was still so spotty. “You don’t have the address?” Emma asked, hoping she wouldn’t need to make a call.


  “No, I don’t. My mom does, but I don’t even know which address to ask for. Did Uncle Wayne want it shipped to his house or the store?”“ Brooke shrugged in answer to her own question. “I don’t know, but I’m sure Grandma does. Do you want me to give you Grandma Barbara’s number?”


  Emma shook her head. “No, I know I already have it in the church directory. I’ll give her a call tomorrow after I have the ornament completed and boxed up ready to ship.”


  Emma opened the little velvet box and looked at the ring. “So, your uncle is going to propose?”


  Brooke shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Uncle Wayne isn’t exactly predictable. It’s a beautiful ring and a cute idea to tie it to an ornament marked for next year. Who knows, maybe you and I will sometime get a ring in just such a romantic way.”


  “That would be nice for you,” Emma said kindly.


  “And not for you?” Brooke questioned.


  “It’s not really a possibility for me,” Emma said simply, shutting the ring case and putting it in her bag carefully.


  “Why not?” Brooke asked.


  Ignoring the question, Emma looked up at Brooke and pasted on a smile. “Thanks for your help and for keeping the ring for me. I’d better get home now. I know you need to close up shop here.”


  “Emma, what’s wrong?” Brooke asked, her brow furrowing with compassion.


  Emma looked at her blankly. “I’m fine.”


  “You came in here talking loads, but now you refused to answer my question. Both of those aren’t like you at all. Plus, I can tell by the sadness in your eyes. Something is wrong.”


  Emma looked at the floor, unsure how to respond. She wasn’t used to having anyone read her emotions. Usually, she hid everything behind a wall, and she knew that she didn’t show emotion like other people. Even her mom often commented on how difficult she was to read. No matter if she was happy, sad, angry, or excited, apparently her face remained impassive.


  “It’s just been a hard day,” Emma said dismissively. “I guess Mondays are supposed to be hard, right?”


  “What happened? Brooke asked.


  Emma braved a glance up, trying to decide if Brooke really wanted to know or was just making polite conversation. The compassion that still shone from her kind face was her undoing.


  “You were right,” Emma whispered. “Leo Jacobs is not very kind.”


  Emma could have told her about the ornament she’d found and the steps she’d followed to the dead end. She could have talked about how exhausted and discouraged she was and how she was seriously considering closing her shop. Instead, Leo’s name floated from her mouth almost without her permission.


  “Oh, Emma,” Brooke said sympathetically. “What did he do?”


  “Nothing he hasn’t done before, I’m sure. This time it just hurt more. He was quite blunt and forceful in telling me not to call him anymore.”


  “I’m sorry, Emma.” Brooke’s eyes filled with tears and her lip trembled. “I know how rude and hurtful he can be. Not to excuse him, but I don’t think he, himself, realizes the hurt he causes others with his words and attitude. “


  Emma felt touched at Brooke’s response. Emma hadn’t even shed a tear over the incident, and yet Brooke was crying for her!


  “Have you talked to Kate?” Brooke sniffed, dabbing at the moisture in the corner of her eye. “Does she know what he said to you?”


  “No, why should she?” Emma wondered if she had somehow missed a planned meeting with Kate that she didn’t know about. “I haven’t seen Kate since the party last Friday.”


  Brooke shrugged. “I just thought that if she knew, she could talk to him. Kate’s the only one Leo listens to, or maybe she’s just the only one who dares tell him off.”


  Emma’s eyes flew wide in alarm. “Oh, I wouldn’t want her to do that! I probably bring out the worst in Leo. I know I don’t always understand social cues. He had to be blunt and rude for me to understand.”


  Brooke pursed her lips and eagerly began rearranging a strand of twinkle lights that wound around the counter, even though Emma didn’t see why they needed to be repositioned at all.


  As she worked, her tense words came softly, “Emma, you deserve someone who cares for you enough to protect you in every way and takes great care in communicating in a way that doesn’t hurt you.” She looked up with sincere blue eyes and nodded to the little flower sitting in a pot by the register. “Emma you’re an African violet—delicate and beautiful, but you are watered differently than other flowers. African violets can’t be watered from the top, only by the roots soaking up water from the bottom. They will die if watered like other plants. Emma, you simply need someone who will cherish you and take care to communicate with you in the way you need, like an African violet.”


  Emma studied the dainty flower, immediately feeling a connection and deciding she needed her own. “Thank you, Brooke. It’s very sweet of you to think of me in such a beautiful way, but I don’t think a man exists who would want to take the time to care for an African violet. Roses are a lot easier to care for and more elaborate in appearance.”


  Brooke smiled gently. “The right person would love that you’re different and enjoy caring for his violet. Emma, you need someone who loves you. I’m just not sure that’s the grouchy police chief.”


  At the absurd idea, Emma’s scoffing came out more like a giggle, but it held no joy. “Leo Jacobs would never love me, but that doesn’t make him unique. I don’t think I’d ever want someone to love me, at least not in a romantic way.”


  Completely abandoning the twinkle lights and the violet, Brooke looked at Emma with serious concern. “Why not, Emma?” I don’t know that Leo Jacobs is capable of love, but why can’t God have some other Prince Charming in your future?”


  Emma shrugged and examined the tile floor of the shop. “I would feel bad for him because he should have someone normal who could love him better than I. Most men would see me as the one incapable of love.”


  “Emma,” Brooke called her name and paused, waiting for Emma to finally look her in the eye.


  As she finally made the eye contact, Brooke spoke directly to her, eyes serious. “Anyone who took the time to know you would realize that love exudes out of every little thing you do. The reason you make those ornaments is love for God and others. The reason you try to hold a conversation or teach the children at church is because of love. Those things are not easy for you, and yet you do them anyway. The reason why you make snowflakes for a withdrawn little four-year-old after experiencing your own difficulties is because you loved her without knowing anything about her. I know that the same love that overflows from your heart will also translate into a romantic love that the man God chooses will be blessed to experience.”


  Emma swallowed, touched by words she couldn’t quite believe. “Both you and my mom are so sweet to think the best of me and hope a man will do the same. I’ve always known I was different and tried to prepare myself with the idea that romantic love is not part of God’s plan for me. It seems that after today, that really was a wise assessment.”


  Brooke blinked. “Emma, are you saying that you have romantic feelings for Leo?”


  The bell over the door tinkled, and Dylan Masters stepped through the door.


  The joy in Brooke’s eyes immediately scared away the sad intensity, and she hurried forward to meet her boyfriend. Dylan’s eyes held a matching gleam as he met her for a quick hug and kiss.


  “Are you ready?” he asked after their greeting.


  “Yes!” Brooke answered with happy conviction. “Dylan, you know Emma Sheldon, right? She stopped by to pick up a ring I was storing for her in the safe. Uncle Wayne hired her to attach it to one of her ornaments.”


  “I know Emma from church, though I don’t think we’ve ever been formally introduced,” he said, walking forward to meet Emma with hand extended.


  Though his handshake was firm and his manner friendly, he kept his loving gaze on Brooke, only briefly sparing a glance Emma’s direction.


  “Uncle Wayne and a ring?” Dylan asked Brooke. “Is that a good thing?”


  “We’ll see,” shrugged Brooke. “I guess it depends on who it is for.”


  “Are there options?” Emma asked, feeling as if she was missing important information. “I guess I never realized Wayne had multiple girlfriends to choose from.”


  For some reason, this cracked up both Brooke and Dylan, while Emma watched and wondered what was so funny.


  “I’m not quite caught up on Uncle Wayne’s love life, and I’m not sure I want to be,” Brooke finally managed. “Grandma will surely know which lady in his entourage the ornament is meant for, and she might just fill you in on all the juicy details as well.”


  Emma’s eyes grew round with a slightly panicked deer-in-the-headlights look. “I just need an address.”


  This set Brooke and Dylan laughing again, and they only recovered when they caught sight of the time.


  “We need to go if we’re going to make it in time,” Dylan said.


  “Dylan is taking me to the Festival of Trees in Brighton Falls,” Brooke said, her eyes dancing. “They are having a special event tonight with entertainment and food, but I’m most interested in seeing the Christmas trees.”


  “And I’m mostly interested in my date,” Dylan said fondly.


  Brooke looked at him, eyes sparkling. “If you do well at this, maybe next time we can take in a paint show. You can be ‘interested in me’ there, too.”


  For the first time, Emma realized that Brooke and Dylan were dressed in formal attire. Brooke looked elegant with her blonde hair swept up over a long, silver gown that fit perfectly. Dylan looked tall, dark, and handsome in a black tux. A surge of longing shot through Emma. She’d always wanted to go to the Festival of Trees. Every year, Brighton Falls hosted an event where dozens of decorated trees created a fantastic venue. Some people attended to see the tree show, while others participated in charity events, parties, and concerts designed around the event.


  Emma could only imagine what exquisite ornaments graced those trees. Going alone always seemed too intimidating, and going with her parents almost seemed worse. What would it be like to have her own handsome date to take her to the festival?


  “Have fun!” Emma said awkwardly as they all moved to the door for Brooke to lock up.


  “Emma,” Brooke called as she started to walk to her car.


  Emma stopped and turned back to the couple.


  “I’m praying for you,” Brooke said sincerely. “Don’t worry. God has good plans for you.”


  Emma nodded and left, hoping Brooke’s words were the truth, but doubting she and God shared the same definition of “good plans.”
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  Emma pressed send on the email and laid her head on her hands wearily.


  Woong still didn’t know what ornament he wanted for his mom. Worse, he seemed to have decided to make the most unqualified person on the planet his confidante.


  Worse still, that person was Emma.


  In between telling his parents’ story in the hope of getting an idea for the perfect ornament, Woong inserted details about his own life, random bits of wisdom, and meandering thoughts in a way Emma found both charming and challenging. In his latest email, he’d confessed an awkward situation with his best friend and asked Emma what it meant if someone drew a heart smiley face and gave it to you.


  Emma felt completely over her head with such a question. She had no idea and didn’t try to pretend otherwise in her short email back. She’d answered honestly, saying, I’m not a good one to ask what a heart smiley face means. All I know is that I think I would like it if someone like the police chief drew one for me.


  One of these days, Woong would finish telling her his parents’ story and decide on an ornament. Emma would make it and send it on its way to hang on their tree. Then Emma would be free to close her business, and the emails would stop. Though she’d never met Woong and had no idea how to be the confidante of an eleven-year-old boy, she would miss him.


  Emma got ready for bed, weary because of her long, emotional day and weary because of the work needing done tomorrow. As she lay in bed, her mind drifted back over the day. Despite her bad experiences and efforts to convince herself that love wasn’t for her, she couldn’t help but fall asleep wishing someone might send her a heart smiley face and that someday he might look at her like Dylan looked at Brooke.
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  Emma soldered the last corner and pulled off her protective glasses to get a better look.


  Even to her perfectionist eyes, the stained-glass birds were done. This project had already taken days. Over the weekend, she’d worked on cutting the glass pieces and grinding down the edges. She’d been gone most of the day yesterday and unable to work. Now it was already Tuesday, and she needed to finish at least one of the ornaments and get it in the mail to Wayne by the end of the day. Unfortunately, stained glass art couldn’t be hurried.


  Over the next hour, Emma worked on attaching the little birds to the silver branch and getting the metal sign with the year for next Christmas hanging off the branch at just the right angle. She breathed a huge sigh of relief after finally attaching the ornament hook. Now she just needed to attach Wayne’s ring in a way that it dangled perfectly as part of the ornament.


  She opened the little velvet box, took out the ring and carefully threaded an elegant ribbon through the center.


  “You really should charge more for those ornaments,” her mom said from behind. “They take you so much time.”


  Emma had been so focused, she hadn’t heard her mom come into the garage where she did most of her “dirty work,” as she called it. All of her ornaments that required power tools or protective eyewear were created here.


  “I didn’t intend to make another batch of stained glass ornaments this year,” Emma admitted. “I made the ones that were stolen months ago. It’s a lot easier to make them without the pressure of the Christmas deadline.”


  “It looks like you’ve done a good job,” Cindy said, inspecting the birds. “I’m sure your dad can help you with some of the soldering when he gets home.”


  “He helped me cut some of the glass on Saturday,” Emma said. “I don’t mind doing the soldering. He taught me well.”


  “Make him help you,” Cindy said. “It does him good to do some work. Otherwise, he’ll fish or golf all day long.”


  Emma held up the completed ornament, liking the way the ring caught the light as it dangled just right. Dear Lord, please bless Wayne and the lady who receives this ring. Give Wayne wisdom he needs and love in abundance for his future wife. Bless their relationship and help it to glorify You.


  “I thought it was on the counter, but I can’t find it at all,” Emma’s mom was saying.


  “What was that?” Emma asked. She had heard her mom’s words like annoying buzzing insects while she was praying, but she hadn’t actually paid attention to their meaning.


  “I asked if you’d seen a recipe on the counter for pumpkin muffins. I put it there when sorting through recipes a few days ago, but I didn’t throw it away as I should. Now I can’t find it.”


  “It’s in your recipe box,” Emma said easily.


  “Oh,” Cindy answered, a little surprised. “I don’t remember putting it there.”


  “Since you left it on the counter, I put it away after making some muffins yesterday.” Emma’s mind suddenly interpreted what her mom had said. “Did you say you wanted to throw the recipe away?”


  “Oh, Emma, you didn’t!” Cindy exclaimed, the lines on her face stretching in a horrified expression. “Did you make the muffins on that recipe?”


  Emma nodded, feeling slightly anxious at her mom’s reaction. “I was looking for a recipe yesterday morning when you were gone. I saw that pumpkin muffin recipe on the counter right beside your recipe box, so that’s the one I made.”


  “Emma, what did you do with the muffins?” Cindy asked cautiously, as if the answer was of vital importance.


  Feeling slightly embarrassed, Emma confessed, “I took them to the police station. I wanted to make them for Leo, but I ended up putting most of the muffins in the break room for all the officers.”


  Cindy moaned. “Oh, Emma! That was a Darla Resinkin recipe.”


  Emma shook her head in denial. “No.”


  “Yes! It was!” Cindy cried, thoroughly freaking out. “After the Thanksgiving potluck at church, I asked Shari Thorncock for her pumpkin muffin recipe. They were so moist and yummy, I wanted to make them again. Unfortunately, when I talked to Shari, I didn’t pay attention to who was around. Darla Resinkin overheard me and offered her pumpkin recipe as well. What could I do? Refuse and tell Darla she’s a horrible cook, and I wouldn’t touch her recipe with a ten-foot pole? I couldn’t do that. The next Sunday, the ladies each brought me a pumpkin muffin recipe, and I accepted both.”


  Emma felt her breath whooshing in and out far too rapidly. “Why didn’t you throw away the Darla Resinkin recipe?”


  “I meant to! I put Shari’s recipe in my box and meant to toss Darla’s, but then I got distracted and left it on the counter.”


  “Oh no! Oh no!” Emma moaned, putting her hand to her head. This was bad. This was very bad.


  Darla Resinkin fancied herself a fantastic cook, frequently boasting about how many pies or cakes she made in a day. Generous soul that she was, she then generously gifted her creations to various people in church. The only problem was that everything she made tasted awful! Pies frequently featured burnt crust on one side and doughy crust on the other, not to mention the sour taste that made everything she cooked taste like she’d added vinegar.


  However, being a good cook was so much a part of the dear lady’s identity that no one in the congregation dared hint otherwise. Trying to reroute her ministry heart in a different direction hadn’t worked either. The woman loved to cook.


  Finally, the church instituted a policy requesting that every dish brought to a potluck be labeled with the name and the person who made it. While the idea was presumably to share recipes and appreciation for the contributors, the unstated reason was to let everyone know which Darla Resinkin dish to avoid. Going through the potluck line at church, some quiet heroes would inevitably load generous servings onto plates, only to subtly donate them to the trash can when no one noticed. In the end, Darla was happy that her dish appeared as empty as everyone else’s, maintaining the delicate balance of church tranquility.


  “I didn’t burn them,” Emma thought, grasping at straws, “and they were fully cooked. Maybe the problem wasn’t the recipe. Maybe they tasted ok.”


  “Didn’t you taste them?” Cindy asked.


  “No. I was too nervous. I gave one to Orion,” Emma said, only to remember miserably, “but he wouldn’t eat it.”


  Cindy shut her eyes. “If Orion wouldn’t eat it, then it was probably really bad.”


  “I thought he just wanted one of his dog ornaments instead.” Emma felt awful imagining all of the police officers, and Leo, eating those muffins she had so proudly baked.


  “I’m sure it will be fine, sweetheart,” Cindy said, shifting to the consoling mother. “Maybe you can bake the officers something else and take it in to make up for the Darla Resinkin muffins.”


  “The recipe didn’t call for vinegar,” Emma said, her tone small and serious.


  Cindy giggled. “Well, that’s good to know.”


  Emma smiled. “I did think they called for an awful lot of salt, though.” She moaned softly. “I don’t know that I will ever bake again!”


  “At least now you’ll know for sure if Chief Jacobs likes you,” Cindy said brightly. “If the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, you might have run him off with that one.”


  Emma wondered, rather ridiculously, if the muffins were what put him in such a bad mood yesterday when she’d called. “Last time I called him, it didn’t sound like he’d want to see or talk to me ever again.”


  “That could change,” Cindy assured, seeming unperturbed. “Just give him a chance to recover. He may come around again.”


  Emma sighed dully, ““If he survives.”


  Cindy giggled. “Well, there is that. But if he doesn’t make it, you can take comfort in the hope that he’s gone to a place where there are no more Darla Resinkin muffins.”


  Emma’s forehead clouded up in confusion and fear. “But mom, Leo isn’t saved.”


  Cindy immediately surrendered to gales of laughter, and Emma lost all hope of obtaining a serious response from her mother for the rest of the day.


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter 13]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  Emma turned out the light to the classroom, absorbed in thought. Even teaching the Wednesday night class for preschoolers at church hadn’t eased her disquiet since speaking with Wayne’s mom, Barbara Farrell, over the phone.


  Emma had called this afternoon to get the address of where to send the ornament with the date of next year and the ring attached, and something about the conversation bothered her. It wasn’t so much anything that Barbara had said, but even that fact was a little unusual. Barbara wasn’t full of stories from Wayne’s love life, as Brooke had predicted. Instead, she’d been remarkably on topic, though she had shown a slight hesitation, seeming to change her mind about the best address to send the ornament.


  Emma tried to shake it off, thinking that she had enough trouble deciphering what people said during social conversations. She shouldn’t even attempt to determine what Barbara wasn’t saying. She was probably completely wrong about suspecting there was more to the story, yet even after mailing the package before 5:00, she couldn’t get it off her mind.


  She shut the classroom door, and with her hand still poised on the knob, she finally stopped to pray.


  Lord, I don’t know why this is bothering me so, but you know if there is more going on here. Please help Wayne to make good decisions about his life and the woman he loves. Help his family to be supportive of him. Let my ornament be a blessing that brings happiness and good news in Wayne’s life and the rest of his family. Let things work out according to Your will, even if they aren’t what people planned or expected. In Jesus’ name. Amen.


  “Emma? Are you okay?” The deep voice brought Emma’s eyes up with a start.


  “Leo? What are you doing here?” Emma fumbled, seeing Leo walk down the hall from the direction of the sanctuary.


  “When you didn’t answer your phone, I called your mom. She said you were here at church teaching a kids’ class. I came down but wasn’t in time to catch you before it started, so I’ve been waiting. Do you have a minute to talk?”


  Emma nodded, “Yes. What do you want to talk about? Is there any news on the case?”


  Leo looked around. “Do you care if we go outside? The heater seems to work a little too well in here.”


  “Sure,” Emma responded. “The pastor will need to lock up anyway.”


  Emma followed Leo to the front doors and didn’t even think about the parking lot until Leo held the door and she walked through. As soon as her feet touched the concrete, anxiety hit full force, and her gaze automatically flew to the end of the parking lot.


  “What?” Leo asked in response to her sudden halt. Following the direction of her gaze, he somehow guessed what was going on. “Oh, Emma, I didn’t think about the parking lot being where you were attacked. Do you want to go somewhere else?”


  Emma didn’t know if she would ever again be able to park in the church lot again. This was the first time she’d been to the church in the evening since she was attacked, and the level of anxiety had shocked her with its intensity.


  “I parked by the lawn on the other side of the church,” Emma admitted. “We could go that direction.”


  Leo nodded, “Sure, but I don’t think you can call it a lawn when it has 6 inches of snow on it.”


  A snowstorm came through last night dumping inches of snow that accumulated through the morning. Though they followed the cleared sidewalk around to the other side of the building, the snow piled on either side was impressive.


  Emma loved the way fresh snow seemed to mute everything, Sounds didn’t ring as loud, and the world seemed softer and smaller with the sharp edges dulled and the barren winter momentarily covered with a blanket of purity. The Christmas lights strung across the roof of the church mirrored a colored reflection on the sheet of white, doubling the lights and making Christmas seem that much closer and somehow more alluring in its beckoning.


  Yet even the snow and lights weren’t enough to chase away Emma’s sense of disquiet. That Black Friday evening had stolen more than just her car. She could no longer enjoy a beautiful evening of fresh snowfall because of the theft of her sense of security. Anxiety and fear now trumped enjoyment, and Emma didn’t know if that would ever change.


  Even with the chief of police beside her, she couldn’t stop feeling on edge. Fear crowded the edges of her senses, and she almost felt as if she was being watched.


  “What did you want to talk about?” Emma asked Leo. She felt curious about his presence at church, but she also wanted to keep the conversation as short as possible, especially while in the proximity of the parking lot.


  Leo remained silent, but as they neared the car, his pace slowed. Thinking that he was still working up to the words, Emma idly picked up a snowball and threw it for Orion.


  Orion took off across the white blanket of snow. When he was almost directly beneath the spotlight from one of the church’s overhead lights, he leaped into the air with his teeth engulfing the snowball in one mighty gulp. The snowball instantly shattered in his mouth, snow flying everywhere while Orion shook his head to and fro.


  Then he came back to Emma and stood right in front her, tension in every muscle as he awaited the next throw.


  “Does he like that?” Leo asked, incredulously.


  “He loves it,” Emma replied.


  “But I think he’d hate the feel of snow in his mouth,” Leo marveled, still looking at Orion in disbelief.


  “You’d think he should, but he begs for more.” As if to prove her point, she waved the snowball in her hand, and Orion followed every millimeter of movement with his eyes, his muscles twitching in anticipation. “When he first started doing it, I thought his head shake was a shiver of dislike, but I’ve decided it’s the cold thrill of pure enjoyment.”


  Emma tossed the snowball. It flew a good distance but didn’t meet the ground before Orion flew through the air and chomped it with glee.


  “He’ll catch a frisbee, too,” Emma reported proudly, “But the frisbee doesn’t seem to excite him as much as the snowballs. He would catch them until he fell over, though, so I only let him do a few snowballs. I don’t want his tongue to get frostbite!”


  Leo stooped down to gather a handful of snow and pack it together. “May I throw him one more?” he asked.


  “Sure,” Emma responded right before Leo drew his arm back and let the snowball fly across the lawn at about twice the distance Emma had thrown.


  Orion ripped across the snow. Emma lost track of his shadow only for him to suddenly launch into the spotlight glow of Christmas lights and capture the snowball with his open mouth.


  Orion came trotting back shivering with both cold and delight.


  Leo turned to Emma. “I should have never kissed you the other night,” he said abruptly. “I’m afraid I gave you the wrong impression. Emma, I’m not interested in pursuing a romantic relationship with you.”


  Emma swallowed with difficulty. On the one hand, a “romantic relationship” sounded intimidating, and she was unsure she’d want that either. On the other hand, it hurt to be rejected so flatly. He was breaking up with her before Emma knew there was anything to break up from.


  “Was it the muffins?” she asked, voicing the first coherent thought that swam through her mind.


  Leo’s mouth curved up at the ends. “No, it wasn’t the muffins, though some of my officers were convinced I coerced you into poisoning them.”


  “It was a bad recipe,” Emma explained mournfully. “My mom intended to throw it away, and I happened to find it.”


  Leo assured, “It’s fine, Emma. Really. The muffins have nothing to do with it. With all the calling, and then with the kiss the other night, I didn’t want to lead you into believing there could be something between us.”


  At the mention of her call yesterday, Emma rushed to explain, “I’m sorry I called yesterday. I was trying to tell you I’d found one of my stolen ornaments. I—”


  Leo held up a hand. “Emma, I don’t need to hear it. As I’ve said before, your ornaments are not part of the investigation. We have concluded that the crime was entirely random. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. We’ll keep the case open but are no longer actively investigating. Random crimes are often the most difficult to solve. Since our professional involvement is at a close, I want to make sure you understand that there will be no further personal involvement either.”


  Orion shuffled in between Leo and Emma, but when neither offered a pat or any kind of attention he wandered away as far as his leash allowed and sniffed under the bushes and trees of the church’s landscaping.


  Emma looked behind Leo to the lights strung across the church’s roofline and began counting the colored bulbs as she tried to sort through what was happening. Emma had watched enough movies and read enough books to understand, at least in theory, how this was supposed to work. Wasn’t he supposed to say something along the lines of wanting to just be friends? However, he instead clarified that he wanted no involvement with her at all. What was going on? What had she done to offend him so?


  “So, if it isn’t the muffins, and it isn’t the calling, then why?” Emma asked outright. “I didn’t imagine you were my boyfriend or anything, but why is imagining me your girlfriend so impossible? Saying you want ‘no further personal involvement’ makes it sound like friendship is just as impossible as well.”


  Leo shuffled his feet, pushing some snow out of the path and looking uncharacteristically uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Emma. Please believe me when I say that it has nothing to do with you. It’s me.”


  Emma stopped counting Christmas lights and looked at him sharply. Finally, familiar ground. She’d at least heard this part before. “Isn’t that what people say when they break up with someone, especially when they mean the exact opposite?”


  “In this case, it’s true,” Leo assured. “I have too many issues to have a healthy relationship with anyone. You’ve seen how I hurt others.”


  His reasoning didn’t sound logical. In that case, Emma could only conclude that she must have offended him in a way he wasn’t willing to admit. Returning to counting the lights, she persisted. “A relationship with me is doomed before it even starts? And that includes relationships both romantic and platonic.”


  Leo finally looked at her directly, as if willing her to understand. His dark eyes appeared even darker in the dim glow of lights. His features strained and tensed, and Emma felt his sincerity in every syllable. “It isn’t you that is doomed. It’s me. I have so many issues that I have no faith in myself. I will hurt you, and I can’t stand that thought.”


  “I don’t think you’re the one you’re supposed to have faith in,” Emma replied simply.


  Leo threw his arms up, clearly becoming exasperated. “Yet another reason we aren’t compatible! Emma, I don’t share your beliefs. I’m damaged goods. I’m cynical and demanding. I distrust everyone and think that most people wear façades as intricate as my brother’s. Those who don’t are foolish like my parents. I have no hope for humanity, and yet I live to protect them. Sometimes that means protecting others from me. I’m not good for you in any way Emma, and I respect you too much to pretend otherwise.”


  “Then why?” Emma asked casually, her lips moving as she passed seventy-five and continued counting.


  “I told you why.” Leo’s voice now held a hint of the familiar growl.


  “No, why did you kiss me?” She counted quicker now, about three numbers to every heartbeat.


  Leo paused, his agitated movements stilling for the space of several seconds. “I guess it was a moment of weakness,” he replied cautiously, as if voicing the thought even as it formed. “I regret it. If it makes you feel any better, I feel like a cad.”


  “‘Cad. A man who behaves dishonorably, especially toward a woman.’” Emma quoted, the dictionary in her mind always at the ready.


  Leo winced. “Which would be worse, letting you know I didn’t want a relationship now, or leading you on and letting you believe it possible, only to hurt you later?


  “You aren’t attracted to me at all?” Emma asked matter-of-factly. Even as she passed 100 and moved to count the lights strung toward the roof peak, she felt confused as to how she could have totally misread him. He’d kissed her. Did men kiss women they didn’t feel attracted to?


  “Please don’t make me hurt you more,” Leo whispered hoarsely.


  Emma chanced a glance at him, seeing his eyes closed briefly, and for once, he was the one refusing to make eye contact.


  “Tell me,” Emma insisted, focusing on Leo and momentarily forgetting the lights. “You know I don’t read between the lines. Tell me bluntly how you feel so there is no room for me to misinterpret.”


  His jaw set and he finally looked up, his gaze harsh. “You’re a very pretty girl, Emma, but not my type. The lights, the party, and everything else combined Friday night. I felt sorry for you after the party, and I guess with my defenses down, I made a mistake.”


  Emma flinched, her breath shortening. Frantically she looked for the lights to continue counting, but she couldn’t remember where she’d left off. “You kissed me because you felt sorry for me?” she asked, her voice trembling.


  Leo shrugged.


  Emma swallowed with difficulty and took deep breaths. “Interesting,” she said, working to keep the tears away and her voice calm and casual. “I guess you’re more like your brother than you realize.”


  Leo startled and glared at her in instant anger. “How so?”


  “Either you truly are a cad who takes advantage of vulnerable women, kissing them only to throw them aside on the charity project excuse a few days later. Or you’re a liar. Either option likely does your brother proud.”


  Emma turned and strode to her car, pulling Orion beside her and promising herself that if she made it home, she could have a good breakdown. Though she didn’t look at him again, she felt Leo’s presence as he stood and wordlessly watching her leave.


  She unlocked the door, put Orion in the back, and then looked up, longing to see the familiar stars. However, the sky was leaden with more impending snow, leaving Emma lost without even the stars to draw comfort.
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  Emma shouldn’t have mentioned Leo’s brother. As soon as she made it home and locked herself in her room, she’d indulged in a proper meltdown. When the tears and shaking subsided, guilt was the primary emotion that remained.


  She felt shocked at herself. She’d long resigned herself to the notion that she was broken in her social skills, and yet she had managed to conduct herself in a way that seemed very near every breakup scene she’d ever watched or read. Even more astonishing, she’d landed a hurtful zinger without following any script of how she should behave. Now, that one “normal” remark plagued her conscience most.


  It was all her fault. She knew she didn’t read people well, and yet everything in her disagreed when Leo claimed he wasn’t attracted to her. The expressions on his face that night after the party, and the way he’d kissed her, made her believe otherwise. How could he kiss her that way and not be attracted to her?


  That thought is what had made her respond the way she had, but that didn’t give her an excuse for hurting him, especially since she now realized she was wrong. She still believed Leo to be a nice man. She still liked him, much more than she should. She couldn’t believe him a cad, and she was wrong in her idea that he was lying. All that meant what she already knew: she was lousy at reading people and even more lousy at wanna-be relationships.


  Emma pulled the covers up over her head, wishing she could hide from her thoughts just as easily. If she had Leo’s number, she’d text him and apologize. She’d only ever called Leo at work, though, and he’d never volunteered his personal number. It wasn’t as if she could call him tomorrow at work to apologize either. He’d made his feelings very clear, and Emma would have to be dying before she’d ever call the police station ever again.


  The more she thought of it, the more she realized Leo wasn’t trying to be hurtful, at least not until she’d pushed him. He’d simply wanted to let her know he wasn’t interested in her romantically. They’d never been on an official date, didn’t have an understanding of any kind, and he didn’t owe her an explanation. She still didn’t understand why he’d kissed her, but that didn’t really matter.


  She’d said something to deliberately hurt him. To Emma, that was inexcusable. Strangely, one of her fears was that her lack of social grace might inadvertently hurt someone. In this case, she couldn’t blame her autism at all. She’d been mad and wanted to hurt him like he’d hurt her, and that made for a horrible reflection on both her and her Lord.


  Emma tossed and turned, not able to free herself from the obsessive guilt. Finally, she sat up, took out her phone, and brought up her contacts. She had Kate’s number. Would she be able to help?


  kate, it’s emma sheldon. do u have chief jacobs’ cell phone number?


  Emma pressed send before she could change her mind. She didn’t offer any explanation, and Kate would probably want to know why. Maybe she should have asked for “Leo’s number” instead of “Chief Jacobs.” She didn’t want Kate to think she’d be bothering him about something work-related on his personal line, but she also didn’t want her to think there was something personal between them. But even if there was, wouldn’t she already have his number?


  Oh, dear, she was sure to just make the awkward situation worse.


  Emma’s phone beeped. Leo’s number appeared on the screen. No questions asked.


  Emma promptly typed a text to the new number.


  this is emma sheldon. i shouldn’t have mentioned your brother. i’m sorry.


  Emma pressed send. Leo might be mad that she had his number, but at least she’d done what she could to apologize. She knew she probably wouldn’t get a response, and she tried to tell herself that was okay.


  Idly, she brought up her email. Seeing a new message from Woong, she read it, immediately feeling for the boy. It sounded like they’d both had a rough day. Woong had been made fun of at school because of a girl he liked. Making the situation more difficult, the girl was also his best friend.


  Emma understood being teased and even bullied. She’d had that a lot when growing up different. However, she’d never been teased for liking someone. She never knew about making heart smiley faces like other kids did, so she didn’t know how to behave when she did like someone. The few boys she liked, she ignored. If ever they looked her direction, she’d look away. It felt too awkward, especially since her differences made it impossible for any of them to like her in return.


  Deciding to reply to him tomorrow when she could better think about what to say, she turned off her phone and shut her eyes.


  Dear Lord, please help Woong. I don’t know how to advise him. I have no idea how best to handle situations with a bully or someone you like romantically. Today ended the only relationship I never had!


  Help Woong to know how to handle the bully and also his friend, Becky. This friendship is very important to him, so please help Becky to be understanding. Comfort Woong and help him not to feel awkward. Also help him to choose the perfect ornament for me to make for his mother. And let him decide soon!


  Praying for someone other than herself helped her somehow. It got her mind off her own troubles and let her believe she was helping someone else. Her mind drifted over others in her life, touching on her parents and others from church she knew needed prayer. While bringing those people to the Lord, she finally grew drowsy. When she was somewhere between sleep and awake, her phone beeped.


  Emma gasped and sat up in bed, startled and fumbling for her phone.


  LEO: that’s ok. i deserved it.


  Emma turned the phone off and rolled over, the last few moments before sleep consumed with prayers FOR the man who hurt her earlier that evening. With that final text as evidence, Emma suspected that as miserable as she was, Leo was more.
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  Emma set the cruise control at 65 and not a smidge over. She’d met her parents in Brighton Falls to look at new cars, but Emma hadn’t found anything she liked. It finally looked like the insurance would issue a payment for her stolen car, but since it was an older vehicle, that money wouldn’t quite cover the cost of a newer, nicer vehicle. Emma now faced the challenge of deciding if she wanted to spend extra money on something that may run better and longer than a vehicle with high mileage. Add to that her strong aversion to certain colors, styles, interiors, etc., and finding the perfect car became nearly impossible.


  After both her parents and Emma herself reached frustration level, they’d decided to try again another time. Cindy and Robert left to do a little shopping and get some dinner. Emma left for home to work on a few ornaments.


  Of course, her parents wanted her to stay and eat dinner with them, but Emma didn’t feel like socializing, even with her parents. The memories of her “breakup” with Leo yesterday still had her rattled, and she didn’t want to talk about it. So far, she’d avoided all of her mother’s questions, and she wanted to keep it that way.


  She hadn’t heard anything from Leo, and she didn’t expect to. The more she thought about it, the more she realized how foolish she had been to hope that he cared for her. She had obviously read the kiss and him completely wrong. He had pulled away suddenly and seemed withdrawn after they kissed, so maybe that’s what she should have read more than the kiss itself. Either way, she was wrong, and nothing she did could change the fact that Leo didn’t like her romantically and wasn’t interested in a relationship. None of that should surprise Emma. She’d long told herself that no man could love her. This was just further proof.


  If she could think about it clearly, she really should be relieved. Leo wasn’t a Christian, and Emma shouldn’t be thinking about him romantically anyway. Though she knew in her head that relationships should include a shared faith, that didn’t seem to ease the ache in her heart at all.


  Emma sighed and glanced in her rearview mirror. Headlights seemed to be getting closer, and Emma knew other vehicles were gaining on her, which wasn’t surprising. Cars liked to drive over the speed limit on this road. It didn’t seem to matter if it was dark, as it was tonight. If someone went the speed limit, he or she was usually passed as if driving a slow-moving vehicle. Emma mentally prepared for angry drivers to pass her, but even that wouldn’t make her move the speed up even a little over the limit.


  Emma looked forward to pulling into her own driveway and eating some popcorn while she worked in her studio. She’d hopefully have an email from Woong when she got there. He seemed to be close to deciding on the ornament for his mom. After hearing his parents’ story, Emma hoped she could create an ornament that did their lives justice.


  That car behind her tailgated awfully close. There weren’t any cars coming the other direction. Emma wished he would just pass. Instead, he came closer, his headlights growing large and blazing through her rearview mirror, blinding her so she couldn’t see a thing.


  Emma’s heart began pounding. The other car was too close.


  The tailgating car shifted a little, and Emma thought it would pass, but it didn’t. It stayed halfway in back and halfway on her left side, driving squarely down the middle of the road. If she braked, she would be rear-ended. With her foot instead pushing on the accelerator, she took her only option. She sped up.


  The tailgating car stayed with her, and Emma realized the truth: it was going to push her off the road. The realization came a half-second before the impact. The force pushed her to the side of the road, and still she fought, trying to keep the tires on the pavement.


  A phrase from one of Woong’s emails shot through her mind. “God won’t let you die until He’s ready for you to be with Him in heaven.”


  Dear Lord, is this my time?


  Her rear tires slid off the road.


  Emma hit the brakes and screamed. The car spun, and the world tumbled around in chaos. She remained conscious the whole time, expecting at any instant for everything to go black and wake up in heaven.


  Except it didn’t. With one last shudder, the car landed upright. Pain burst through Emma’s side with the door smashed against her.


  Emma gulped in a breath and immediately tried to open the door to get out. Orion whined from the backseat. Emma shot a glance over her shoulder, but couldn’t see him in the dark. Was he hurt?


  The door stuck and wouldn’t budge. Suddenly a shadow appeared on the other side, banging on her window and shouting. She heard the door handle being grabbed and pulled, the shadow trying to get inside. Orion barked and lunged viciously. Emma shrieked, trying to pull herself out of the driver’s seat and to the other side of the car, but her leg stuck fast.


  She reached out and grabbed hold of the passenger seat headrest with both hands. Pulling with her entire strength, she dragged her leg out with searing pain. Crawling to the other side, she grabbed the door handle, jerked the door open, and threw herself out of the car.


  She fell to the ground, picked herself up and started running. Something grabbed at her back, scratching her side but ripping away as she squirmed free.


  Shouts and footsteps pounded after her.


  Then she heard the ferocious barking of Orion, and the shouting turned to screams.


  Still Emma ran into the darkness, tripping over rocks and bushes only to pick herself back up out of the snow and keep running.


  Emma had no idea where she was or where she was going, but she ran until her legs collapsed in weakness and she fell without the strength to pull herself back up. She drew her legs up to her chin in a fetal position and lay with her head to the ground. With every one of her senses firing with danger, she moaned and rocked back and forth, tremors raking through her body.


  She tried to wrap herself in safe darkness, humming a high pitch and putting her hands over her ears to build a wall around her safety zone so nothing could get in. She felt Orion’s wet nose brushing against her arm and heard his sad whine.


  In her own world, she stretched the night sky over her vision and began naming all of the stars she knew, but the sensations were too overwhelming and ripped the sky from her grasp.


  She couldn’t get away, her senses overloading with endless assault. The nauseating taste of blood filled her mouth. She heard the noise, crashing footsteps and shouting, coming ever louder and closer. With every tickle of breeze, she expected to feel hands grab her. Everything was too much. The sounds too loud. The snow too cold. The fear too consuming.


  She lost control. Fear raged through her, plunging her into a horrible realm that was neither dark nor safe. Pain, deafening sounds, whirling sights, and sickening tastes and smells mixed with intense fear and magnified into sheer chaos. She couldn’t think, only feel as her emotions lifted her up into a tornado that took her feet off the ground and sucked all breath from her lungs.


  She had been here before. Though less often as an adult, the fear of it often plagued her nightmares and ruled her life. She’d never wanted to come back, and yet here she was, writhing to snatch for control that wasn’t within reach.


  The familiar monster inside her had come out to sweep her away, and she didn’t know if it would ever permit her to return.
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  “Emma,” she heard her name spoken over and over, as if from a great distance. She held her hands tighter over her ears and hummed louder, trying to snatch at elusive control.


  “I found her!” came another shout.


  Orion growled and barked. Emma curled up tighter.


  “Emma!” This time it was a deep, familiar voice. The sound of it sent waves of comfort over her battered nerves, and the chaos cleared just a little.


  Orion growled again.


  “Orion, it’s okay,” came the voice again. “It’s me. Let me help Emma.”


  Orion whined softly, and Emma felt the strong hands on her back.


  “Emma, it’s Leo. I’m here. You’re safe now. Come on, sweetheart. Talk to me. I need to know where you’re hurt.”


  Emma felt his hands probing her back and neck. Then he sat beside her and pulled her into his arms, murmuring words of comfort the entire time.


  “Emma, it’s ok. You’re safe.” Something warm and gentle pressed against her hair repeatedly, and Emma imagined it was his lips pressing soft kisses.


  At some point, she stopped humming, but the shaking continued. The cold snow seeped through her clothes along with the warmth of Leo holding her.


  “Heavy blanket,” Emma mumbled.


  Leo paused. “Yes, Emma, it’s me.”


  The chaos and fear receded like the tide. Emma slowly blinked open her eyes, looking up at Leo’s face. “You’re like a heavy blanket.”


  “Yes, I remember you telling me that before,” he said, his voice sounding shaky. “Emma, are you hurt?”


  “The ambulance is here, Chief,” another voice said. “Do you want them to come over with a gurney?”


  Emma looked around, seeing the faces of about eight other people gathered around them. She clutched Leo’s coat tightly, tempted to find her darkness and count her stars again.


  “No,” Leo answered. “I’ll carry her over there. She doesn’t seem to have a neck or back injury. She does have a gash on her leg and has probably lost some blood, but I’m afraid we’ll lose her again if a bunch of strange men come to load her on an unfamiliar contraption. Let me get her over there in some light first.”


  Emma clung to Leo as he carefully lifted her up and began walking. She buried her face in his chest, not wanting to see any of the lights and movement.


  “Emma, I’m going to lay you on this bed, and they’ll put you in the ambulance. You don’t need to worry, though. I’ll go with you, and your parents will meet you at the hospital.”


  “Orion?” Emma asked. “Is he okay?”


  “Yes, he seems fine, but I’ll check him over a bit after we get you settled. Orion can go in the ambulance as well.”


  “Chief, we don’t really allow—” a voice started.


  “You do tonight,” Leo said flatly. “That’s her service animal. He was guarding her out there, and you’re going to have a fight on your hands if you try to get him away from her side.”


  Emma closed her eyes against the flashing lights and blaring sounds as they loaded her into the ambulance.


  “That cut will need stitches,” she heard someone say.


  “She has another one on her arm here,” another voice observed.


  “Some bruising on her side.”


  “How long was she out there?”


  “We’re not sure,” Leo said tightly. “Her parents called me at 8:00 when they arrived home and she wasn’t there. It’s 8:30 now. It took us a while to find her. No one saw her go off the road. Even after we found her car, we didn’t know where she was.”


  “It’s cold out there. I’m surprised her body temperature isn’t lower.”


  “The officer who found her said that her dog was lying against her as if keeping her warm. The dog sat up and started growling when he got close.”


  “Chief, Miss Sheldon didn’t have an accident,” another voice said, slightly breathless. “There is damage to the passenger side rear as if she was forced off the road.”


  “Emma, can you hear me?” Leo asked. “Did another car cause you to go off the road?”


  Emma opened her eyes slightly, the world whirling around dizzily. “Yes,” Emma replied hoarsely. “The car came up behind. So fast. Hit me off the road. Came after me. I ran away.”


  Leo’s face looked so pale in the ambulance lights, and the hand still holding hers tremored in its tight grip.


  “Chief, I’m not liking her numbers. We need to get her to the hospital right now.”


  Emma gripped Leo’s hand, raising her head and insisting urgently, “Leo, be careful.”


  “What’s wrong,” Leo asked in alarm.


  “Her body temperature isn’t warming up. Her blood pressure and pulse are off. She’s lost blood from the wound in her leg. With the bruising on her left side, I think she may have internal bleeding. She’ll lose consciousness quickly if we don’t move.”


  Leo barked some orders, and those around Emma sped into fast forward.


  She’d felt cold before. Now a warmth spread over her, and she liked it. It felt almost fuzzy. She heard sirens, but they didn’t bother her. They seemed a long way away.


  She looked up at Leo, wondering about those strange lines on his face. She’d never seen that expression on him before. If Emma labeled it, she would call it fear. But Leo was so strong and brave. What would make him afraid?


  Soon, a warm current came along, and Emma relaxed, letting it carry her away. The last thing she remembered was Leo’s panicked voice begging her to stay with him.
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  “Are you sure she’ll be okay?” Leo’s voice was the first sound Emma heard as she struggled out of the pit of nothingness.


  “No. The doctors said she had a ruptured spleen. The surgery was successful, but she lost a significant amount of blood between the internal bleeding and the cut to her leg. She’ll be here at the hospital for a few days, at least, and then she’ll be very weak until she can fully recover.”


  It was her mother’s voice that explained, sounding upset and close to tears.


  “I can’t get over how close we came to losing her,” Cindy continued brokenly. I’m just so thankful to God that Robert and I changed our plans at the last minute. We were supposed to go shopping and eat dinner, but we decided instead to grab some dinner in a drive-thru and rent a movie to watch at home with Emma. If we hadn’t been only twenty minutes behind Emma, it would have been too late once we realized she was gone. She wouldn’t have survived long in the cold.”


  “Trust me, I know,” Leo said quietly. “I can’t stop thinking how close it was, and she isn’t out of the woods yet.” Leo paused, then gasped brokenly, “It’s my fault!”


  “How is it your fault?” Cindy asked. “You didn’t know she’d be run off the road any more than I did. If you look at it that way, Robert and I are more at fault than you for letting her drive home alone. No one could have known this would happen.”


  “But I should have suspected. Cindy, there is no way that what happened last night was random, especially not when considered with the assault a few weeks ago. Emma tried to tell me something a few days ago, and I wouldn’t listen. I’d decided she was wrong, and I wrote her off. Cindy, I said awful things to her and pretty much told her to get out of my life. If I had done my job, I would have investigated every angle and figured out there had to be more going on. If I were a decent human being, I wouldn’t have hurt her just because I was scared.”


  “You’re in luck, then,” Cindy said. “Emma is the most forgiving person I know. And now you have the chance to find out who did this to her.”


  “I will,” Leo said flatly, steel in his voice.


  Silence stretched through the room, and Emma worked to lift her heavy eyelids.


  “Chief Jacobs, I’m curious,” Cindy finally broached cautiously. “You said you hurt her because you were scared. Why is that?”


  Silence met her question.


  Emma moaned.


  “Oh, she’s waking up!” Cindy said.


  Emma felt her mother’s hands on her face. “It’s okay, honey,” she crooned. “You’re all done with surgery. Just relax. They said the anesthesia would wear off.”


  Emma’s eye blinked open, and she found Leo anxiously watching from the foot of her bed.


  “How are you feeling, Emma?” Cindy asked.


  “Sore,” she responded, her throat dry.


  “Let me call the nurse. Maybe they can give you some pain medicine.” Cindy pushed the nurse call button and bustled around propping up pillows and adjusting the blankets.”


  A knock sounded on the door, and a man in a uniform stepped into the room. However, it wasn’t a nurse; it was an officer.


  “Chief, we have some news that needs your attention,” the officer reported.


  Leo turned to Cindy. “I’m leaving an officer here to guard the door until we figure out what’s going on. Please keep me updated on how she’s doing.”


  Cindy nodded. “I will. Thank you, Chief Jacobs. Robert should be back soon from the vet with Orion. It sounds like he got a few cuts but will be eager to get back with Emma. Both will be here to watch after her.”


  Leo turned to Emma. “I’ll be back later to talk to you about last night,” he said softly.


  Emma nodded, wishing he would stay now and talk to her. She didn’t even care what he talked about or if he asked her a zillion questions she couldn’t answer. She just wanted him to stay.


  He shut the door behind him, and Emma looked forward to his promise to come back.


  The problem was he never did.
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  “Miss Sheldon, are you sure there is nothing else you remember?” Officer Kirk asked, worry lines making canyons in his forehead. “Chief wanted me to be sure to get your full statement.”


  “I’ve told you everything,” Emma said wearily. “If Chief Jacobs has further questions, I’m sure he can come by himself.” That was Emma’s fondest wish, but so far, she’d been home from the hospital two days, which meant it was a full week since she’d been run off the road. She hadn’t seen Leo since that first day in the hospital. Instead of coming himself, he’d sent Officer Kirk twice to ask her questions, and it was disappointing every time the wrong man in uniform showed up.


  “That probably won’t be happening,” Kirk said with a scowl. “He’s been extremely busy and stressed. I don’t want to risk upsetting him, so I need to get this right the first time.”


  “Why is he so busy and stressed?” Emma said.


  Kirk shrugged. “This time of year is always busy, but I think it must bother him that he hasn’t solved your case. I don’t know that he’s been going home or sleeping. He’s there when I leave at night and there when I arrive in the morning. He hasn’t been the same since you got hurt last Thursday. I’ve never seen him like that.”


  “What do you mean?” Emma asked.


  Officer Kirk scratched his head and scowled as he talked but continued to study the paper in front of him. “Your parents called the station frantic that they got home and couldn’t find you. The chief took off in a panic and immediately ordered every single officer to look for you. I don’t think we’ve ever had the law enforcement response that he ordered. Brighton Falls officers were alerted and on their way as well when someone spotted your car. Chief was a basket case when we couldn’t find you there, yelling orders, some that made sense and others that didn’t. Everyone is still talking about watching him find you and carry you back to the ambulance. None of us have ever seen the chief react like that. It’s obvious Chief Jacobs cares for you a great deal, Miss Sheldon. That’s why all of us are bending over backward to keep you safe, and it’s why I can’t screw up with reporting to him what you say.”


  Everyone else, including her mother, seemed to agree that Leo cared deeply for her. If he did, then why did he not come see her or even talk to her? Emma heard him call and talk to her mom or dad every evening, asking for an update on how she was doing. However, he never actually spoke to her directly. It was maddening!


  Officer Kirk finished up quickly since Emma had no more information to add. He left, and Emma was thankful they had finally scaled back their watch over her. Her parents never left her alone in the house, but at least there was no longer an officer stationed out front.


  As soon as the door closed, Emma’s mom appeared beside the couch, her hands on her hips. “Did Chief Jacobs send that other officer again instead of coming himself?”


  “Officer Kirk said the chief was busy,” Emma explained.


  “Hmph!” Cindy said disapprovingly. “I’ll have your dad give Chief Jacobs a call and invite him to dinner. Surely the man eats sometime!”


  “Why would you do that?” Emma asked, struggling to sit up in her alarm. If Leo didn’t want to come see her, she certainly didn’t want her mom forcing him to.


  Cindy gently pushed Emma back down on the fluffy pillows on the couch and pulled the blanket up to her chin as if she was a child. “Sweetheart, sometimes romance needs a little shove in the right direction.”


  Emma bolted upright. “No, Mom! Please don’t! Leo isn’t interested in me romantically. You’ll make everything worse if you don’t just leave him alone.”


  “Well, of course he’s interested in you, sweetheart!” Cindy laughed as if Emma carried the silliest notions. “You don’t see the way he looks at you!”


  Emma groaned. “Mom, he very explicitly told me that he was not interested in me romantically. He doesn’t even want me as a friend.”


  “Now, Emma, you don’t always read things right. He probably didn’t mean—”


  “Mom, he told me he only showed interest in me because he felt sorry for me,” Emma confessed, thoroughly exasperated. “I didn’t interpret anything. That’s what he said to my face. Trust me, there was no room for misinterpretation.”


  Emma watched her mom’s face pale and then slowly turn the red of a severe sunburn. “He said that?” she hissed.


  Emma sighed. “Yes, Mom, he did, but please don’t be angry with him. If you get mad and tell him off, you may as well do the same thing to every man on the planet. Leo isn’t alone in his feelings or lack thereof. This isn’t the first time a man passed on a relationship with me. I’m not the kind of woman men want, and there’s no use pretending otherwise.”


  Cindy glared at her, her mouth forming a stern line. “Emma Sheldon, you stop that right now. You are not disqualified from romance because of your autism.”


  “I disagree, Mom,” Emma insisted. “My challenges would make a relationship extremely difficult, and no man will want to sign on for that when he has a host of normal ladies to choose from.”


  “That’s not true, Emma!” Cindy insisted, her anger now turning to sorrow as she came and perched on the couch beside her daughter. “I believe that someday God will bring a man who will love and appreciate you as you are, differences and all.”


  Emma looked at her mom, seeing that she was close to tears. Emma hated making her cry. Watching her, she realized all the things her Mom had missed out on because Emma was her daughter.


  “Mom. I’m sorry,” Emma said softly. “I wish I could make a man fall in love with me, but I can’t. I’m sorry that I won’t give you the chance to help plan a daughter’s wedding. I’m sorry I won’t give you grandkids. I’m sorry for cheating you out of all of the experiences you should have enjoyed with a daughter who was normal. I know I’m not what you wanted.”


  Cindy looked directly at Emma and spoke firmly, “Emma you are exactly what I needed. God blessed me beyond measure when he gave you to me. You are exactly who He wanted me to have. I wouldn’t trade you for anyone, and I wouldn’t change a single thing about you, even the autism. You give me such joy just as you are, and I don’t want anyone but you for my daughter. The greatest desire of my heart is not to see you married but to see you happy. Whatever that looks like to you, that’s what I want. All I want is to see you happy.”


  Wetness spilled from Emma’s eyes and rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t know what that looks like either,” Emma confessed brokenly. “I liked Leo, but Leo didn’t like me.”


  “Oh, Emma.” Cindy crooned, gathering her daughter in her arms and comforting her broken heart as only a mother can.
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  Emma soundlessly swung her legs off the couch. Her mom was busy in the kitchen. Emma could tell by her cheerful humming that she would be there a while. She was likely baking a variety of Christmas cookies to try to tempt Emma’s nearly nonexistent appetite.


  At Emma’s movement, Orion looked up from his spot on the carpet beside her.


  “Shhh,” Emma said, putting her finger to her mouth. If her mom knew what Emma intended, she would immediately veto the plan, but Emma felt better today. If she could make it to the top of the stairs and her studio, she could get her mind off her troubles and work on Woong’s ornament.


  In the week since Emma was hospitalized, Woong had finished telling his parents’ story and decided that the perfect ornament for his mom was one made from her grandfather’s broken china. Emma loved the idea and told Woong to get permission from his father and then send her the china.


  With the arrival of a box today, Emma knew he had completed his task. Now it was her turn. It would take time to make it perfect, and then she had to calculate shipping time. Hopefully, if she worked on it this weekend, she’d be able to mail it on Monday and have it there before Christmas.


  Her steps slightly unsteady, Emma picked up the box from the table beside the door and carried it upstairs. She had to stop to rest after every fourth step, but she eventually made it. Orion followed worriedly at her side, acting as if ready to spot her landing should she fall. Once there, Emma shut the door, leaving it only an inch ajar so she could hear if her mom called. Then she opened the box and took out broken pieces of china. Even in small shards, it was beautiful, and Emma knew exactly what to do.


  Soon she was gluing small pieces to a sphere base in a mosaic. Her hands grew weary of the delicate work quickly, and a few times she cut herself on the small shards. She kept working anyway, thinking of Woong’s story and praying for the wonderful couple who went through so much and adopted a special boy named Woong.


  Lord, please help my ornament bring a little healing to the heart of Woong’s mom. It had to hurt so much to have this china broken as it was. Please let this be a reminder of how you make beauty from ashes, and let this ornament be a symbol of the beauty you have created in Woong’s family.


  As fatigue overtook Emma, she looked at her work and knew it wasn’t enough. The detail work was time-consuming, and she hadn’t made nearly enough progress. She laid her head in her hands on the table, weary from the depth of her being.


  Lord, I can’t do this anymore. After everything that’s happened, I can’t shake the idea that I’m supposed to close Little Star Boutique. It’s just too hard. I’m sorry if I misheard you when opening up this business. Maybe it wasn’t Your will at all. Please help me just to finish this ornament for Woong. Then I’ll quit and await how you want me to help others with their ministry. Just let me finish this.”


  It was a decision she’d thought about before last week, but being run off the road and injured had cemented her conviction. She wasn’t meant to own her own business. It was just too hard. She shouldn’t even be working right now, and yet she was. She couldn’t see God blessing her work, and the circumstances made it even appear the opposite. Something that was God’s will for her life couldn’t be this hard. She must be doing something wrong. Her only solution was to quit.


  “Emma!” her mother’s panicked voice rang from downstairs. “Emma, where are you?”


  “I’m up here, Mom,” Emma called, hoping her weak voice carried far enough.


  With a single bark, Orion punctuated Emma’s call to better announce their location.


  “Emma, what on earth are you doing?” Cindy sputtered a minute later, out of breath from climbing the stairs so rapidly.


  “I’m just doing a little work on the ornament for my friend Woong,” Emma explained.


  “Emma, you are on doctor’s orders to rest. You had a serious injury, and your body needs time to heal.” Cindy’s eyes blazed with both anger and concern.


  Emma sighed. “I’m done for right now anyway. Maybe you can help me either to the couch or to my bed to take a nap.”


  “Chief Jacobs just called,” Cindy said abruptly.


  Emma looked up sharply.


  Cindy’s mouth curved up in excitement as if she had news she couldn’t quite keep from brimming over. “Emma, they’ve made an arrest! Chief Jacobs caught who hurt you!”
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  “Are you sure it looks okay?” Emma asked nervously, holding up the ball ornament covered with a detailed china mosaic.


  Emma had explained the task of Woong’s ornament to both Brooke and Kate, asking them to come to her house and offer their opinions on the final product before she sent it on its way. What she hadn’t explained to her friends was that today’s project completion was the final task of her business.


  “Emma, it’s exquisite,” Brooke assured. “But what are all of these other ornaments? I thought you just made one for Woong’s mom.” Brooke picked up a smaller broken China ornament made from a mosaic in the shape of a heart. “There are almost twenty of these smaller ones! Each one is so pretty and different.”


  “Brooke is right,” Kate said, swinging her arms in emphasis. “I don’t know which is my favorite. I can’t believe you were able to make these while so weak from your recovery! But why so many?”


  “There’s one for each of the children Woong’s parents have raised,” Emma explained, worried that her idea sounded foolish when she said it out loud. “Woong sent more china pieces than I needed for one ornament, so I decided to make an ornament for each child his parents call their own. It’s probably a bad idea. Woong was a little vague on the number since they’ve adopted and helped so many foster children. Do you think twenty is enough? Maybe I shouldn’t have made more than one. I just thought it would be nice to have one to symbolize how Woong’s parents made something beautiful out of their difficulties, each one of those somethings being a child they raised with love. But he only asked for one. Maybe I made a mistake. Should I only send the one? But what if I need to return the rest of the broken china? Oh, I really messed things up, didn’t I?”


  “Emma, send the ornaments. All of them,” Brooke said firmly. Woong and his mother will love them and be touched by your thoughtfulness. It’s a beautiful idea.”


  Kate nodded her agreement. “Why don’t you write a quick letter explaining what you just told us as to why you made more than one.”


  Liking that suggestion, Emma found some paper, and wrote a quick note explaining why she’d made so many ornaments for Woong’s mom. Though she felt it still sounded awkward, Emma resolutely put the paper in an envelope to include in the box. After all, she couldn’t ask Brooke and Kate to wait around while she obsessed over every little word.


  “Are you ready to pack them up?” Kate asked. “Brooke is the packing expert. She can help make sure they won’t get broken. Then I will take the box to the post office and get it mailed before they close.”


  Emma nodded, nervously tapping her fingers together.


  Since Emma was still weak, Kate had offered to mail the package when ready so Emma wouldn’t need to leave the house. Brooke and Emma set to work nestling each ornament in enough cushioning to survive a major earthquake while Kate supervised the entire operation with exaggerated arm movements.


  So distracting were Kate’s gestures that Emma finally pinned her with a look. “Why are you doing that?”


  “Doing what?” Kate questioned innocently.


  “Waving your arms like you’re trying to take flight.”


  Brooke laughed. “Just give up and tell her, Kate. I got here before you, and Emma still hasn’t noticed.”


  “Noticed what?” Emma asked, looking from one to the other.


  “Well, it might be a little difficult to take flight considering the extra weight on my finger.” Kate held her left hand out for Emma’s inspection.


  Emma blinked. “You got a new ring?” she asked slowly. Then her face lit up. “A new ring! Kate, does that mean you’re engaged?”“


  Kate nodded, her eyes dancing joyously. “Yes! Dallas wanted to ask me at Christmas, but then he decided he couldn’t wait! We’re planning on a summer wedding!”


  “Oh, Kate! I’m so happy for you!” Emma said, now waving her own arms excitedly. “Since you’re marrying Brooke’s brother, that means you two will be sisters!” Emma paused. “Wait. Brooke did you say I hadn’t noticed… Brooke, you’re wearing a ring, too!”


  Brooke nodded with a grin. “Dylan proposed this weekend. We are also planning a summer wedding.” Shooting an impish look Kate’s direction, Brooke continued, “Let me be the first to ask you to be a bridesmaid, Emma!”


  “Really?” Emma asked, dumbfounded. “You want me as a bridesmaid?”


  “No fair! I was going to ask her!” Kate protested.


  “I’m not sure,” Emma hesitated. “I’ve never been a bridesmaid before. I don’t know how to do it.”


  Both Brooke and Kate laughed.


  Kate quickly assured, “Don’t worry, Emma! If Brooke and I can figure out how to be brides, I’m sure we can help you figure out how to be a bridesmaid. By the time you’ve done it twice, you’re sure to be an expert!”


  “Now if we can just get my sister London to come from California and do all the actual wedding work for us, then we’ll be all set!” Brooke said brightly.


  “Are you just asking me to be a bridesmaid because you feel sorry for me?” Emma asked abruptly.


  Brooke’s blue eyes and Kate’s brown eyes both grew round in surprise.


  “Of course not!” Kate sputtered. “Emma, you’re our friend. We like you for you and want you to share our special days with us.”


  Emma still wasn’t sure, looking from one to the other. “Aren’t you worried I might embarrass you? Kate, you know what I was like at the Christmas party.”


  Kate replied seriously, “Emma, if anyone thinks less of you because of how you react in social situations, then they are the ones who are not welcome at my wedding. They are the problem, not you. You are welcome and are free to be you. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  “Emma, I feel the same way,” Brooke said quietly. Reaching out, she touched Emma’s sleeve gently. “Emma, who has made you feel like they were only your friend because they felt sorry for you?”


  Emma looked down. How did Brooke know?


  “Emma, was it Leo?” Brooke persisted gently.


  Emma nodded. “He said something once that made me believe his feelings only extended as far as he felt sorry for me.”


  Kate grunted in anger and threw her hands up. “The jerk!” she growled. “And I don’t mind calling him that to his face! Leo Jacobs wouldn’t know a good thing if it slapped him upside the head!”


  Emma shook her head, terrified that Kate would attempt to say something to Leo on her behalf. “No, Kate! I’m the one who was slapped upside the head! Remember when my car was stolen?”


  Brooke and Emma busted up laughing, immediately relieving the tension. While Emma didn’t laugh outright, she did smile, realizing she had inadvertently made a joke.


  Kate’s laughter finally abated. “I don’t know what to tell you, Emma. I won’t say anything to Leo for your sake, even though I’d like to be the one to attempt slapping him upside the head, even if just a little bit.”


  Kate sighed, continuing sadly. “I wish Leo was different. He doesn’t let anyone in. I’ve known him for years and about all I can tell you is that he’s good at his job.”


  Seeming to sense that Emma didn’t really want to talk about Leo, Brooke volunteered a slight change of subject. “Speaking of Leo’s job, has he told you any more about the arrest that was made concerning your case?”


  “No,” Emma reported matter-of-factly. “My dad spoke with him over the weekend, but Leo said he couldn’t yet release any details since the investigation was ongoing. Dad thinks there is likely more than one person involved, and the police are working to make sure they apprehend everyone in the theft ring.


  “The arrest was in connection with the car theft and assault?” Kate questioned, seeming to momentarily slip back to her days as a police officer. “What about forcing you off the road?”


  “I don’t know. I’m really not even sure about it being the car theft. All that we know is that an arrest was made.”


  Emma checked the address on the box for a third time and carefully ran her finger along the seam of the tape. While they’d talked, Brooke had helped her pack the ornaments and seal the box. Emma then carefully attached the printed label listing Little Star Boutique as the sender.


  She was just about to check the address a fourth time when Kate came up behind her and lifted the box into her arms.


  “I need to get this mailed before 5:00 and still make my meeting for work,” Kate explained. “We have a well-known antiques dealer coming to look at a few of our pieces.”


  Emma nodded in understanding but still gazed at the box with a little longing and trepidation. Those ornaments were pieces of herself. All of that hard work and all of her prayers were wrapped tightly in that box and now dependent on others to get them safely to the Christmas tree where they belonged.


  Lord, help them to arrive to Woong safely!


  “I need to get back to the shop as well,” Brooke said. “Tylie may need a little help with the last few orders. Oh, I almost forgot. Emma, here is your check for the ornaments you have sold at the shop so far this month.”


  Brooke placed a check in Emma’s hand. She looked at it and immediately felt her anxiety spike.


  “Brooke, this check isn’t right,” she said quickly, reaching her hand out to give it back.


  “What’s wrong with it?” Brooke said, accepting the check and looking at it as if she expected it to be covered in goo.


  “It’s way too much money,” Emma explained, sure there was a mistake. “I think you gave me the wrong check.”


  Brooke shook her head, her face dimpling out in a relieved smile. “Emma, this is correct. This is the money you earned. It’s yours.”


  Emma still shook her head. “It can’t be. It’s too much.”


  Brooke extended the check back, insisting she take it. “Emma, I told you your ornaments were selling well. That’s why you’ve had to come in and restock so much. I even picked more up from you earlier this week. Both tourists and Crossroads residents love your ornaments. Some come in frequently just to see what new ones we have. There’s no special treatment here, Emma. That’s just the money you, yourself, earned, and I’m sure there will be more by the end of the month.”


  Emma stared at the numbers on the check. Kate and Brooke left, and Emma still stared at the numbers on the check.


  Emma found the couch and sank down, feeling almost numb. Woong’s ornament was completed, and she’d just received her severance pay for her business, making it the perfect final curtain call for the Little Star boutique.
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  Emma pulled open the door to find Brooke holding a large bouquet of red roses and white lilies.


  “Merry Christmas Eve!” Brooke greeted brightly. “These are for you!”


  “For me?” Emma repeated, shocked. She didn’t recall ever having received flowers before.


  Brooke carefully handed her the bouquet. “The card is on the plastic fork thing on top.”


  “Can’t you stay awhile?” Emma asked, really wanting Brooke to come in and help her with the flowers.


  Emma’s brother and his family were visiting for Christmas, and they and her parents had gone to a restaurant for lunch. Emma wasn’t feeling up to a restaurant and had elected to stay home. However, now she needed help. What was she supposed to do with the flowers? Was there anything needed to keep them alive?


  “No, I need to go,” Brooke said, already backing down the shoveled sidewalk and waving. “Christmas Eve is a busy day for me. Both Tylie and I are running ragged with deliveries. I’ll call you later and find out all the details about your flowers!”


  With a parting grin, Brooke raced back to her car.


  Emma shut the door and carried the flowers to the kitchen. Orion followed but didn’t offer any advice on what to do. Seeing the clear plastic fork crowned with a small envelope sticking up from the top of the bouquet, Emma reached for it.


  The doorbell rang again. Wondering what Brooke had forgotten, Emma hurried back to the front door and opened it.


  The woman on the doorstep was blonde and blue-eyed, but she wasn’t Brooke. Surprised, it took Emma a few seconds to realize why the young woman looked familiar.


  “Reese Daniels?” Emma asked, remembering the woman she’d talked to a few weeks ago in Brighton Falls.


  “Good memory,” Reese responded, a sad smile on her lips.


  “What can I—” Emma started.


  “I need to return this to you,” Reese interrupted. “I believe it belongs to you.”


  Reese held out her hand and opened it. Nestled in her palm lay Emma’s starry night ornament.


  “Where did you…? How…?” Emma accepted the ornament, tears coming to her eyes. “Thank you! Where did you find it?”


  Reese didn’t immediately respond.


  Emma finally looked up, seeing the other woman’s pretty features twisted with pain.


  “Please don’t thank me,” Reese whispered. “I found the ornament in a box that I stole. After I knocked the owner unconscious.”


  Emma’s breath came in gasps. Safety beckoned in the darkness, but she fought, willing Reese’s words to make sense in her head.


  “Emma, please don’t be scared,” Reese begged, her own panic rising at Emma’s reaction. “You don’t have anything to fear from me. I was the one Chief Jacobs arrested. I turned myself in and have since been released with full knowledge and legal approval of the court.”


  “You turned yourself in?” Emma repeated, trying to tell herself that someone who did that couldn’t be dangerous. Plus, the court released her. They wouldn’t do that if she posed a threat to anyone, right?


  Reese nodded vigorously. “I heard what happened when you were run off the road and injured. I had nothing to do with that and felt terrible, but I knew who did it. And I knew what I had done.”


  “You felt terrible?” Emma asked, incredulous. “But you were the one who hit me, knocked me unconscious, and stole my ornaments and my car!”


  “Yes, I did that,” Reese said with shame. “And I fully take responsibility for my actions. At the time I did it, though, I was trying to save your life.”


  “What?” Emma thought she’d heard Reese wrong. How could giving her a concussion save her life?


  “Those other two men I was with were dangerous,” Reese explained, tears flowing down her porcelain cheeks. “I have no proof, but I’m pretty sure they’ve both killed before. When you didn’t immediately get down on the ground, I saw the gun come out, and I panicked, afraid that they would shoot you. I did the only thing I could think of and hit you with the butt of my gun. I didn’t intend to knock you unconscious. I was actually aiming for your shoulder, intending to get you to the ground. But you moved at the last second, and I hit your head. I was afraid I’d killed you! I’ve never been so scared in my life. After you dropped, I pulled you out of the way and checked your pulse while the others stole your ornaments and got the car started. There was nothing else I could do. Later that night, after the other two had gone their separate ways, I drove by the church parking lot, but you were gone.”


  Emma struggled to sort out the truth in Reese’s tale. There was so much that didn’t make sense. “You were helping some bad men steal cars and assaulted me. When I found you in Brighton Falls, you lied, sending me to talk to Moose when you stole that ornament and sold it to the Rusty Shingle yourself. You’re obviously a very good liar, and the police had no leads on finding you. Then, you suddenly turn yourself in, and now you’re here returning a single ornament. Why?”


  Reese smiled sadly once again. “That’s a long story. Do you want the long or the short version?”


  Emma shivered, the cold air from standing in the open front door seeping in to mix with her unease. Lord, help this to be the right decision!


  She looked directly at Reese and spoke firmly. “I want the long version. The full story.” She opened the door wide. “Come inside.”


  Reese looked surprised but followed Emma inside.


  “Hi, Orion!” she greeted, bending over to pet the dog at Emma’s side.


  Orion sniffed Reese then rolled over so she could better pet him.


  Orion has better people instincts than I do, Emma assured herself. If he likes Reese, then I don’t have anything to be nervous about.


  Emma perched on a chair in the living room while Reese sat erect on the couch.


  Needing no invitation from Emma to procure her confession, Reese immediately began speaking. “You’re right, Emma. I’m a very good liar. It has come with a lot of practice. But I promise you that I am telling you the truth now, and I will continue to do so. You won’t get any more lies from me.”


  She seemed so sincere, but she’d seemed sincere before in Brighton Falls, leaving Emma no hope of reading clues to determine what was true and what wasn’t. She was willing to listen to her story, though, praying that Reese Daniels was somehow a better person than she had been mere weeks ago.


  “My brother and I were raised by our grandparents until I was 10,” Reese stared, her words coming fast as if she couldn’t wait for them to make it out of her mouth. “Our mom wasn’t really a stable person, but she’d show up every once in a while, always with a different boyfriend than the previous visit. She always brought us presents, candy, and promises that next time she came, she’d take us to live with her. That next time finally arrived when both grandparents died within a few months of each other. Mom no longer had a choice, and we went to live with her. Our lives became the complete opposite of what they had been. No longer did we feel loved and cared for. Instead, we were neglected in every way as we bounced around from city to city, our home being wherever Mom could find herself a new boyfriend for all of us to live with. Emma, I’m not telling you this to make excuses but to explain my state of mind when I fell in with a bad crowd in high school. Then my brother, who was two years younger than me, found a worse crowd to associate with.”


  Seeming restless, Reese stood and walked around the room as she continued. “In high school, I was involved in some shoplifting and a few other crimes, nothing major. However, after I graduated, I wanted my life to be something more. I wanted out from my group of friends, and the easiest way to do that was to leave. I worked as a nanny for several years in New York, but I eventually moved back to be close to my brother and attend college. I got a job at an event planning company and have been working my way through school. Unfortunately, all of that isn’t nearly as happy as it sounds.”


  Emma sat riveted, watching Reese pace the room and tell her story. She didn’t want to move or interrupt for fear that she would stop, so she and Orion sat still, their eyes following as Reese did laps back and forth across the room.


  “After I returned to the Brighton Falls area, my former friends took an interest in me again, especially after I landed the job at the event planning company. I didn’t want to associate with them, but they made threats against both my brother and me. I didn’t have a choice about cooperating. Thankfully, all they wanted was for me to occasionally fence some of their stolen goods. I already regularly bought and sold to different shops as part of my job. My position provided the perfect means to sell hot items to my contacts with no one the wiser. It was easy to slip in a few things they wanted me to fence, and it felt relatively harmless. I didn’t steal the items but selling them kept us safe, and no one got hurt.”


  “Helping to steal cars is a little more than fencing stolen goods here and there,” Emma pointed out.


  Reese hung her head, her pace slowing. “Demands increased gradually. They wanted me to actually participate in the theft, and I refused. A few new ‘friends,’ joined the group. They weren’t local and seemed more hard-core, interested in more than the petty stuff. My refusal got my brother beat up pretty bad, and they threatened more. They also threatened my job, saying that they would implicate me in multiple crimes that would land me in jail and cause me to lose my job. It wouldn’t matter if I’d actually committed the crimes. The weekend after Thanksgiving, our group joined with another crew who planned a slash and burn of car thefts through the area.”


  “You mean they would mow through an area stealing cars only to leave and move onto another area?” Emma asked, remembering that Leo suspected as much.


  Emma nodded. “Yes. They had the equipment and resources. We had manpower and knowledge of the local area. They split up into smaller crews to cover more area and assigned me to one. My brother had made some poor decisions and found himself in a position where they used him to force my cooperation. I wasn’t supposed to actually steal the cars, but simply be another body on the crew. You were our crew’s first target.”


  “Wrong place, wrong time?” Emma asked, wondering why her.


  Finally stopping the pacing, Reese stood by the tree, studying many of the ornaments as she spoke. She nodded. “Very much so. We were headed to one of the side streets to boost one of the cars parked along the roads, but then Drake saw your car. It was the right make and model, and he thought it would make for an easy nab. I told him to wait until you left and went inside the church, but he got impatient when you took so long at the trunk. He stepped forward to confront you, and I had to follow.”


  No longer able to sit, Emma stood and joined Reese at the tree. “Drake was the one in the middle? He was the one talking?” Emma asked, remembering the three dark figures.


  “Yes, he was the leader who isn’t from around here,” Reese reached out and cradled one of Emma’s hanging ornaments in her hand, not making eye contact as she spoke. “He told you to get down, but I don’t think you heard or understood what he said. He pointed his gun at you, and I panicked. I didn’t even want to be there, and I couldn’t be an accessory to murder! I hit you so Drake wouldn’t shoot. He was not happy with me afterward, saying that he was handling it.”


  Reese let the ornament swing back to its post hanging on the tree and turned to Emma, gazing at her with both misery and sincerity. “I didn’t intend to hurt you, but I couldn’t let him kill you.”


  “What happened to my ornaments?” Emma asked, the starry night ornament still clutched in her hand.


  Reese winced. “Most of them broke. The guys only cared about the car and weren’t at all careful in handling the boxes. After they left the car at the chop shop, I took the boxes and sorted through them. They wanted me to fence anything of value in the cars. When I saw your ornaments, I worried about fencing them locally because they seemed so unique. I sold a few that I thought could remain unnoticed, like the baby Jesus ornament, and I spread them out in different shops at different locations. I didn’t feel like I could sell a few of the more distinctive ornaments, though, so when I was on an out of state trip for my job, I dropped them off at a random estate sale, not wanting them tied to me in any way. I should have just destroyed them, but I couldn’t do that to such beautiful, handcrafted work. I thought it would be safe to abandon them so far away. While I pretended interest in the items at the sale, I put your ornaments on the table. I thought no one would know where they came from, and I’d be rid of the evidence. I don’t know what happened to them after that.”


  “And this one?” Emma asked, thoughtfully gazing at the blues and greens swirled in the ornament. “I should have put that one on the yard sale table, too,” Reese said quietly, her eyes on the ornament as well. “I couldn’t do it, though. That ornament was special for some reason. I don’t even know why, but I couldn’t force myself to get rid of it. I loved it, and every time I looked at it, I felt as if I was looking into a different world, one I longed to be a part of. Against my better judgment, I kept it for no other reason than I liked it. I hung it on my tree, and strangely, it didn’t even make me feel guilty to see it there.”


  “It was on your tree when I came by your apartment?” Emma asked, marveling that she so effortlessly lied while the item in question hung so close.


  “That’s why I didn’t invite you in,” Reese replied sheepishly. “I knew that if you’d recognized the baby Jesus ornament in a random shop, you’d surely recognize the glass ball on my tree. It shocked me to see you at my door. I recognized you instantly and worried that you’d figured out I’d stolen your car and knocked you out. I fed you the best lie I could come up with, hoping that if I sent you Moose’s direction, you’d hit a dead end and give up. Moose has no clue what sits on his table. If you pick something up, he names a price, even if he’s never seen the item before in his life. However, even though I sent you to the perfect dead end, I was still so rattled that I made a horrible mistake.”


  For the first time, Reese looked like she may not continue. Her nose turned rosy and her eyes bright as if close to tears. “Emma, it’s my fault that you were run off the road. I didn’t do it, but if not for me, Drake wouldn’t have attempted to solve the problem.”


  “Drake drove the other car?” Emma asked, shivering even though the room was plenty warm.


  Reese nodded. “I worried you would tell the police about finding your ornament, and then they would investigate further than Moose’s Haberdashery. I told Drake about you recognizing the ornament and finding me. I realized my mistake as soon as I told him, but it was too late. He freaked out and said he’d take care of it. I back-pedaled and assured him that I’d sent you to a dead end, and there was no way you’d figure out the truth. He must not have believed me. Apparently, he stalked you, and when he saw you speaking with Chief Jacobs after church, he thought the worst. Drake is so unstable that he couldn’t imagine you discussing anything but the fact that you found the ornament and were zeroing in on our group. Before I could figure out what to do, I heard you were hospitalized after being run off the road.”


  Reese’s breath grew short and her eyes bright. “Emma, I’m so very sorry! I never wanted anyone to get hurt. When I heard about what happened, I couldn’t take it anymore. Drake wouldn’t stop. My friends wouldn’t stop forcing me to do work for them, and their crimes were becoming more serious. The only way I could get out was to turn myself in. So I did.”


  Hearing Reese’s side of Emma’s trauma did horrible things to Emma’s anxiety level. Trying to distract herself enough to still focus on Reese, Emma gently hung the starry night ornament on a branch and began rearranging the other ornaments on the tree. “Did you just go to the police station and confess?” she asked, moving a blue ornament down because of its proximity to another blue ornament.”


  “More or less,” Reese said, watching Emma’s hands as she worked redistributing the ornaments. “I went in and asked for Chief Jacobs, saying that I needed to confess to a crime. I told him the whole story. But it didn’t go as I expected. He got the strangest look on his face when I showed him your ornament. He seemed really agitated and ended the conversation right there. He officially arrested me, and I spent the night in jail waiting for a lawyer. After lengthy discussions, I agreed to a plea bargain with no jail time if I testified against Drake and the others. I’ve actually been in protective custody for days until they rounded up everyone in both groups of thieves. They think they’ve gotten everyone now. They’re all in jail now, so I was released.”


  “But are you sure you’re safe?” Emma asked, nervously glancing at the window that faced the street. “Even in jail, isn’t Drake dangerous?”


  “Since the arrests were made, the police have gathered more evidence. Though I will still testify, it isn’t as vital. I guess I could be in danger still if Drake is angry enough, but the police no longer feel it a high enough risk to warrant further witness protection for me.”


  “So why are you here?” Emma asked yet again, returning to her ornament organizing. “Did you come to return the ornament and tell me your story? If you’re looking for forgiveness, you already have it. I appreciate knowing your side of the story, but that wasn’t necessary for me to forgive you. I forgave you long ago. I don’t have any hard feelings toward you, and I wish you the very best.”


  Reese nodded. “I appreciate that, Emma, but that isn’t exactly why I’m here. I wanted to return your ornament and tell you how it changed my life.”


  Emma looked from the starry night ornament and then back to Reese. “I don’t understand.”


  Reese reached out to inspect another ornament, this one identical to the baby Jesus ornament she had sold to the Rusty Shingle. “After I was questioned and booked, Chief Jacobs himself drove me to a jail in Brighton Falls the next day, saying they had better facilities for women. I was very upset. At that point, I didn’t know for sure that I could make a plea deal, and I thought I had ruined my life. Chief Jacobs was very kind and told me that he believed God had a plan for my life and that everything would be okay.”


  “Wait,” Emma interrupted. “Leo Jacobs took you to Brighton Falls? Are you sure? He said God had a plan?”


  “Yes, I’m sure,” Reese said emphatically. “I outright laughed at him, saying that God would never want me. I’d messed up too much. Then he said he didn’t just believe that God had a plan, he knew it. He pulled over the patrol car and handed me back your ornament they had previously confiscated as evidence. He said that Emma Sheldon had come into his office a few weeks ago and shown him a picture of that exact ornament. She said you called it the ‘starry night’ ornament and described how you prayed that the person who hung it on his or her tree would be someone who wasn’t a Christian. You wanted the ornament to make that person think about Christmas in a new way. You said the ornament reminded you of what the sky looked like on the first Christmas with the blues and purples of the sky and the gold of angels. You wanted the recipient of this ornament to come to know God and His forgiveness, giving new meaning to Christmas. Then he turned to me and said, ‘Reese Daniels, you are the one Emma prayed for.’ He told me I needed God’s forgiveness and that God had planned all along for the ‘starry night’ ornament to hang on my tree.”


  “He said that?” Emma asked in awe, momentarily forgetting that two red ornaments hung closer together than six inches. “Leo Jacobs said that about God? But he doesn’t even believe in God!”


  “Well, he certainly does now!” Reese said with certainty. “But at the time, I didn’t believe him either. I told him that was all pure coincidence. Then he said that before you came into his office with the pictures, you had come in to finalize your statement about what happened on Black Friday. He said you were struggling because your business depended on those ornaments and now you were hurt and had no ornaments to fulfill your orders. You were also struggling with the trauma of what had happened and frustrated because you pray for each of your ornaments and now felt that the stolen ornaments didn’t have a chance to get to the right person for those to be answered. He said he acted like a jerk and challenged you, asking if you could forgive those who assaulted you and stole your ornaments and car. He said, to his utter amazement, not only did you forgive them right there, but you prayed for them. He said you specifically prayed for the one who hit you with the gun and asked that he come to know God, stop being a thief, and serve God always.”


  Chills raced up and down Emma’s body. Her gaze landed on the starry night ornament, hanging right where it didn’t belong. Reaching up, she pulled it off the tree and held it in her hand once again.


  Reese continued speaking, “Emma, it was at that moment that I knew that if God went to so much trouble to have you pray for me and put your ornament in my hands, then He must love me a great deal. Leo said I didn’t need to be good enough for God to accept me. He said that Jesus was the one who was good enough for me and that by dying on the cross, He made a way for me to be accepted by God. Right there in that police car, I held your ornament in my hand and prayed that God would forgive me for all the bad things I’ve done. I believed that Jesus died and paid the price for me, and I asked Him to be in charge of my life and let me serve Him always.”


  Emma sank to the floor, crossed her legs, and reached up to feel warm tears trailing down her cheeks.


  “Emma, are you okay?” Reese cried, rushing over to kneel beside her on the floor.


  Emma nodded, so choked up she could barely speak. “For the first time in my life, I think I really am okay!”


  She reached for Reese’s hand and placed the starry night ornament in her palm. “Let me put this back where it belongs. It was meant for you, Reese, and with you it will stay.”


  Tears squeezed out of Reese’s eyes as well. “Thank you, Emma. For everything. But mostly, thank you for praying for me before you even knew my name.”


  “Did Leo tell you to come here to return the ornament and tell me your story?” Emma asked curiously.


  “No, not at all,” Reese replied. “I saw him after my plea deal, and he returned the ornament to me, saying only that he knew you would want me to have it. I haven’t seen him since I went into protective custody. When they released me yesterday, I didn’t see him, but the officer I saw said that Chief Jacobs was out of town visiting family for Christmas.”


  “He didn’t tell you what else I prayed for?” Emma questioned. “Are you sure he didn’t tell you to come here?”


  Reese shook her head, her face clouding with confusion. “No, I told you everything he said.”


  Emma swallowed, working to keep the tremors from her voice. “Reese, when I prayed for you in Leo’s office that day, I also made a ridiculous request of God. I don’t even know why I did it. I think I’ve just been so discouraged, thinking that God wasn’t using me, my prayers, or my ornaments at all. Then with the theft and being hurt, I thought God was telling me that He didn’t intend to use me at all. So, I asked for something ridiculous, figuring I might as well. The little prayers weren’t being answered, I might as well make a big request and have that not be answered either. It may have also been in response to Leo’s very open hostility toward Christianity. I wanted to show him that even though these things had happened, even though my prayers didn’t seem to be answered, I still believed enough to ask for something big.”


  “What did you ask?” Reese questioned softly.


  “I asked Him to let me see my prayer for you answered. Reese, I asked for God to save you and then bring you to me and show me what He’d done.”


  Reese’s face crumpled up and her shoulders shook with sobs.


  Then Emma did something she couldn’t recall ever doing. She scooted close to someone she’d recently met and wrapped her arms around her.


  Whispering softly, she said. “And here you are.”
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  Feeling emotionally and physically weak, Emma laid down on the couch. Orion came up to her and laid his head beside hers on the cushion. She reached out and scratched his neck, wondering how long she had before the rest of her family came home.


  After sharing a cup of peppermint tea, Reese said goodbye, saying she needed to head back to Brighton Falls and get some food before the stores closed for the holiday.


  Remembering her story, Emma had asked Reese, rather bluntly, if she had anywhere to go for Christmas. Reese reluctantly admitted that she would spend the day curled up on the couch watching Christmas movies, simply thankful to be home and not in jail. Emma spontaneously asked her to come and have Christmas dinner with her family tomorrow, and Reese agreed!


  Emma knew her mom would be proud of her for taking the initiative, and Emma was rather proud of herself. Maybe she actually was capable of making a friend. After all, both Brooke and Kate were already her friends, and if Reese became her friend, too, that would be three! Noticing another’s need and inviting her over to dinner was huge for Emma. Now if she could manage to not spend the day hiding in her room because of all the people chaos, that would really be an accomplishment!


  Emma sighed, still marveling about God miraculously answering her prayer. She wondered why Leo never mentioned anything about Reese. It sounded like Reese’s arrest happened a couple weeks ago, very soon after Drake ran her off the road. Emma suspected Leo hadn’t even let them know about the arrest until the plea deal had been reached, and then he still hadn’t provided any additional information.


  Emma understood policies, ongoing investigations, and the need for Leo to be careful about what he said, but she didn’t understand why he hadn’t told her anything at all. If he couldn’t tell her about Reese or the case, then he surely could have mentioned his own change of heart toward God. As it was, she still couldn’t believe it and honestly suspected part of Reese’s testimony must not be accurate. Leo Jacobs could not have led her to the Lord. It was impossible.


  Leo had actually texted her a few times in the past week, mostly to ask how she was. He must have finally felt she was well enough that he no longer needed to ask the question through her father.


  She had responded simply, answering his questions concisely but not knowing how to actually get him to converse. He never once mentioned anything about himself. Even if she did ask how he was, his answer was always, “Fine. Busy.”


  The most difficult part of her recovery was not the physical side of things. Emotionally, she was still a wreck. The trauma affected her so badly that she had trouble even going out of the house, and she didn’t know if she would ever drive again. Nightmares plagued her, and it felt like every time she closed her eyes she relived the moment of being pushed off the road.


  Thankfully, she saw some slow improvement and hoped to eventually feel more normal, but the greatest difficulty she faced emotionally was Leo. Hurting and owning way too much time to think had caused her to realize how much she cared for him. Before her injuries, she’d been busy and pushed thoughts and feelings aside easily, telling herself that his rejection really didn’t hurt because she didn’t consider herself to be romantically tied to Leo.


  Now she realized that she cared deeply for him.


  Even though he hurt her and didn’t feel the same way… Even though she never should have developed feelings for someone who didn’t share her faith…


  None of that altered the reality of caring for him more than she had for any other man.


  The strange thing was that, as bad as she was at reading people, she felt she knew Leo on a deeper level than he showed the world. Beneath the anger and tough exterior, she saw a man who cared deeply for others. She appreciated that, like her, he wasn’t perfect. Even though he proved difficult to get along with, she liked that he didn’t coddle her or treat her differently. When she felt afraid or upset, she would close her eyes and imagine the heavy blanket of Leo’s arms around her again, holding her close as he carried her to safety. Emma didn’t know how it had happened, but she feared she had fallen in love with a man who could never love her back.


  Chiding herself for feeling so melancholy after the wonderful news of God using her prayers, Emma knew she needed a distraction. Normally, she would go up and work on ornaments, but there wasn’t really a reason to now. She had deactivated her Artsi account the night after mailing Woong’s ornament. For the past few days, she’d been adrift, feeling like she had no purpose. Now, with Reese’s news, Emma wondered if she’d made a mistake.


  Is it possible that she had faced so much adversity because God intended to use her work in a powerful way? As incredible as it seemed, maybe she really had been in the exact place God wanted her. If everything that happened caused Reese to get saved, then wasn’t it all worth it?


  Feeling thirsty, Emma got up and went to the kitchen to retrieve a glass. Ever on duty, Orion dragged himself up from the floor and followed.


  Seeing her flowers sitting center stage on the counter reminded her that she’d not yet looked at the card. She reached and pulled the little red envelope from the clear plastic pitchfork and carefully opened it. The corner of the small card depicted red and white flowers with a gold ribbon winding through them. The rest of the card was covered with small, neatly written words covering both front and back.


  I’m not staying away because I want to. I need to deal with some things, and I can’t think straight around you. Not because I don’t care, but because I care too much.


  Merry Christmas.


  Don’t forget me yet.


  Leo
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  Emma pulled her coat tight against the night chill. The soft light from the window lent the backyard a little more light than ideal, but the icy pinpricks in the velvet black sky still made for a beautiful Christmas night for star gazing. Emma looked up at the dark sky and then studied the eyepiece affixed to the long barrel, making a slight adjustment.


  “Nice telescope,” a deep voice remarked quietly.


  Emma jumped. “Leo!” she gasped. “What are you doing here?”


  Leo stepped the rest of the way out the back door, coming toward her.


  Immediately recognizing him, Orion jogged forward with happy tail wagging.


  “Merry Christmas, buddy!” Leo said, kneeling to give the dog a good pet before standing back up.


  Emma swallowed, completely forgetting the brand new telescope she’d been so excited about merely a few seconds before. “Reese told me you went home for Christmas,” she said, wondering if the tall, muscular man was a figment of her imagination.


  Leo stopped, surprise registering on his features. “Reese Daniels came to see you?”


  Emma nodded slowly. “Yes, she did.”


  Leo seemed to immediately recognize the weight of her words, and he smiled. “Of course, she did. God answered your other prayers, why not the one where you asked to see His work!” He laughed. “I really think He was just showing off with that one!”


  Emma laughed with him, the noise sounding crisp and lonely in the cold night air. “I think you’re right! But it’s awfully nice when God decides to show off!”


  Leo turned serious, watching Orion nose in some bushes as he said casually. “Reese was right about me being gone. I went to visit my parents for a few days, but I flew home this afternoon. To see you.”


  “Why?” Emma asked cautiously, ignoring the strange rhythm of her heart.


  Leo turned to face her directly, leaving Orion to his investigation of the bushes. “If Reese Daniels came to see you, then you probably already know at least her part of the story.”


  He took a deep breath, sincerity shining from his eyes as he spoke. “Emma, I’ve given my life to God. You’ve been right about everything all along. I told you that I didn’t believe in a loving, all-powerful God who found humanity worth redeeming, and I was fully aware that I was included in that not-worth-redeeming humanity. Then my world turned upside down when Reese Daniels showed up at the department to confess with your ornament in her hands.”


  Emma hung on his every word. She didn’t watch him as he spoke but carefully listened to the tone of his voice, trying to decipher the emotions behind his words. Finding a small pebble on the snow-shoveled patio where they stood, she idly moved the rock back and forth with the toe of her boot, using the menial task to keep her mind focused.


  Leo’s voice continued, “I recognized it immediately and clearly remembered you telling me about it and what you prayed. Right there in front of me was the evidence I didn’t think existed. God, in His loving, all-powerful way created a plan of intricate design to answer your prayers in Reese. It played out exactly as you tried to tell me. After I saw the ornament, I booked Reese into the jail and left as soon as possible. Feeling desperate, I drove to the church because I remembered listening to the pastor while waiting for you on that Wednesday night a few weeks ago. I asked him some questions, and then we prayed. Within two hours of seeing the ornament in Reese’s hand, I accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior. Just like Reese, I now see the intricate design with which God has loved me and drawn me to Him. I know I’m not perfect and I still have issues, but I’m now one of those Christian works-in-progress. My prayer is that God will lead me to serve Him and use me, as He did you, to be involved in some of those miraculous plans.”


  Emma swallowed, struggling to wrap her mind around what Leo said. “When Reese told me how you led her to the Lord, I didn’t believe her,” Emma admitted, seeing her own breath in the meager light from the Christmas tree shining in the window.


  “I don’t blame you!” Leo said. “I spoke horribly about your faith, so why should you think that I’d had a change of heart?”


  “I should have known because I prayed for you, too,” Emma lifted her eyes and looked at him, loving the changes she saw in his face. The taut lines of stress now appeared more relaxed, and he seemed almost happy. “I honestly never imagined that God could answer my prayer in such a miraculous way that you would believe and then immediately lead someone else in belief.”


  “Emma, I don’t deserve any of the credit,” Leo said, shaking his head in protest. “I’m not the one who led Reese in belief. Emma, it was all you. When I saw the ornament, I knew God was answering your prayers for her and that he was right then answering your prayers for me as well. You limit yourself so much, thinking that you can’t do certain things because of your autism, but you are not disqualified from anything. God used you in a mighty way, maybe even because of your differences.”


  Emma dropped her gaze once more and again found the pebble with her toe. “Leo, you don’t need to flatter me. I’m happy that God used me in some way, but I believe God used me in spite of my differences, not because of them.”


  Leo shook his head, adamant that he hadn’t made a mistake. “It was your prayers and the testimony of your life that made Reese realize that God disqualifies no one. Even with the sins she’d committed, God clearly pursued her, arranging events and your prayers to lead to the exact moment she turned to Him, realizing that, like you, everyone is acceptable for His grace and can be used to do His will. I gave my life to God in a church with a pastor’s guidance. All of me, with all of my anger and bitterness, all of the scars—I turned it all over to Him. I didn’t try to fix me. I just told God that I believed and that all of me was His. I asked Him to forgive me and use me to do something worthwhile for Him. The next day, I pulled over my patrol car and told Reese about you—about your life, your ornaments, your prayers. It was your testimony I shared. Then I prayed with her through the bars of the car, and her soul became the Lord’s. It was all you, Emma. You are the one God used through all of this. He chose you because you’re you. He gave you those differences so that one day they would be used to do important work for Him.”


  Leo’s voice clogged with emotion. “Thank you, Emma. You have completely changed my life.”


  The little rock scraped along the concrete, Emma rolling it to the edge of the snow and then back to its original position. Emma felt awkward, not knowing what to say or do. She didn’t want his thanks and praise. A “you’re welcome” seemed trivial and accepted credit she didn’t believe belonged to her.


  Not wanting to deal with the emotion, she idly wondered what her brother and parents were doing inside. Leo had come through the house, so they knew he was here. The last she’d spoken to them, she’d announced she’d try out her new telescope and call them out to see when it was ready.


  “I got a telescope,” she said suddenly. She felt the awkward, abrupt subject change, but preferred that to a feeble attempt at the gracious acceptance of his thanks, or worse, even more appreciation.


  “I see that,” Leo said, willingly going along with the topic change with a knowing smile. “Is it a Christmas present?”


  “No, I bought it myself,” Emma said proudly. “I’ve always wanted one and finally saved enough money from my ornament sales that I was able to do everything for my normal monthly budget and still have enough to purchase the one I wanted. It arrived last night. I thought it wouldn’t make it until after Christmas, but they must have worked late for delivery.”


  “Show me how it works,” Leo said excitedly.


  As if he wanted to see, too, Orion returned from his bush investigation and wandered around both Leo and Emma’s legs and the long barrel of the large telescope.


  Emma focused the telescope on Jupiter and then moved aside to let Leo look through the eyepiece.


  “Are those…?” Leo hesitated. “Wait, those four specks around Jupiter can’t be stars. Are those moons?”


  “Yes, those are Jupiter’s moons,” Emma confirmed proudly. “Specifically, those are the Galilean moons.”


  “That is incredible!” Leo exclaimed and watched until the objects moved out of sight of the telescope, needing another adjustment from Emma.


  Emma then focused on a few stars, showing him one that glowed yellow and one that appeared more blue. With each one, Leo was excited and astonished that something that looked white to the naked eye actually had beautiful color.


  She then brought the telescope into focus on the star directly overhead.


  Leo bent down to look and gasped. “It’s rainbow colors!”


  “Yes!” Emma said, Leo’s excited reaction thrilling her. “That’s Sirius. It twinkles rainbow colors.”


  Even Orion’s tail wagged faster, and he eagerly looked at them as if awaiting his turn to see.


  “It’s beautiful!” Leo exclaimed.


  Looking back at the house, Emma worried that the hour was getting too late. “I should get my parents and my brother out here. I think they’d like to see Sirius.” Emma moved to the door.


  “Wait, Emma!” Leo said quickly. “Before you go, I want to give you your Christmas present.”


  “A Christmas present? But I don’t have anything for you,” Emma protested, reluctantly taking the small, awkwardly shaped gift Leo handed her.


  “I didn’t expect you to,” Leo responded. “I think you’ve already shown me the greatest Christmas present given.”


  At his urging, Emma carefully opened the paper to find a wooden ornament. Tilting it toward the light from the house, she saw that the wood was carved into a nativity scene with two figures on either side of a manger with a star arching overhead.


  “Leo, did you make this?” Emma asked in awe.


  “Yes, I did. I enjoy woodworking every once in a while, and this one reminded me of you. Of course, I needed one that included a star.”


  Emma ran her fingers over the smooth wood. It was beautiful, and Emma loved it. “Can you teach me to do this?” she asked eagerly. “I’ve always wanted to know how to do woodworking.”


  Leo shrugged. “I’m sure I could, but I don’t know why you’d need me to teach you to make an ornament when you closed Little Star Boutique.”


  Emma’s head jerked up in surprise. How did he know?


  “I looked up your website,” Leo said quietly. “It said the shop had been closed by the owner.”


  “I thought it was too hard,” Emma explained quietly, returning her attention back to the ornament. “With everything that happened, I thought God didn’t want me to make ornaments anymore. I didn’t see any evidence of God using my shop or my ministry in any way.”


  “And now?” Leo asked pointedly.


  Emma ran her fingers around the centered baby Jesus. Then she traced the smooth lines of the star above, loving the feel of the smooth wood. “And now I can’t help but think that maybe all the difficulties I faced, all the discouragement, happened because God was getting ready to do something big. I know the Bible doesn’t promise it will be easy for Christians. It actually promises the opposite—that we will face trials of many kinds while serving Him. I guess it didn’t occur to me that I would be eligible to be used by God in a way that would qualify me for those verses.”


  “It’s not a win for God if you close your shop,” Leo said firmly. “You have such a beautiful heart that is translated in a beautiful ministry. Emma, you can’t quit. Even if it’s hard, you keep on doing what God is calling you to do and leave the results up to Him. If things get tough, you work harder because I truly believe God is going to bless your effort. Your work made the difference for both Reese and me, and I know he’ll do the same for others.”


  Emma studied Leo’s ornament, her careful eye detecting the few spots where he’d made a mistake. She ran her finger along each one of them, loving the feel of the indentation. Just like her own ornament, this one had imperfections, and Emma thought it more beautiful because of them.


  With sudden clarity, she realized why she liked them so much. She was a flawed ornament. God had created her with irregularities that caused the light to reflect in her in different ways than it did in others. She wasn’t beautiful despite her imperfections. She was made beautiful because of them. They were tools God designed to achieve something more beautiful than perfection could ever attain. She was the flawed art, and her issues didn’t disqualify her from being used by God. Here she’d spent her life hoping God could use her in spite of her autism, and now she realized that God made her specifically with autism because he intended to use her for something more beautiful than could be created without. She was not disqualified. In fact, she was very uniquely qualified to do the work God planned.


  Emma nodded, tears brimming in her eyes. “I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll open Little Star Boutique again, and you can show me how to make these ornaments. Then maybe we can pray together for whoever’s tree God hangs them on.”


  “Deal,” Leo grinned. “Turn it over.”


  “What?” Emma asked, thinking she had misheard.


  “Turn the ornament over to the back.”


  Emma studied the lines of the ornament and then slowly flipped it over. Tilting it more, she let the light from the window fall directly on the star at the top. Four small letters were carved there with a heart in between. It read L J ♥ E S.


  “I don’t understand what this means,” Emma said, confused.


  Orion nosed in between Leo and Emma, straining his neck as if to see what they talked about.


  Leo stepped across the patio, reached down to pick up a handful of snow, only to then launch the snowball high in the air across the yard.


  Orion immediately took off running, and Leo returned to Emma.


  “It means I’m a liar.”


  Startled, Emma looked from the ornament up to Leo’s face.


  His eyes reflected the gleam of Christmas lights, making them seem even brighter in sincerity. “Emma, you were right. I lied when I told you I didn’t find you attractive and only kissed you because I felt sorry for you. I was hurting and scared, and I didn’t know how to convince you to stay away from me unless I lied and hurt you. I’m so very sorry. The truth is I think you’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever met. Your beautiful soul is wrapped in a beautiful package, and I find you so very attractive that I can’t think straight when you’re near.”


  Emma swallowed, her throat dry. She looked back down to the cement, trying to locate her pebble, but she couldn’t find it. “Why did you lie? Why did you want me to stay away?


  The pebble suddenly appeared in front of Emma’s shoe, having been pushed there by Leo’s shoe.


  Emma’s embarrassment at being caught in one of her obsessive coping techniques melted away at his thoughtfulness. She pushed it again with her toe, but then abandoned it, raising her eyes to seek comfort in his.


  “I know what I am,” he said, pain evident in the lines of his face. “In a relationship with you, I’m the one that has more issues. The way I feel about you scared me, and I feared that I would hurt you deeply. If I could hurt you a little before you knew how I felt, then I thought that would be preferable to hurting you later.”


  “But that has changed?” Emma asked, holding steady with her eyes on him.


  “Everything changed when I surrendered to God,” Leo explained, stopping only to make and toss another snowball for Orion. “I spent the last few days with my family. It was hard, but it was good, too. I now want God to do for my brother what he did for me. I want Jeff’s fake Christianity thrown aside and replaced with the real thing. I want my parents to see the truth but only in a way where they also see the hope of Jeff’s salvation. It’s going to take a lot of patience and prayer, and I know it won’t be easy.”


  Emma’s gaze fell to his shoes, self-conscious in hearing him pour out his heart.


  Reaching out, he gently touched her chin, tipping her face up to look at him.


  “Emma, the broken parts of me aren’t fixed entirely, and I still have issues. But I now have hope that God is changing me into a better man and that He can help me be the man you need, if you’ll let me try.”


  Emma folded his ornament in her left hand, knowing she would cherish it always.


  “Are you sure you don’t mind that I’m different?” she asked, voicing the core of her fear.


  “Emma, I love that you’re different,” he insisted. “I don’t care for you in spite of your differences. They are part of what I like about you. I like the way you speak bluntly and always keep me on my toes. I know there will be challenges and things won’t always be easy, but please give me a chance. I’m already at least half-way in love with you, Emma, and I want the chance to audition to be your personal policeman and lifetime partner.”


  Emma’s heart beat so loudly, she felt sure he could hear it. “I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about you,” she said quietly. “I can’t promise that I won’t mess things up, but I’d very much like to try to make you fall in love with me the rest of the way.”


  She then bravely stood on her tiptoes and reached up with her right hand to gently touch his cheek. The sensation of her cold fingers on the stubble of his warm face sent shivers down the length of her body.


  Putting his hand over hers, he turned his head, placing a gentle kiss on her wrist. Slowly, his arms came around her and pulled her close. Emma lifted her lips to meet his.


  Delicious sensations raced through her body. Emma felt safe and loved in a way that made her never want to leave his arms. She somehow knew that it may not always feel this way, but oh how she would love the times when it did!


  The kiss ended with Leo still holding her close. Orion came back, barking and hopping around in anticipation. This time, Emma stepped out of Leo’s arms long enough to gather one last snowball and toss it, hoping it would buy them just a few more minutes.


  Returning to Leo’s arms, she turned around so the warmth of his solid chest was at her back and his arms folded around, holding her close. She then pointed up and traced lines between several stars. “That’s my favorite constellation.”


  “So that’s Leo?” His voice was close, tickling her ear.


  She laughed. “Yes, it is!”


  “And where is Sirius, the rainbow-colored star we saw in the telescope?”


  Emma pointed straight overhead. “Right above us.”


  “Hmm… the Christmas star.”


  “Probably not the one that announced the Savior,” Emma said factually. “But it’s overhead this time of year and always reminds me of that one long ago.”


  “Maybe God made that one rainbow colors, too.”


  Emma looked up at the star straight overhead, seeing it twinkle the rainbow mystery most people would never see. Then out of the corner of her eye, she caught the multi-colored Christmas tree lights shining through the window. The scene seemed almost perfect. A fire blazed in the hearth, the flickering light falling on the tree and its own rainbow of lights.


  Emma shivered, the cold contrasting with the warmth of home through the window.


  Leo ‘s arms tightened around her, and she leaned her head back, resting against his chest. Her gaze returned to the twinkling star straight overhead and then once again fell on the star perched at the top of the Christmas tree.


  Below the star, many of Emma’s own ornaments sparkled in the flickering light, causing Emma to wonder about all the other Christmas trees in the world holding ornaments she’d created. Those Christmas baubles dangling on Christmas branches represented so many prayers Emma now knew had reached as far as heaven.


  Leo must have seen the look on her face, and she felt him shift to follow her gaze. A few seconds later, she felt a gentle kiss to the top of her head. Somehow, she knew that he, too, was marveling about God’s many blessings under the Christmas star.


  The End
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  If someone truly wanted to know me, all she would need to do is read my books. No matter what the plot, many of my characters end up as versions of myself and their struggles are often my own. Although I am not autistic, I definitely relate to Emma. Though Emma’s social challenges are on a greater scale than my own, many of her core spiritual struggles are ones that originated in the first-hand experience of her author.


  I hope I’m not alone. Maybe you have struggled with these same issues, seen yourself in Emma, and found insight and encouragement in her story. These questions are designed to help you delve deeper into the meaning behind the story and come away different than when you opened the book. My prayer is that God touches you in such a significant way that on your worst days, you follow Emma’s example in raising your hand up and saying, “Here I am, Lord!”


  In turn, may you hear his loving reply, “I see you.”




  1. Do you ever “worry pray?” Emma describes doing this in the first chapter when she prays over her ornaments, trying to leave the issue in God’s hands. However, still concerned about it, she “couldn’t resist repeating that prayer, just in case God didn’t hear the first time or she hadn’t remembered to pray the right words. Even as she thought it, she knew her reasoning was silly, but she couldn’t help trying for a redo, just in case.” Do you ever do this, finding yourself acting on the almost unconscious idea that we must pray the right words to get the right response from God?”


  Where is the line? How can you define the difference between “praying without ceasing” and “worry praying?” Is there a difference?




  Philippians 4:6-7, Matthew 6:6-8, Matthew 6:25-34, 1 Peter 5:7, 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, Colossians 4:2




  2. One of the strong themes of the book has to do with Emma feeling inadequate, and even disqualified, from God using her because of her challenges. Why did Emma feel this way?


  When have you ever felt inadequate or disqualified? How did you handle it?




  2 Corinthians 3:5, Philippians 4:12-13, Ephesians 2:10




  3. After Emma is hurt and her car stolen, she prays. But it wasn’t really a traditional prayer with words. Instead, it was as if she was a student in a classroom raising her hand to be acknowledged by the teacher. In this case, she raised her hand and looked up, saying “Here I am, Lord. I need you.”


  She then feels the Lord respond, “I see you.”


  It wasn’t a promise that God would remove the situation, it was just an acknowledgment that the God of the universe saw her. Have you ever felt anything similar? Do you find this comforting or encouraging? Why?




  Psalm 34:15, Matthew 10:29, Matthew 6:25-28, Psalm 121




  4. Emma never doubted God’s ability to take her and her mistakes and do something significant, but she struggled with the thinking that God could do more with more perfect people and quality work without mistakes. What are your challenges? What more do you think God could do if you didn’t have them?




  2 Corinthians 12:10, 2 Corinthians 2:1-16




  5. Emma’s story demonstrates that God is intentional in allowing certain challenges because He intends to use them in His work, just as He used Emma, not in spite of her challenges but because of them. How did Emma’s autism and other difficulties help God achieve His purpose in using her?




  Ephesians 5:1-21, Jeremiah 1:4-5




  6. How would your life or ministry change if you did not struggle with your challenges? Looking at your own struggles, can you imagine anything God is uniquely qualifying you to do? What are some areas where your struggles make you wonder if God could do more if you didn’t have them? How are you a flawed ornament like Emma?




  Psalm 139




  7. What ministries do you feel called to do? What are some areas where you can serve others? Are there any things for which you feel disqualified?




  Ephesians 2:10, Isaiah 64:8




  8. Why did Emma think she was supposed to close her shop and ministry? Have difficult circumstances ever made you give up on something or wonder if you weren’t doing God’s will? How did you handle it?




  John 15:16, 2 Timothy 1:6-14, James 1:2-4, 1 Peter 4:12-19




  9. Leo’s objection to God had to do with his experience with the faults of Christians and the worst of humanity. Do you know of anyone who has struggled with the same issues? How do you respond to someone who sees these as barriers to God?




  Romans 5:6-11, Romans 7:18-25




  10. Emma’s prayers were miraculously answered. What prayers have you seen answered in your own life? How has God used your prayers in the lives of others? What is still on your list for “big prayers?”




  1 John 5:14-15, Ephesians 6:18, Ephesians 3:20




  11. In both Reese's story and the real one as told in the author note, the characters forgave those who wronged them before that forgiveness was ever asked. Is this a challenging idea? Have you ever been faced with a similar situation where you had to forgive someone, knowing he or she may never repent? Is an apology necessary for you to forgive? Why or why not?




  Matthew 6:14-15, Matthew 18:21-22, Ephesians 4:31-32, Colossians 3:13




  12. What do you think was the most touching or spiritually significant scene or aspect in this book?
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  As readers, I think it is sometimes easy to dismiss deep spiritual insight if it is wrapped in a fiction story. The automatic, if unconscious, assumption is that something that is fiction can’t be applied directly to real life.


  What if I told you that the most unbelievable part of this book is true?


  In 1978, Ralph Hammon was a professor at a Bible college in Southern California. He drove to work one day and parked in a parking lot as usual. He got out of the car to lock it when he was accosted by three men.


  One of the men told him to “Get down on the floor,” but Ralph didn’t know if he meant to get down on the ground or get back in the car and lie on the floor.


  Ralph asked, “What do you mean?”


  The man promptly hit him with a sawed-off shotgun, landing a blow right above the ear that knocked him to the ground. Then they drove away in his car.


  Ralph’s injury required stitches, and there seemed little hope of locating his vehicle or the men responsible. When driving to class in a rented car a few days later, Ralph felt burdened and turned to prayer. So significant was the experience that the exact place on the freeway where he prayed was forever sealed in his mind. It was the place where he prayed, forgiving those responsible and asking God to save them. What’s more, he specifically asked that the man who hurt him be saved, turn his life over to God, and be freed from his life of crime. Even more amazingly, Ralph asked God for something big and extraordinary. He asked God to let him see his prayer answered.


  In teaching his classes that night, Ralph, of course, had to recount the story, explaining his bandaged head to his students.


  After telling of the men who assaulted him and stole his car, one of his students in the class asked him pointedly, “Can you forgive them?”


  Ralph immediately responded, “I already have.”


  Over a year passed. The cut to Ralph’s head healed. His stolen car was actually located, though completely stripped. His insurance paid for the repair and returned the vehicle to Ralph, though those responsible weren’t apprehended. College classes started and ended. Students came and went. Ralph even welcomed a new granddaughter.


  Then one ordinary day, Ralph received a call from a man named Reuben, asking to meet him for lunch. Ralph agreed. Upon meeting, Reuben explained that he had hit Ralph and stolen his car over a year ago. Since then, he had gotten saved and now was coming to Ralph to ask for forgiveness.


  With tears in his eyes, Ralph explained that he had already forgiven him long ago.


  The two men then walked to Ralph’s car and went to lunch in the same vehicle Reuben had stolen.


  The obvious question is how did Reuben find Ralph?


  The answer is even more amazing and found in Reuben’s own story. Reuben explained that shortly after stealing Ralph’s car, he was shot while involved in a gang-related fight. His two friends had been killed in the same fight that landed Reuben arrested and seriously injured in the hospital. While there, he was visited by a Christian man devoted to helping young men escape the gangs and violence in the area. Finding himself at rock bottom, he listened to the man. Reuben was saved, turning his life over to the Lord under the guidance of his hospital visitor.


  Reuben spent time in jail for his crimes and turned his life around, leaving his past for good. Then, over a year later, that man from the hospital told him how to find Bible college professor, Dr. Ralph Hammon.


  How did he know?


  That man who led Reuben to the Lord recognized the crime when Reuben described it. He was the same student who had spoken up in Ralph’s class, asking, “Do you forgive them?”


  Reuben went on to become a minister. He stayed in contact with Ralph off and on through the years, and last I know, he was doing prison ministry for inmates.


  Ralph went on to be a wonderful grandpa. Specifically, he was mine. I was the granddaughter born in the midst of this story.


  Though I changed some of the details of the original story, the miraculous truth behind it is the same. The message of this book is not fiction at all and is one that can and should be applied directly to your own life.


  Dare to pray big. And then be patient, ready for God to use you in ways that you aren’t even aware. May you collect your own Reuben and Reese—stories of God’s faithfulness in answering your prayers and using the one most uniquely qualified to do His work.


  You.


  
    
      [image: Amanda Tru]
Author of Under the Christmas Star

    

  


  

Interested in receiving notification about Amanda Tru books and upcoming Crossroads Collections? Sign up for Amanda Tru’s newsletter here:


  http://eepurl.com/ZQdw9


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: About the Author Amanda Tru]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  www.amandatru.com/





  [image: Amanda Tru]Amanda Tru loves to write exciting books with plenty of unexpected twists. She figures she loses so much sleep writing the things, it’s only fair she makes readers lose sleep with books they can’t put down!
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  From the Crossroads Collection 3 Authors





  Dear Readers,


  Thank you for reading our Under the Christmas Star collection! We hope you enjoyed each individual book, as well as seeing how they all wove together into a larger story in the final book. Isn’t it amazing to think of how God can use us, even in our weaknesses, to do His work? In this case, Emma was part of God’s many blessings through the prayers that hung in the form of ornaments on others’ Christmas trees.


  This is a unique set of books, with each story fitting together like a puzzle piece with the final book. Since all of the stories have a point of intersection, we call it a Crossroads Collection. If you are eager for more, “Crossroads Collection 1,” Out of the Blue Bouquet, and “Crossroads Collection 2,” Yesterday’s Mail are now available at the links below. In each of them, you will find five new books tied together once again with a crossroads to the last book in the set.


  We also have more Crossroads Collections in the works! If you would like to be notified of new and upcoming collections in this series, please sign up with Amanda Tru’s email newsletter below. She is excitedly organizing more of these multi-author sets of this type and will notify subscribers when the subsequent collections are released.


  Finally, if you enjoyed this collection, please help spread the word, write a review, ask your library to stock that hardback, and/or recommend it to your friends! This collection, as well, will only be available for a limited time, so be sure to help spread the word and also snag the paperback version that will last long after the ebook collection disappears.


  Thank you again for reading. We hope you enjoyed our stories and that they put you in the Christmas spirit, touched your heart, and even made you think. We wish you the best and hope that you come to see yourself as a beautiful, flawed ornament with a purpose, created just how God wants you. Our prayer is that you let His light shine through you and watch how he uses you in miraculous ways to achieve the purpose He has planned from before He hung the first Christmas star in the sky.


  Sincerely,


  The Under the Christmas Star Authors


  Lesley Ann McDaniel, April Hayman, Chautona Havig, Alana Terry, and Amanda Tru


  The Crossroads Collections


  
Out of the Blue Bouquet
 Crossroads Collection 1 (www.amazon.com/dp/B077MWTWGC)


  
Yesterday’s Mail
 Crossroads Collection 2 (www.amazon.com/dp/B07G81ZGQZ)


  
Under the Christmas Star
 Crossroads Collection 3 (www.amazon.com/dp/B07J9ZF7VY)


  
Betwixt Two Hearts
 Crossroads Collection 4 (www.amazon.com/dp/B07MCBFY8N)




  Newsletter Sign Up:
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  Did you miss Out of the Blue Bouquet, Crossroads Collection 1?


  
    
      [image: The Crossroads Collection]

    

  


  

Out of the Blue Bouquet
 Crossroads Collection 1


  Five of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave five unique yet connected stories together in this collection where misdirected floral deliveries lead to lives changed.


  Courting Calla, by Hallee Bridgeman.


  Ian knows Calla is the woman God has chosen for him, but Calla is hiding something big. Can Calla trust Ian with her secret, or will she let it destroy any possible hope they may have for a future?


  Seoul in Love, by Alana Terry.


  Love was lost a long time ago. A chance meeting in Seoul might change all that forever.


  A Kærasti for Clari, by Carol Moncado.


  Her job as social media manager for Eyjania's Queen Mother keeps Clari Sørenson busy. An unexpected treasure hunt with Joel Christiansen might just be the vacation she needs.


  Premeditated Serendipity, by Chautona Havig.


  A floral fiasco sparks a plan to play matchmaker. Reid has his reasons for not pursuing Kelsey… yet, and outside interference only makes an already difficult situation even more awkward.


  Out of the Blue Bouquet, by Amanda Tru.


  When Brooke is left in charge of Crossroads Floral, she accidentally sends the flower deliveries to the wrong people. Unfortunately, some of those wrong people include all of the ex-girlfriends of the most eligible bachelor in town. Are Brooke's mistakes a complete disaster, or can there be something beautiful in an out-of-the-blue bouquet?
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  Did you miss Yesterday’s Mail, Crossroads Collection 2?
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Yesterday’s Mail
 Crossroads Collection 2




  Five of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave five unique, connected stories where lost mail finds unexpected purpose.


  Sleepless in Seoul, by Alana Terry


  When Derek leads his church on a short-term mission trip to South Korea, he's definitely not expecting to find out the woman working with him is the same woman who broke his heart over twenty years ago.


  Like Ships Passing, by Cynthia Hickey


  One transposed number threatens to sink love before it gets started.


  Chasing Pearl, by Hallee Bridgeman


  A package lost in the mail since 1940 brings a modern couple together in a miraculous way.


  Operation Posthaste, by Chautona Havig


  A nine-year-old boy finds a bag of mail from WWII in the attic of their new house and makes it his personal mission to deliver every piece before his mom finds out.


  Yesterday's Mail, by Amanda Tru


  A Christian post office clerk uses her police officer background to investigate lost mail and solve a mystery that has plagued her small town for years.
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  Did you miss Betwixt Two Hearts, Crossroads Collection 4?
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Betwixt Two Hearts
 Crossroads Collection 4


  Six of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave six brand-new, unique, interconnected stories where nothing comes between the love betwixt two hearts.


  Betwixt Two Hearts, by Amanda Tru


  All is fair in a contest of love. May the best matchmaker win. With control of their dating website the prize, Bailey and Camden embark on a matchmaking competition that snags on unexpected results.


  The Swedehearts Glory Quilt, by Cathe Swanson


  Eleanor ran away to find herself. David knew exactly where to go in life and Eleanor didn't fit into that journey. Could a matchmaking agency put them on the same map?


  Whole Latte Love, by Kari Trumbo


  Misguided Drew thinks all quiet women hide harmful secrets. While pretty, new best friend Addi's soft-spoken nature reminds him too much of past hurts to move their relationship forward. Can a matchmaking agency change his heart?


  Seoul Refuge, by Alana Terry


  Caroline is a new believer, excited and passionate about her faith. Calvin is a Boston police detective, an atheist who can hardly believe Christians have brainwashed his wife. Caroline just wants to follow God. Calvin just wants his wife back.


  Guardian of Her Heart, by Carol Moncado


  Signed up for a dating service by friends and brought together by a stowaway cat, Mark and Casey must decide if they want to overcome their apparent incompatibilities or go their separate ways.


  Random Acts of Shyness, by Chautona Havig


  Heath's sister, Selby, has laid down the law. It’s time to let her take over his love life. After a series of first and only dates, Heath embarks on her new scheme to help him overcome the debilitating nervous habit that has plagued him all his life. However, between dates, each worse than the last, he tries one more time to do things his way… sort of.
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