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About This Book


Christmas comes to the Wedding Dreams Boutique…    
Liza Howard is struggling to hang on to the boutique she’d inherited. She’s pinning all of her hopes on a robust holiday shopping season. However, when one of the expensive designer gowns she has on display is damaged by her upstairs tenant’s dog, the holiday season gets off to a bumpy start. As per store policy, you damage it, you buy it. And now Dylan Carver owns a wedding dress, and he has absolutely no use for it as he’s a confirmed bachelor. Will this special wedding dress bring these two closer so they can mend their scarred hearts this Christmas?




CHAPTER ONE


Sales would be strong this holiday season. 
Liza Howard had to believe those words. Without a busy year end, she would most likely lose her business. And that just couldn’t happen. Her late mother had entrusted her with the business located in San Francisco’s Mission District. She wouldn’t let it fail. She wouldn’t let her mother down.
In the showroom of the Wedding Dreams Boutique, she hummed along to “We Wish You a Merry Christmas” as she zipped a designer wedding dress onto a mannequin. After some of the young brides had complained that she didn’t have some of the latest styles, she’d sunk her savings into buying three designer dresses. They’d just arrived that day. As soon as the boutique closed for the day, she put those dresses on the mannequins that stood in the middle of the wide aisles.
She smiled as she straightened the last dress. This was exactly what she needed to push her sales over the top. They were beautiful. The brides were going to love all of them.
This past year the sales had decreased to the point where she had to let some of the help go. She’d been filling in by working long days. She kept telling herself this would be the year she turned everything around. Her mother used to say that determination should have been Liza’s middle name.
And now that she had a renter for the apartment above the boutique, it would help her finances significantly. Giving up the spacious apartment that had been her childhood home had been so painfully hard. However, renting it and moving in with her cousin made a definite difference in her bottom line. Someday she’d reclaim the apartment for herself, but it wouldn’t be right now. At least the guy living there now seemed nice.
Today she’d let her assistant manager, Maryann, go home early to do some Christmas shopping. It had been a quiet afternoon, which Liza easily handled on her own. Now with the boutique closed for the evening, she just had one last fitting room to straighten up. And then she would be headed home to curl up on the couch and watch a movie.
With it being December first, Christmas was just a few weeks off. Soon the boutique would be filled with newly engaged shoppers. Christmas and wedding proposals went together like mistletoe and kisses.
This would be her second Christmas without her mother. Her second holiday season on her own. She didn’t want to think about her mother and how much she missed her and the holiday traditions they’d done together. It was one of the reasons she preferred to stay busy. 
She moved to one of the four fitting rooms and buttoned the snow-white wedding gown there. She gently placed it back in the clear garment bag. It was time for it to go back on the rack. The bride had loved it, but it hadn’t been her size. As was common, they’d taken her measurements and ordered her a fitted gown. It would take a few months for it to come in. The wedding wasn’t until July, but it would be cutting it close.
Snowball, her all-white cat, walked up to her and meowed.
“I know, girl. It’s almost time to go home. You aren’t the only one who wants dinner.” She bent down and ran her hand over the cat’s soft fur.
In turn, Snowball rubbed over Liza’s ankles and purred.
The cat had been her mother’s. She’d found Snowball at a shelter and brought her home. When her mother had passed on, Snowball became Liza’s responsibility. And Snowball hated being left home alone. Snowball would sit by the door and cry until Liza came home, as attested to by her neighbors. And so she started taking Snowball to work with her. The cat liked the attention from the customers, and Liza no longer had to worry about the cat disturbing her neighbors. She was the shop’s unofficial mascot.
With everything in its place, she unplugged both Christmas trees with their white and silver ornaments. Next, she pulled the plugs to the strings of icicle lights that ran along the ceiling throughout the boutique.
She reached for the vacuum. It was Snowball’s least favorite part of the day. The cat acted as though the vacuum was a monster just waiting to suck her up. As soon as Liza moved the vacuum, her favorite feline took off toward the front of the boutique that had already been vacuumed.
Everything had to be spiffed up for business in the morning. Every chair was in its place, and every clip was picked up. And the glass display cases were wiped clean of fingerprints.
When she finished vacuuming, she placed it in the closet. Someday, she’d be able to hire a cleaning crew, but for now, she was owner, salesperson, and cleaning crew. Her mother raised her to believe that hard work didn’t hurt anyone, and if that was what it took to hang on to the last physical link to her mother, she was all for it.
Knock-knock.
Who could that be? Can’t they see the Closed sign?
“We’re closed!” She hoped they’d hear her and go away.
Knock-knock.
She sighed. She was all for going out of her way for her customers during business hours, but she had to guard her off-hours, or she’d burn out.
Knock-knock-knock.
They weren’t going to give up.
“I’m coming.”
A frown pulled at her lips. What could be so important that they were banging on the door after hours?
When Liza rounded the corner, she spotted her landlord. Mr. Marley stared through the glass door with a frown on his face. His snow-white hair was kept short, and not a hair was out of place. On the bridge of his nose were a pair of gold-rimmed bifocals. He tapped his cane against the glass as though to tell her to pick up the speed.
This couldn’t be good. She only ever saw Mr. Marley if her rent was due that day or there was a problem with the building.
It wasn’t time for her rent payment. So that must mean there was a problem with the building. Whatever it was, she wasn’t aware of it.
The man stood there with slouched shoulders beneath his long black wool coat as he leaned on a cane. A blue paisley silk scarf was wrapped around his neck. It color coordinated with his blue tie.
She unlocked the door and pulled it open. She forced a smile to her lips as she stepped back, allowing him room to enter. “Good evening.”
He stepped inside. “I stopped by to let you know that there will be a rent increase in your new lease.” He held out the paper to her. “This is for you.”
“An increase?” She unfolded the papers and struggled not to gape at the large increase. “I…I can’t afford this. Is there some way we can work out a lower amount?”
“No.” He didn’t even bother to pause to consider the matter. “You have until the New Year to sign and return it.”
She inwardly groaned. Try as she might to find something to like about the man, he made it an impossible task. “Please. There has to be some sort arrangement we can come to. After all, it’s Christmastime.”
She almost expected him to say bah hum bug. Instead, he frowned at her. “I don’t believe in Christmas or any other holiday. If people worked more, they wouldn’t have so many problems. And you might be able to pay your bills.”
Work more? Was he serious? What had happened in this man’s life to make him such a curmudgeon? “I’ll try my best to come up with the money.”
“You’ll have to or you’ll have to move out.” His gaze searched hers. “Should I start looking for a new tenant?”
“No.” She uttered the word too quickly.
He arched a brow. “I won’t resist evicting you if you don’t pay.”
His directness never failed to astonish her. “I understand.”
With that he turned and strode out the door like he owned the place. Oh, wait. He did own the place. And she didn’t doubt that he would throw her out if he could find a reason. She refused to give him that reason.
So much for a joyous holiday season. Where was she going to get that much money? The spike in her rent had nothing to do with building improvements. He didn’t believe in those either. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d invested any money in the building.
She knew enough about Mr. Marley to suspect he’d found a potential tenant that was willing to pay more than she was currently paying. So he jacked up the price, and either she paid it or the new tenant would pay it. Either way Mr. Marley didn’t care.
She imagined the miserly man going back to his office downtown and counting his gold coins. He’d probably weigh them and then count them again. She wouldn’t put it past him.
She moved to the back of the boutique and began turning off the lights. At last, the shop was clean and ready for business in the morning, and she could go home and curl up to watch a new holiday movie while she ate her dinner.
“Arf! Arf!”
What in the world? There was a dog in the boutique? Liza rushed to the front of the store to find a little Jack Russell mix barking up at her cat, who was sitting on the counter. It took her a moment to recognize the dog.
“Rascal?” She stepped closer.
The little dog belonged to her upstairs tenant. And then she realized if she was going to get evicted, Dylan would get kicked out too. What a mess!
She moved back to the dog, who was now sitting and staring up at Snowball. She knelt down. “Hey, Rascal, how did you get in here?” Then, she realized that Mr. Marley had her so flustered she hadn’t bothered to lock the door after he left. Rascal must have pushed it open and let himself in. He was such a clever dog. 
She was so glad there was a foyer to keep him from running out into the street. This wasn’t the first time he’d come to visit her. He was a bit of a Houdini. She just wished his owner was a little more careful with him.
“We should get you home.” Liza reached for him but he ducked past her.
He started barking and jumping up at the counter. There was a flash of white fur as Snowball took off running. Rascal took off in pursuit toward the back of the shop. Oh, no. This was the last thing she needed that night.
She followed them. “Rascal! Snowball! Stop.”
Thud!
Liza inwardly groaned. She turned the corner to find a mannequin toppled over with the white satin gown and lace veil spread across the red carpeting.
The cat was caught under the gown while the dog was trying to pounce on the moving material. The cat screeched, and the dog barked.
“Rascal, stop.” She reached for the dog but he slipped away before she could get a hold of him.
Snowball crawled out from under the dress and ran back toward the front of the shop. With a bark, Rascal chased after her. Liza glanced down at the damaged dress. This is a total disaster.




CHAPTER TWO


It had been a long day. 
Dylan Carver rushed to place his now-melting ice cream in the freezer as well as put away the other groceries he’d purchased on his way home from work. It hadn’t been the best day at the office. There were a lot of whispers and closed-door meetings.
Rumors ran amuck. Some employees thought they were about to be merged with another software development company. Others thought there was a big project afoot. Dylan didn’t know what was coming. All he knew was he didn’t have a good feeling about the frowns on the higher-ups’ faces or the brush-offs he’d been getting when he asked about an upcoming contract.
This wasn’t the first time things had felt off at the office. He couldn’t imagine it was anything too serious. There was still plenty of work to go around. He was about to complete a contract on Friday, and he really wanted to know what he’d be working on next.
He’d just finished putting the milk, eggs, and prepared pizza in the fridge. He had some canned goods as well as some frozen dinners for the freezer. When everything was sorted, he turned around in the kitchen, expecting to find his little rescue dog sitting behind him, begging for his dinner.
He wasn’t there.
“Rascal? Hey, boy, come here.” Dylan searched behind the furniture in the living room and bedroom. There was no sign of his little buddy. He stepped back out into the living room and noticed the front door was cracked open. 
Dylan rushed out the door. “Rascal?”
If the dog got outside, he would have a hard time finding him. And he didn’t want to think about the busy road in front of the building. Dylan rushed down the flight of stairs. It was a good thing Rascal was chipped. He just hoped whoever found Rascal wouldn’t fall in love with him and try to keep him.
“Rascal, stop!” Liza’s voice came from inside the bridal boutique.
Dylan pivoted toward the glass door. Even though there was a Closed sign on the door, the lights in the back were still on, and the door was unlocked. He let himself inside.
He followed Liza’s voice to the back of the shop.
Dresses lined almost every inch of wall space. Near the check-out counter were colorful dresses like that of a rainbow. Once you passed by them, the next dresses were various shades of white in see-through garment bags. There were hundreds of wedding dresses.
In the center of the wide T-shaped hallway were mannequins displaying some of the wedding gowns and veils. He turned the corner and came to a stop.
There was a mannequin knocked over. Liza stood on the other side of it. Her arms were stretched out as though to catch Rascal. The dog stood, there looking as though he were ready to make a run for it.
Dylan carefully stepped around the dress on the floor. “Rascal, come.” He used a stern voice. “Now.”
Liza spun around. She didn’t wear her usual sunny smile. It was replaced with a deep frown. “Now you show up.”
Rascal walked over to Dylan. He picked him up. “Sorry about that. I was in a hurry to get the groceries in the fridge, and I didn’t realize the door wasn’t latched.”
Without a word, she moved over to the mannequin that had been knocked over.
“Let me do that.” And then he glanced down at Rascal. He didn’t dare set him down on the floor in case the pup decided to get into more trouble. Instead, he approached Liza. “Would you mind holding him for just a second?”
The frown was still on her face, but she held out her arms. Rascal happily let her hold him. His little tail swished rapidly back and forth. The dog wanted everyone to love him.
Dylan knew Rascal would work his charms and win Liza over. Dylan didn’t know Liza very well, but what he knew of her was that she had a big heart for humans and animals alike.
As Dylan bent over to lift the mannequin, he heard Liza in the background speaking to Rascal. “You can’t run through my shop.” There was a slight pause and then, “Okay, you can stop with the kisses. You know you make it difficult to be angry with you.”
Dylan subdued a smile. Leave it to Rascal to get out of trouble…again. He had the cute puppy act perfected.
When Dylan righted the mannequin and the dress fell into place, there was a distinct gasp from Liza. Oh, no. What was wrong now?
When he turned to her, he found a horrified look on her face as she stared at the wedding dress. He followed her gaze to the bottom of the gown, where the lace had been torn away from the satin.
“It’s ruined.” She stepped up to him and handed over the dog. Then, she approached the dress. She knelt down to examine the damage. “I’ll never be able to sell this dress now.”
“Is it that bad?” He hoped not.
She straightened and turned to him. Her brows were drawn together and her glossy lips pursed. “You’ve got to be kidding. No bride wants a wedding dress with snags, little holes, and part of the lace torn off. This is a disaster.”
Maybe calling it a disaster was an exaggeration. “Just sew on some new lace, and no one will notice.”
She crossed her arms and glared at him. “It won’t work. A wedding gown needs to be flawless, especially when the bride is expecting a new dress for her big day. And this dress is brand new. It just arrived. And now it’s ruined.”
With a huff, Liza turned to the mannequin and began undoing the buttons.
“What are you doing?” He hoped she would figure out a way to fix the dress.
“I obviously can’t leave this dress on display. It’s damaged.”
“Can I help you?”
She shook her head. “You and your dog already helped enough.”
As she continued to undress the mannequin, Rascal wiggled in his arms. “I should take him upstairs.”
She didn’t say anything.
He turned and walked away. All the while, it weighed on him that due to his negligence, her business had sustained a financial loss. He couldn’t just leave things like this.
On his way out, he noticed a large sign hung by the checkout counter. It read: You damage it, you buy it. He swallowed hard as his gaze lowered.
The last thing he needed was a wedding dress. Would Liza really make him buy it? His attention returned to the official-looking sign in its bold black print. He was in so much trouble thanks to Rascal.
And so when Dylan was in his apartment, he grabbed his wallet. He turned to the dog. “Stay here. I’ll be back.”
He walked out, closing the door behind him. He paused to double check that it was latched. Then he made his way back into the boutique. He found Liza placing a different wedding dress on the mannequin.
She glanced up at him. “Did you forget something?”
“Uh. No. I, um…” What was it about being around her that had him tripping over his own words? “I just wanted to pay you for the dress.”
Her sky-blue eyes widened in surprise. “You’re willingly going to buy a wedding dress?”
He shrugged. “I guess so. How much is it?”
“It would only be the base cost, not the retail price.” She arched a brow. “Do you have a special someone you want to wear it?”
“No.” This time he didn’t hesitate. His answer came out clear and concise.
“You make it sound like getting married is a fatal disease.”
“It’s fine for some people. But I like my life just the way it is.” Not wanting to focus on himself, he said, “How about you? You own a wedding boutique, but I don’t see a ring on your finger.”
“Oh.” She glanced down at her bare fingers before turning back to the mannequin as she straightened the dress. “I don’t have time for a serious relationship with this place to run.”
“You know what they say about all work and no play.” What had he said that for? It wasn’t like he was flirting with her. He was just trying to make her feel better after the incident with Rascal.
“Playing will have to wait. I’ve got too much to do.”
He felt bad for her. No one should spend all of their time working. Although he, too, worked long hours. The only difference was that he could work from almost anywhere—well, anywhere that had an internet connection.
He wondered what she liked to do for entertainment. In that moment, he realized even though they periodically passed each other in the foyer and shared pleasantries, he didn’t know much about her. When he was all set to go ask her what she wanted to do for fun, he hesitated. He was taking this sympathy thing much too far. Instead he asked, “How much do I owe you for the dress?”
She opened her mouth as though to turn down his offer, but then she mentioned a number in the four-figure range, and his jaw dropped. He quickly regained his composure. There was no way he was willingly going to part with that much money for something he had absolutely no use for. 
“Perhaps we could come to some sort of arrangement.” He hoped she’d be receptive to the idea.
“What sort of arrangement?”
He glanced around the boutique, not seeing anything he could help with. And then he realized he was missing the obvious. “Do you have a website?”
“Of course. Doesn’t every business these days?”
“Not every business, but most of them.” He reached for his phone and pulled up Liza’s website.
It was a static website with a gray and white background and black font. It gave the street address, the hours, and the phone number. And that was it. No photos of the shop. Nothing about the inventory. And no mention of any sales.
“What’s wrong?” She frowned at him.
How did he put this so he didn’t make her any more upset with him? “It’s just a bit basic.”
She crossed her arms. “It’s all I knew how to do.”
“How about let me work on it? I can come up with something more elaborate—something that would entice viewers to come check out the shop in person.”
“I don’t know. I’m not that good with computers.” She worried her bottom lip. “I wouldn’t know how to update it.”
“I’ll make sure the platform I use will be easy for you to understand. And I’ll show you how to do the updates.”
She hesitated as though giving his suggestion serious consideration. “I’d have approval over it?”
“Definitely. We can go over it every step of the way.”
“And you think this is going to help drive customers here?”
He nodded. “I do. The internet is the first place people look for things like this. I have a lot of experience with search engine optimization. So what do you say?”
She turned her attention to the ruined dress. Then she looked back at him. “I don’t know. It’s a nice offer, but I need to give it some thought.”
“Do you mind if I take a look around? You know, so I have some idea what I’m working with in case you decide to have the website designed.”
She shrugged. “Go ahead. But I’m leaving in about five minutes.”
“That’s plenty of time.” He held up his phone. “Mind if I take a few photos?”
“Go ahead. But remember I haven’t said yes.”
“Understood.”
She reached for the dress. “I need to take this dress upstairs to the alterations room.”
“Okay. I won’t be long.” And then he set off, snapping pictures.
He noticed how organized the boutique was from the mother-of-the-bride dresses to bridesmaid dresses to a large selection of wedding gowns. There were a lot of things to be displayed on the website. It would all depend on how much detail she wanted included and how devoted she was to updating the website.
He found himself looking forward to the challenge of creating a website that Liza could be proud of. He owed her that much.
It weighed in the back of his mind that she could demand payment instead. It was so much money. He could afford it. He just couldn’t justify throwing away that much money if there was another way to pay her back.




CHAPTER THREE


What was wrong with her? 
Liza placed the damaged wedding gown in the back room away from the other gowns that were waiting to be adjusted. Why hadn’t she insisted Dylan pay for the wedding dress?
After all, it was store policy. You damage it, you buy it. She didn’t have a problem enforcing it with other people. What was so different about Dylan? And it wasn’t like she could afford to absorb the loss, especially now that she knew her lease had been increased.
Still there was something in Dylan’s eyes when she’d told him the amount that had her hesitating. As she recalled the way he’d looked at her, she was certain it had been worry reflected in his eyes. And even though she needed the money, and it had been his dog that had caused the damage, she’d still felt sorry for him.
A sparkly new website with all the bells and whistles might bring in more customers. She’d invested all of her savings into the boutique. If she lost it all now, she would be devastated. She didn’t want to go back to being a seamstress for someone else’s shop. She’d gotten a taste of what it was like to be her own boss—to have the final decision—and though it was a tremendous responsibility, she wouldn’t have it any other way.
With the damaged wedding dress set aside for her to contemplate another time, she went back down to the main showroom floor with its racks of dresses. Just as she reached the bottom step, Dylan moved and snapped a photo of her.
“What was that for?” she asked.
He smiled, making her stomach flutter. “What would a website be without a photo of its beautiful owner?”
Wait. Had he just called her beautiful? Heat swirled in her chest, rushed up her neck, and warmed her cheeks. Her hand moved to her hair. This morning she’d put it in a neat bun, but with it now growing late, there were a bunch of flyways. “I look a mess.”
“No, you don’t. You look classy and like a professional businesswoman.”
The heat in her cheeks intensified as she smiled at him. Did he really think those things? She definitely wanted to think so. Or was he just buttering her up in an effort to get out of paying for the dress?
“Thank you.” She descended the last step. “But you can’t use that photo on the website.”
“Of course I can. It’ll look great.” The sincerity rang out in his voice.
She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Okay. If I promise not to post this photo on your website, will you promise to let me photograph you another time?”
She hesitated. She had a feeling she didn’t have a choice in the matter. “All right.”
“Good. I should get out of your way. I’m sure you’re anxious to get home. And Rascal is waiting for his dinner.”
She noticed how he didn’t mention himself. Perhaps he’d already had his dinner. “Okay. Good night.”
“Night.” He turned and started in the direction of the exit. A few steps later, he paused and turned back. “How would you feel about dinner tomorrow night?”
Wait. What? He was asking her out? Her heart lodged in her throat. She hadn’t been expecting this. She didn’t know what to say. Part of her wanted to say yes. It’d been a long time since she’d had a date.
The other part of her said this was a bad idea. A very bad idea. He was her tenant. She couldn’t afford to have things go wrong between them. She needed his rent money to help her make the lease payment.
When she didn’t respond, he said, “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. It would be a working meal. I need your input in order to start creating the website. And since we both have to eat, I thought we could do two things at once.”
She let out a pent-up breath. Relief washed over her. A working dinner was definitely doable. “Okay. But it’ll have to be after I close up the shop at six.”
“Sounds good. I’ll see you at six thirty.” And then he turned and walked away.
She watched him walk away. For the past few months since he’d moved in, they’d barely spoken to each other. A hello here and there. Nothing more than a smile sometimes. She liked the idea of cementing their friendship.
Buzz-buzz.
She reached for her phone in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw her friend’s name. Clara owned the Perky Pink Wedding Planner business. Their occupations had brought them together, and they’d quickly become friends. Liza pressed the phone to her ear. “Hey, Clara.”
“Hey, yourself. What are you doing?”
“I’m about to close up the boutique.”
“You’re still at work? At this hour?”
“Yeah. It’s a long story.”
“I can’t wait to hear it. Let’s meet up for some Thai food.”
Liza loved Thai food, and her friend knew it. Her stomach rumbled in agreement. “Time To Thai?”
“Of course. In ten minutes?”
“Make it fifteen.”
“Okay. I’ll get us a table.”
“See you there.” After disconnecting the phone, she called out, “Snowball. Come here, girl.” Usually her cat was good about coming when called, but not so tonight. “Snowball, it’s time to go home and eat dinner.”
“Mrrr…” Snowball came running from somewhere in the back of the shop.
Figures the mention of food would bring her running. Snowball had a hearty appetite, which made it impressive that she still had her girly figure.
Liza loaded Snowball into her carrying case. She then moved quickly through the boutique, double-checking that the register had been closed out, checking the spotlight in the showroom window was focused on the extra-large sign with the business logo, and then with the interior lights out, she armed the alarm system before locking the front door. Her gaze moved toward the staircase that led up to Dylan’s apartment. There was a part of her that hoped to catch another glimpse of him.
Then, realizing what she was doing, she gave a shake of her head and headed out the door. She drove a few blocks to the apartment she shared with her cousin. She had a hard time finding a parking spot. When she at last came upon someone leaving, she snagged the spot. Tonight she would be walking to the restaurant. She wasn’t in the mood to hunt for another parking spot.
After getting Snowball settled in and fed, she gave herself a quick glance in the mirror. She should probably touch up her makeup, but she just didn’t have the energy. Her stomach rumbled its complaint. She’d just have to go as is.
It wouldn’t take her long to reach Time To Thai as it was right down the street from her place. Her mouth watered at the thought of food. She’d been so busy that day she’d missed lunch. Her steps grew quicker.
In front of a shop stood Santa Claus. He was well-dressed in his red velour outfit with fluffy white fur trim. And his full white beard looked so real. Her fingers tingled with the urge to reach out and give it a little tug just to see if it was real. She resisted the temptation. 
His big black belt had a gold buckle. It rested around his round belly. And when his gaze came to rest on her, he let out a hearty, jolly greeting. “Ho, ho, ho. Merry Christmas.”
He rang a brass bell in his white gloved hand as he stood next to a big red kettle. How could she just keep going without dropping some money in the kettle? Even though she had to be careful with every penny she spent, she reached into her purse and pulled out some cash. It was for a good cause.
Santa paused from ringing his bell. “Thank you. Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas.” She sent him a warm smile.
And then she moved on down the sidewalk. It felt good to be able to help others in some small way. When she paused to think of other people’s problems, she realized in the grand scheme of things that her problems weren’t so bad. She would find a way to turn around her business and meet the new rent increase.
She stepped inside the restaurant. The place was cozy with lots of greenery. The hostess was busy seating a couple, so Liza glanced around. Clara waved her hand.
Liza made it over to the table to find Clara wasn’t alone. She was there with Brooke, Clara’s assistant, Gabi Flores, owner of Gabi’s Posies, Selena Blakely, owner of Bit of Cake Bakery, and Maria Ortego, owner of Classic Elegance Catering. A big smile pulled at Liza’s lips. After the day she’d had, it was a good time for the whole gang to get together.
“Hi, everyone.” Liza settled onto one of the chairs.
As if the server had been waiting for her arrival, he made his way to their table.
“Do you need a minute?” Clara asked.
Liza shook her head. “I’m having my usual.”
That was one thing about herself. She liked routines. She liked her days to follow a comfortable sequence, starting with a hot shower and a hot coffee with sugar and lots of creamer. She would leave her apartment at the same time every day, and she always drove the exact same way to the boutique. Some would call her life boring. She thought it just made life a bit more simple.
Tonight she’d selected a main dish that wasn’t the cheapest, nor was it the most expensive. And to make it go further, she would eat half this evening and take the other half home for dinner another night. Even with that, she realized this meal was a splurge that she wouldn’t be able to afford going forward.
So, this evening she’d enjoy her favorite dish with some of her favorite people. Tomorrow she’d consider all of the places where she could tighten up her budget—including her Christmas shopping.
The server started at the other end of the table, and when he made his way over to her, she said, “I’ll take the drunken noodles.”
After the server departed to put in their orders, everyone started to talk about the latest in their lives. They got together periodically. Mostly at the coffee shop but sometimes they had dinner together.
They’d all been brought together because of their work in the wedding industry, but they quickly found they had more in common than just their work. When they’d formed their friendship, they’d each been trying to traverse the dating world. It definitely wasn’t as easy as some people would like others to believe.
Liza could attest to the challenges of dating, especially when using those apps. In the past year, two guys stood her up. Another two men only wanted to talk about themselves. And the rest were okay, but there was no spark…until she met Todd.
Refusing to let memories of her ex ruin her evening, she shoved aside the thoughts. Her gaze moved around the table, and she noticed that everyone was wearing either a Christmas sweater or festive colors. She just loved this time of the year. The holiday season just seemed to make people friendlier, and the world felt a little more hopeful.
“What are we going to do this year for the Christmas party?” Liza asked no one in particular.
Instead of everyone answering at once, the table was quiet. Wait. Had they all been so busy with their work that no one had taken charge of their annual holiday celebration? How had that happened?
Everyone looked at the other. The silence around the table told the whole story. They’d all forgotten. But it wasn’t too late to sort out this snafu.
“I’ll bring the cookies,” Liza said. “Store bought, of course.” There were only so many hours in a day.
“And I have a venue,” Clara said.
“Where?” everyone asked at once.
Clara smiled proudly. “We can have it at the wedding chapel. The sale is closing on December sixteenth.”
“We could have the party that weekend,” Brooke suggested. “Everyone check their calendars.”
They all pulled out their phones to check their calendars. 
“I’ve got an appointment,” Brooke said. “But wait. It’s at three thirty. I’ll be done in plenty of time to get ready for the party.”
“Anyone else have a conflict?” Clara asked. When no one responded, Clara said, “Good. Our Christmas party is going to be December seventeenth. And it’s going to be extra special with the addition of the wedding chapel.”
“I propose we all bring dates,” Gabi said.
A collective “what?” echoed around the table.
“Come on.” Gabi smiled. “It’ll make it more interesting.”
“Most of us don’t have a guy in our lives,” Brooke complained.
“It doesn’t have to be a boyfriend,” Gabi said. “It can be someone new or just a friend.”
An excited buzz went around the table. Finding a date would be a challenge. Everyone started chatting about who to bring to the party. Liza couldn’t think of anyone to bring.
Clara turned to her. “So what had you working so late today?”
Liza tried to decide where to start. These were her closest friends. And so she started at the beginning and mentioned Mr. Marley’s unexpected appearance and then Rascal’s subsequent visit as well as the demise of the dress.
“And so Dylan offered to make me a new website.”
“He likes you,” Brooke said with a smile.
“I don’t think so.” Liza shook her head. “Definitely not.” When everyone sent her a look of disbelief, she said, “Seriously. We hardly know each other.”
“It shouldn’t be too hard to get to know him since he lives above the boutique,” Brooke said.
Again, she shook her head. “It’s not going to happen.”
“Why not?” Gabi arched a dark brow.
“Because…” Liza’s brain frantically searched for an explanation. “Because he’s my tenant.”
“And?” Maria asked.
All eyes were on Liza now. Heat rushed up her neck and set her cheeks ablaze. Liza just wanted to shrink into the cracks between the floor tiles and disappear. Lucky for her, their food was served.
She hoped with food on the table that everyone would be so busy eating the delicious entrees that they’d forget all about Dylan. Not that she had. She was anxious to learn what he could do with her website. She insisted it was the only reason she was anxious to see him again. And it had nothing to do with his blue eyes, which could draw her in and hold her captive with their intensity. Or the way his nearness made her heart pitter-patter.
“You aren’t eating,” Brooke said. “Is something wrong with your noodles?”
Liza glanced down and realized she had only taken a couple of bites. It definitely wasn’t the food. It was delicious as always.
“It’s not the food. I’m just worried.”
Brooke’s fork hovered over her plate. “You mean about the rent increase?”
Liza nodded. “It’s a lot of money. I’m not sure how long I can keep up the payments unless my business increases a lot.”
“All the more reason for you to give your website a makeover.”
She nodded in agreement. “I just feel like I need to do something more. Something to make the boutique stand out from the others, but I don’t know what that would be.”
She’d given it a lot of thought. She’d tried different signs in the giant display window. She’d give it more thought and see what she could come up with. Right now, it was time to change the subject away from herself.
She turned to Clara. “It’s so exciting that you’re buying the wedding chapel. Will you host all of your weddings there exclusively?”
Clara shook her head. “Not exclusively. I’m still willing to plan weddings at other venues. But I’m hoping to have the majority of them at the little chapel or on the beach below. But first we need to restore the chapel to its former glory.”
“I didn’t think it was that bad.” Sure it was a hundred years old or older; she wasn’t quite sure about the building’s exact age.
“Mabel Greene has cared for the chapel most of her life.” A quiet fell over the table as Clara spoke. “Her grandfather actually built the chapel. He performed weddings there. And then her husband took over. She’s happy to know the chapel will be preserved, and there will be more weddings taking place there.”
“What’s the next step with the chapel?” Liza asked.
“Well, after we close on the chapel, I plan to list it with it with the historical society. It was actually Andrew’s idea, and it’s a good one. I’m also planning to bring in someone to restore the chapel without losing any of its historical identity.”
Everyone gushed with congratulations, including Liza. She was happy to see things taking off for her friend both in her private life and businesswise. Some people might be jealous, but Liza wasn’t. She looked at her friend’s success as an example of how Clara’s continued efforts finally paid off.
The chit-chat continued throughout the remainder of their meal. And all too soon, it was time to have her leftovers boxed up to take home. With hugs at the door and promises to get together soon, they each went their own ways.




CHAPTER FOUR


It had been a long night. 
It was mid-morning when Dylan yawned as he refilled his coffee mug. After the run-in with Liza the night before and the havoc that Rascal had created, it’d taken him forever to get to sleep. He told himself his restless night was due to the fact that he was excited to finish a year-long project at work. It had absolutely nothing to do with the beautiful woman with the amazing emerald eyes.
He wasn’t interested in a relationship. His bachelor lifestyle was fine by him. The last time he’d been serious about someone, they’d died. He wasn’t going to do something that devastating again. Not a chance.
The office was unusually quiet with a few whispers here and there. Today he didn’t care. He was happy to have completed a successful project that exceeded the client’s expectations. It didn’t get much better than that.
And so when he got home at four in the afternoon, he was still smiling. The project was a huge accomplishment, so he expected a Christmas bonus or a raise in the near future.
Now he needed to figure out the menu for that evening. It wasn’t often he invited people over to his place. He had absolutely no idea what to prepare.
He glanced down at Rascal, who was curled up in his dog bed next to the desk. “What do you want for dinner?”
Rascal sat up. “Arf! Arf-arf.”
“I’m not sure Liza will want steak.” The truth of the matter was that he didn’t know anything about what she liked to eat.
Buzz-buzz.
Dylan checked the caller ID before he pressed the phone to his ear. “Hey, Mom, what’s happening?”
“I’m just checking in. How are things with you?”
“I’m good.” He told her about his accomplishment at work.
“That’s awesome! I’m so proud of you.” The happy lilt of her voice made him smile. “I always told you that you could accomplish whatever you set your mind on.”
And now was his chance to enlist his mother’s help. “I’m having a business dinner tonight, and I’m not sure what to make. Do you have any suggestions?”
“Business?” There was a definite note of interest in his mother’s voice, but she wasn’t one to push too hard. “What sort of business?”
He had to be careful how many details he shared. He didn’t want his mother jumping to the wrong conclusion about his dinner with Liza.
He cleared his throat. “I’m considering designing websites on the side.”
“You’re taking on more work? But I thought things are going well at work.”
“They are. It’s just something I like to do. And I’m considering creating a website for a friend.” It was all true. Liza was his friend; at least, that was the way he thought of her.
“Oh. Okay. Well, what do they like to eat?”
“That’s just it. I don’t know.”
“I would stick with something common. Perhaps macaroni and cheese or spaghetti.”
“I don’t know if I want to go too basic.” 
He didn’t want Liza to think he hadn’t even tried to cook a nice dinner. She might think he would do the same thing with the website. And that was far from the case. He planned to make this the best website he’d ever designed. Because he owed her big time for that damaged wedding gown. And he always paid his debts.
“I see,” his mother said. “Well, if you want something more elaborate, you could make chicken Dijon with a side of steamed asparagus.”
It was one of his favorite meals. “But what if they don’t like mustard? Or asparagus?”
“Perhaps you should ask them what they like to eat.”
“I don’t want to seem like I’m trying that hard.”
She let out a laugh. “You aren’t making this easy.” She paused as though giving his problem some thought. “What about lasagna?”
Maybe she was on to something. It wasn’t a fast meal to prepare. It would show Liza that he was willing to put in the time needed to complete a project so she wouldn’t change her mind and press him for the cash. Besides, if she didn’t like it, he would gladly freeze it for future dinners instead of always ordering takeout.
“I like it. Thanks, Mom.”
“I’m glad I could help. I have to run. I have a hair appointment. Roger insisted we go out to dinner tonight.”
“Something special?”
“He got a reservation at a new fancy restaurant that he wants to try.”
“Well, have a great time.”
“I will. Roger is always good company.”
It was so nice to see his mother enjoying her life. After his father died when he was eight, his mother had been a devoted and loving single parent. It had been a rough period for both of them. 
She made him the center of her world. When he was younger, it was great, but as he got older, he wanted more freedom. He also knew that everything she did, she did out of love. And now that he was older, he felt as though he owed her the world and then some.
She’d been dating Roger for the past six or so months. Dylan didn’t know the guy very well. They’d met a couple of times for dinner.
Dylan hadn’t made much of an effort to get to know him, because he didn’t think his mother would date him for long. Since his mother had re-entered the dating scene, she’d dated a number of men. Some only lasted for the first date. A few made it closer to a month. But Roger had stuck around longer than the rest.
“Have a good time.” Dylan meant it.
“I will. I love you.”
“I love you too.” And then he disconnected the call. He had everything he needed to make lasagna except the ricotta and the noodles, but he could pick those up at the little market down the street. He started the sauce. It needed time to let the flavors blend together. 
Once the meat sauce came to a boil, he put on the lid and turned off the burner. He glanced for Rascal, who was no longer in his bed. 
He found Rascal in the bedroom, digging in his toy basket. Toy after toy flew from the basket. Dylan already knew what he was looking for—his stuffed pig that squealed when it was squeezed. Rascal had it since he was a pup, and he liked to sleep with it. When Dylan had been cleaning up last night, he must have accidentally put it in the basket instead of in Rascal’s bed.
Squeak!
The favorite toy had been located. With the pink pig in his mouth, Rascal started racing around the apartment with his little tail swishing back and forth. He would run in circles when he got excited.
Dylan knew to wait for Rascal to calm down before trying to speak to him. And so five minutes later, Rascal stood in front of Dylan and dropped the piggy. Rascal had a pleased look on his face.
“Would you like to go for a walk?”
“Arf!” Rascal picked up his pig.
“We have to leave Pig at home.” Dylan held out his hand for the toy.
Rascal backed up.
Dylan stepped forward. Rascal turned and ran to the other side of the couch. Dylan sighed as he headed for the door.
He grabbed Rascal’s red lead from the hook next to the door. “Last chance.”
Rascal ran up to him and dropped his piggy.
“I thought you’d change your mind.” He hooked the lead to Rascal’s collar. “Let’s go.”
Rascal led the way down the steps. He always liked to lead the way, even though he didn’t always know where they were going. First, they would stop by the park near the apartment.
In the foyer, instead of heading for the exterior door, Rascal turned and headed for the door to the boutique. What was up with him? He never used to bother with Liza’s place.
Rascal ran up to the door and started barking. Dylan gave a little tug on the lead, but Rascal ignored him. He continued barking as though he wanted someone to open the door for him.
“Rascal, come on.” He had no idea what had gotten into the dog.
Not wanting to make a bigger scene than they had already, Dylan walked over and picked him up. As he straightened, he noticed Liza at the register helping a customer. She turned at that moment, and their gazes connected. She smiled and waved.
His heart beat faster as he waved back. He didn’t know how long they stood there, staring at each other. It felt like time was suspended. And then to his disappointment, she turned away to finish helping the customer.
As he was about to turn away, he noticed Snowball sitting on the counter, staring back at them. So was Rascal barking at Liza or the cat? He supposed he’d never know.
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Liza’s stomach shivered with nerves as she rushed through her evening close-up process. She’d started even before the last customer was out the door. She didn’t want to be late for their date—their business date.
She’d noticed how Dylan had paused at the door of her boutique. He’d never done that before. She wondered if she hadn’t been busy with a customer, if he would have come inside and talked to her. She ignored how the thought made her heart race.
Because it didn’t matter how cute he was or how his dimples showed when he smiled, she wasn’t going to let herself fall for him. Not a chance.
But that didn’t mean she wanted to be late for their, um, meeting. Yes, their meeting. And so she cleaned the fitting rooms and sprayed the mirrors with cleaner while Maryann took information from a perspective bride who wasn’t ready to commit to a dress just yet. Hopefully, she will be back soon.
As soon as Liza was certain the bride-to-be was gone, she started to vacuum the fitting rooms. She was anxious to get through the closing process.
Liza worked her way to the front of the store where Maryann looked at her expectantly. Liza turned off the vacuum. “Did you need something?”
“Yes, the vacuum.” Maryann held out her hand.
“But I’ve got it.”
Maryann arched a brow. “You’ve got a dinner to get ready for. Hand it over.”
“But I was almost done.”
“And I can finish it.”
“What about the register?”
“I already closed it out.”
“Oh. Well, I cleaned all of the fitting rooms.” Liza let go of the vacuum in order to go straighten a dress. “I guess the only thing left to do is finish vacuuming.”
“And I’ve got it.” Maryann smiled as she gripped the vacuum. “So, go get yourself ready for your date.”
“It’s not a date,” she said quickly. “It’s a business meeting.”
“If I had someone as good-looking as him interested in me, I’d definitely be turning it into a date.” Maryann smiled at her.
“He’s not interested in me. He’s just trying to make up for destroying the dress.”
“Uh-huh.” Maryann nodded. “And if you don’t like him, why didn’t you have him pay you for the dress?”
“Because…” Why hadn’t she insisted on the money? Why had she told him she’d consider a new website as payment? After all, she had a perfectly adequate website that displayed the boutique’s address, phone number, and the shop’s hours. What else was needed?
She was getting too soft, and if she didn’t get more business savvy, she wasn’t going to be in business much longer. She needed to march up to his apartment and demand the money for the damaged dress.
“Uh-huh. You like him.” Maryann’s voice drew her from her thoughts. “That’s why you haven’t demanded the money for the dress.” Maryann stared at her intently, as though daring her to deny it.
She wasn’t going to discuss whether or not she found Dylan attractive, because that was beside the point. “Just so you know, I plan to go up there and ask him for the money for the dress.”
Maryann gaped. “Are you serious?”
Liza gave a curt nod. “It’s not like I’m asking for anything but what’s due me.”
“I know, but…”
Liza wasn’t going to back out of her decision. Still it wouldn’t hurt to hear what Maryann was thinking—even if it wouldn’t change her mind. “But what?”
“He’s making you a nice dinner and everything. Maybe you should hear him out.”
Liza shook her head. “It would be a waste of time. I went over the books last night. With Mr. Marley upping the lease drastically, I can’t afford the luxury of a fancy website when a basic one will do.”
Maryann looked at her but didn’t say a word. Liza hated when she did that. She knew Maryann didn’t agree with her, but she couldn’t deny that they needed the money.
“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“About what?”
“If you don’t take a chance on Dylan, someone else is going to move in on him.”
He was good-looking. But it wasn’t like he was any more interested in her than she was in him. Still, she wanted to look decent. And it had been a long day. Maybe she should touch up her makeup.
“Someone like you?” Liza arched a brow. “You already have a boyfriend, remember?”
“Had a boyfriend. We broke up last night.”
“Oh, no. I’m so sorry.”
“Thanks.”
Liza hated leaving her friend with a broken heart. “I could cancel my meeting tonight, and we could get a pizza and ice cream to drown your sorrows.”
Maryann shook her head. “Not a chance you are skipping out on that dinner. I got a whiff of the tomato sauce when I let out the last customer.”
“You did?”
Maryann nodded. “He’s cooking Italian.” A look of approval shone on her face. “And boy does it smell delicious. Looks and he can cook. Definitely a keeper.”
“Would you stop? It’s not going to change my mind.”
“Okay, boss. If you say so. But you better get going so you aren’t late. I can lock up for you.”
“Thank you. Are you sure you don’t mind?” She felt bad leaving Maryann to close up on her own, but as she glanced around the boutique, she realized that most of the work was done.
“Not at all.”
“Thank you.” Liza rushed off to gather her purse and coat.
Then she caught her reflection in the mirror. After working all day, her makeup wasn’t the best it could be. Perhaps she should freshen up just a little—you know, to look professional and all.
Ten minutes later, she climbed the steps to the landing that led to Dylan’s door. The aroma of tomatoes and oregano greeted her and drew her in. Maryann hadn’t been wrong when she’d mentioned that Dylan could cook. And if it tasted half as good as it smelled, it would be an amazing dinner. 
Suddenly, she was starting to regret her decision. As soon as the thought came to her, she vanquished it. One delicious dinner couldn’t compare to losing the boutique—her mother’s dream and now it was Liza’s dream. Sometimes in business tough decisions had to be made. This was one of them.
She came to a stop outside his apartment door. Her heart raced with nervous energy. With Snowball’s carrier in one hand, she knocked on the door with the other.
“Coming.”
“Meow.”
Liza lifted the carrier so she could look Snowball in the eyes. “Be good. We’re going home as soon as I take care of this.”
Snowball’s eyes narrowed before she turned her back to Liza and settled down. Liza would swear the cat could understand everything she said.
The door creaked as it opened. Dylan stood there with a smile on his face. “Thanks for coming.” And then realizing that he hadn’t invited her in, he opened the door wider. “Please come in.”
She wished he wasn’t being so nice. Or that he hadn’t gone to so much trouble. Now the words she’d gone there to speak clogged in her throat.
“Arf! Arf!” Rascal came running toward her with his tail wagging.
When he came to a stop in front of her, he sat down and looked up at her. He was so adorable. She couldn’t help but smile. “Aren’t you a good boy?” 
“Don’t let him fool you. He earned his name.” Dylan turned his attention to the dog. “Rascal, move. Let Liza in.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “I…I just came to tell you that as kind as it was for you to offer to create a website for me. And it was very nice of you. And I’m sure it would have been fabulous.”
“You need the money for the dress.”
She nodded. “I’m sorry. It’s just with having my own business, I have to watch where all of the money goes. And I can’t afford a new website at this point.”
“I understand. Let me get my phone, and I’ll send you the money.” He walked away.
Liza was left standing in the entryway utterly astounded at the way he took her news. She was all prepared for an argument—for him to turn the blame around on her in some manner—and yet none of that had happened. It made her feel bad for not being able to accept his offer. A new website would have been nice.
And then there was the other piece of bad news she had to share with him. She wondered if now was the time. Maybe she could put it off longer. But that wouldn’t be right.
She’d done all of the financial calculations last night. Mr. Marley had raised her lease twenty-five percent. And now she needed to raise Dylan’s rent twenty-five percent. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair. But it was what needed to be done.
He returned with his phone in hand. “Where should I send it?”
“I feel bad about this.”
“Don’t. It was my fault for being in a rush and letting him get out. I insist on paying.”
She was surprised by how easy he was making things. She told him her email address that was linked to her bank account. “Like we talked about previously, it’ll just be the cost of the dress.”
He nodded.
After she told him the price she’d paid for the dress, he swiped his finger over the screen of his phone. “The money has been sent.”
Her phone dinged with a confirmation. “Thank you. I’m really sorry this happened, especially at Christmastime.”
“It wasn’t your fault.” He glanced down at Rascal, who was staring up at Snowball in her carrier.
She was stunned by his willingness to accept the blame on behalf of his dog. She felt bad that she couldn’t stay for dinner, but it would be just too awkward now.
“What would you like me to do with the dress?”
He gave her a blank stare, as though he didn’t realize he now owned a wedding dress. For a moment, he said nothing. “Can it be sold?”
“Not without some serious alterations.”
“And that would mean more money.” There was a sour note in his voice.
“Yes, I’m afraid it would.” She felt bad for him. “Maybe you’d like a little time to think about it.”
“Yes.” His response was quick.
“Then I should be going.” She turned toward the door and then glanced over her shoulder. “Thank you for being so understanding.”
He nodded but didn’t say anything.
As she made her way down the steps, she couldn’t decide where things stood between them. He’d probably go out of his way to avoid her in the future. The thought weighed on her. She didn’t know Dylan well, but what she knew of him, she liked.
She lifted the carrier so she could make eye contact with Snowball. “You just had to lead Rascal on a race through the boutique, didn’t you?”
Snowball innocently blinked her blue eyes. Her demure disposition made it seem like she had no idea what Liza had said, but the cat was so much smarter than anyone suspected.
Liza lowered the carrier and kept walking to her car. So much for a delicious Italian dinner. At least she had leftovers at home in the fridge.
She came to a stop. She’d forgotten to tell Dylan about the rent hike. She inwardly groaned. She’d hoped to get all of the bad news out at one time. Now she would have to go back and tell him that his rent was going up in the New Year.
She was quite certain that after she told him about the rent, he’d never speak to her again. The thought saddened her because there was something special about Dylan. Maybe it was his charming smile. Maybe it was the deep drawl of his voice when he spoke to her that sent a shiver of excitement up her spine. Or maybe it was all of those things plus something that had her hoping they could continue to be friends.
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Not just any dress—a wedding dress.
At noon on Saturday, Dylan frowned at his computer monitor. What was he supposed to do with a wedding dress? It wasn’t like anyone would want to buy it with it being damaged. Maybe he should call Liza and find out how much those alterations would be. Because if he could get even a little bit of money back, it would help. 
Knock-knock.
Rascal lifted his head and let out a bark. He jumped off the couch and ran to the door, continuing to bark. Dylan followed him. He wasn’t expecting anyone so he had no idea who it might be.
Dylan glanced down at Rascal. “Quiet.”
The dog quieted down, but he wasn’t backing away from the door until he knew who was on the other side. Dylan picked him up so he wouldn’t run out the door. Rascal’s last escape had cost him a small fortune.
Dylan opened the door to find his mother standing there. She was tallish for a woman with a thinnish frame. Except for her silver hair, she looked the same as she had all of his life. But it was her brilliant smile that lit up her whole face.
She didn’t usually show up unannounced. “Mom, what are you doing here?” 
“Can I come in?”
“Of course.” He opened the door wider.
Once she was inside and the door was closed, he put down Rascal. The dog immediately rushed up to her and jumped up, resting his paws on her leg as he begged to be pet. He was fond of his mother. She would care for Rascal whenever he went out of town.
As she bent down to fuss over Rascal, she said, “Can’t a mother drop in to visit her son?”
“Of course.” He took her black coat and hung it up on a hook beside the door. He led her over to the couch. After they were seated, he said, “But you don’t normally stop by at lunchtime on a Saturday. What’s going on?”
The ear-to-ear smile returned to his mother’s face. Usually she was in a good mood but not this good of a mood. He was definitely curious now.
“I wanted you to be the first to know.”
Now he was more confused than ever. “Know what?”
And then she lifted her left hand and wiggled her fingers. The light caught the diamond solitaire on her ring finger. For a second, he sat there quietly as he absorbed the information.
His mother was getting married. A rush of conflicting emotions hit him at once. Happiness that his mother was moving on with her life. Sadness that the special bond they’d shared since his father’s passing was now going to change.
She lowered her hand, drawing him from his thoughts. He lifted his gaze to meet her now worried look. “Mom, what’s wrong?”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have sprung this on you. I was just so excited and I… Well, I made a mess of things.”
“No, you didn’t.” He knew what the problem was—he hadn’t immediately shown her his happiness. “I was just caught off guard for a moment. I didn’t know that you and Roger were so serious.”
“At my age, you don’t have all of the time in the world. And there are so many things we want to do.” Her shoulders drooped. “But maybe you’re right. Maybe we’re rushing things too much.”
“No, Mom. That wasn’t what I meant.” He stopped and took a deep breath. He needed to fix this. “Can we start over?”
She shook her head. “It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not.” He felt horrible that he’d been caught so off guard. “Show me your ring again.”
She patted his arm. “It’s all right.”
“No, it’s not. Please show me your ring again.”
She hesitantly raised her hand. And then he responded the way he thought she’d want him to act—the way he should have acted instead of being shocked that their small family was about to change in ways he hadn’t even fathomed yet.
“A ring?” His voice was raised in excitement. “Let me have a closer look.” He took her hand in his own and peered closely at the diamond solitaire set in a white gold band. It was simple but elegant. “It’s beautiful.” He smiled. “Congratulations. I’m so happy for you.” He leaned over to hug her. When he pulled back, he noticed the tears in her eyes. And he started to worry that he’d upset his mother, who deserved nothing but the very best of him. “Mom, what’s wrong?”
She sniffled and swiped away the tears. “Nothing.” She smiled. “I’m just happy.”
He could deal with tears of joy. “When’s the big day?”
“We were thinking Christmas Eve.”
Wow! Another surprise. It was so quick. This time he worked extra hard to keep the surprise from showing on his face. “Will you have time to plan a wedding in only a few weeks?”
She shook her head. “We’re not having a big wedding. We’re going to use the money instead to take a road trip in Roger’s RV.”
“So where will you get married?”
Her gaze lowered to her engagement ring. “Roger mentioned swinging by Las Vegas. You know and have one of those little chapel weddings with an Elvis impersonator.”
A Vegas wedding? This did not sound like his mother. “Wouldn’t you like something here? With your friends and family?”
“It’ll be fine.” Her voice lacked conviction. “We’ll just stop, get married, and then keep on driving.” 
He thought of how much his mother had sacrificed for him over the years. She deserved more than a quicky wedding. It just wasn’t his mother’s style. And the fact that no one would be there with her on her big day didn’t feel right.
He didn’t want her marriage to put distance between them. And then he thought of the extended trip they were taking. Things were definitely changing quickly for them.
He might not be exactly thrilled about this marriage, but he refused to let it come between them. Maybe he just needed to get to know Roger better. He’d have made more of an effort if he’d known they were getting this serious, this quickly.
His mind raced for a way to make this wedding something his mother could enjoy and look back on with fond memories. He knew if the roles were reversed that she’d do the same thing for him. She always went out of her way to make a big deal out of all the milestones in his life.
“What if I arranged a small wedding here for you?” The words tumbled out of his mouth before he realized the tremendous responsibility he was assuming, and there was the fact that he knew absolutely nothing about weddings.
His mother reached out and rested her hand on his arm. She sent him a warm smile. “That’s thoughtful of you, but it’s too much.”
“I want to do it. Consider it my wedding gift to you.” This wedding stuff was way out of his area of expertise, but he did know someone who knew all about weddings.
And he also owned a wedding dress. He just wondered if it was his mother’s style. He’d have to do some investigating.
“I don’t know. It’s a big undertaking. And I don’t want you to do it because you think you have to. I’m perfectly fine with just a little ceremony in Vegas.” Her eyes told him another story. 
She was just trying to do what was easiest for those closest to her. It was the way she’d been while he was growing up. She was never big into drama. She tried to keep everything low-key and simple.
But this was a big deal. She was at long last remarrying. It was a huge deal. He wanted her surrounded by the people that had been there for her through the good and the bad.
His gaze met hers. “I want to do this for you. Let me do a little research, and then I’ll get back to you with some ideas. What do you say?”
A smile lit up her face. “I think I have the most wonderful son.”
“That’s because I have the most wonderful mother. I love you, Mom.”
“I love you too. But I’m going to have to speak with Roger about the wedding and see what he thinks.”
Up until this point, the decisions had just been between the two of them; now there was a third person in their little family. It was going to take some time to get used to. “Of course.”
“I’ll let you know what he says.”
After a brief hug, his mother said she had to get going because she was meeting Roger for lunch with some friends to tell them the good news.
Dylan was happy for his mother. If Roger made her this happy, then Dylan would do everything in his power to support the marriage. His mother deserved all of the happiness in the world.




CHAPTER FIVE


This wasn’t good. 
Monday evening, Liza sat in her office at the boutique and stared at the financial spreadsheet. Her funds were maxed out. She’d gone out on a limb to buy those fancy dresses. And now one of them was ruined. She sighed.
Sure Dylan had paid her for it, and she’d felt bad for making him pay. Now she had only two of the fancy dresses to draw in brides for a closer look at her other stock. She had to give this some more thought.
She rubbed her hands together. There was a distinct chill in the air, both inside and outside. She’d turned up the thermostat a couple of times, but the thermometer continued to drop. When she checked the furnace, it wasn’t working.
She’d already called Mr. Marley firs thing that morning. He’d told her that he would look into it when he got a chance. She knew from past experience that it was code for him ignoring the problem. Maryann helped her get out a couple of space heaters to warm the place. They placed one near the fitting rooms and one near the entrance.
With the temperature outside dipping into the forties, even the space heaters couldn’t keep the whole boutique warm. She reached for the phone and made another call to Mr. Marley. When he didn’t answer, she left a pointed message that the furnace needed looked at as soon as possible.
When she’d done what she could about the lack of heat, she turned her attention back to her other problem. She had to be able to draw in more customers. But how? Until she got over this tough spot, she was going to have to do whatever it took to make the boutique profitable.
She’d already had to let go of two salespeople and one of the seamstresses. She’d felt perfectly awful about the whole painful scene. There were tears on both sides. Because the people who worked for her were more than just employees—they were friends. They understood why it had to be done. Everyone at the boutique was aware of the drop-off in clients since Liza’s mother had passed away. 
What had been her mother’s secret to drawing in a steady line of brides? Liza had gone through her mother’s papers, searching for the answer, and came up empty-handed. She’d even asked the employees. They didn’t know how her mother did it. Liza regretted not paying more attention to the business side of things while her mother was alive.
She always figured there would be more time—time to learn the ins and outs of managing the business—time for her mother to ease her into management. Liza never imagined it would all end so suddenly. Her mother went to bed one evening and didn’t wake up the next morning. They claimed it was an aneurism.
Maybe what Liza needed to do was bring more attention to the boutique. She racked her brain, trying to come up with how to do that without any money. That left out ads of any type.
She supposed she’d have to work with what she had at the boutique. Her thoughts turned to the big picture window. Right now, there was a big sign displayed with the boutique’s name and some twinkle lights for the holidays, but what if she were to put a mannequin in the window with one of the designer dresses she’d just gotten in? After all, the street in front of the boutique was a busy one. Maybe it would draw more attention. And maybe it would get some word-of-mouth advertising going. It was worth a shot.
Buzz-buzz.
She reached for her phone. It was Brooke, the assistant at the Perky Pink Wedding Planner. Liza wondered if they had a bride in need of a wedding dress.
She pressed the phone to her ear. “Hi, Brooke. What’s up?”
“Hi. A group of us are meeting over at Java ’N Tea, and I wondered if you’d want to join us.”
The offer was tempting. “Right now?”
“Yeah. Is that a problem?”
“Well, uh…” She was torn between wanting to hang out with her friends and doing the responsible thing. She hesitated to answer as the internal struggle ensued. “Would you mind if I took a pass? I have a lot of work to do here.”
“Bummer. I know everyone will miss you.”
Guilt weighed on her. “I promise I’ll go the next time you guys get together.”
“Okay. I’ll let them know.”
When they ended the call, Liza made her way to front of the boutique. The space heater was still on, so it was comfortably warm. She took down the big sign. There was a much smaller one in the office. It was old, but it was still in good condition. Her mother took excellent care of everything. A sense of loss washed over Liza. She never knew when the pain of loss would strike her. Sometimes it was at the most unexpected times.
She continued to work. With Maryann’s help, they moved one of the mannequins in front of the window. It was a strapless white gown with a light-taupe chiffon sash around the waist. The style was simple, but there was just something so elegant about it. If Liza was going to get married, she would choose this dress. But a wedding was most definitely not in her future. She couldn’t even find a long-term boyfriend.
Then, using a ladder from the back, Liza adjusted the spotlights to highlight the crystals on the dress, making it sparkle. When she stepped off the ladder, she realized that with the spotlights all on the dress, she needed another light for the small store sign. She was certain there were more lights in the back room. The only question: which box?
She dug through box after box. It was a jumbled mess. Some of the stuff could be tossed, and the remaining boxes needed to be tagged to keep her from having to go through them all when she only needed one thing.
At last she found the lights. These small spotlights had clips so they could be placed most anywhere. In the same box, she found bundles of twinkle lights. There were white, red, and multi-color strands.
She loved the idea of adding more lights to her window display. She didn’t have much experience with decorating the window. She usually only changed the sign for sales. But maybe going forward she would make the window display a priority. With her arms full of lights, she moved to the picture window.
“Do you need some help with those?” Maryann asked.
“No, thanks. I’ve got it.” Liza turned to find her friend had her coat on. “Is it that late already?”
“It is. I’ve already taken care of the register and cleaned the fitting rooms. Do you need anything else before I go?”
“No. Have a nice evening with your sister.” 
“Thanks.” A big smile filled her face. “We’re going to see a movie.” She hesitated before she asked, “Would you like to join us?”
Liza shook her head. “I have this window to finish decorating.”
“I knew you were going to say that. You can’t work all of the time.”
“I won’t. When I finish here, I’m going home.”
“Promise?”
“I do.”
“Okay. Good night.”
“Night.”
Liza turned back to her task. She planned to make the window something to make people pause and take in. She draped the window with twinkle lights. At the bottom, she took some white polyester filling she found in the storeroom and used it make fake snow. And then she laid the white twinkle lights amongst it.
She looked at what she had so far and realized it needed more. She rushed back to the storeroom to see what else was there. After digging through more boxes, she found a silk red rose bouquet and a medium-sized Christmas tree.
She took both to the window and situated the bouquet on the fake snow next to the dress. And off to the right she put the Christmas tree, which was pre-strung with lights. She’d even found some white and silver balls to hang on the tree.
When she completed her work, there was only one thing left to do: plug it all in. It was more complicated than she’d imagined. There were just so many strings of lights. Luckily, she found they could be plugged into each other. And then she plugged them into the outlet.
The lights flashed before the boutique was plunged into darkness. Oh, no!
[image: image-placeholder]It was almost done.
Dylan had been typing on his work laptop all evening. He was working on a proposal for what he hoped would be his next project. The program was meant to analyze some confidential data for federal aviation. It was a big contract for his company. And he would be lead programmer on the project.
The warning of a low battery flashed on the screen. He knew it was the first of two warnings. He had a few more minutes to type before he had to move to his desk and plug it in.
He didn’t always take his work home with him, but the silence from his supervisor worried him. He decided to be proactive and map out an overview of the project.
He just had a few more lines of code to write, and he would have it wrapped up for tonight. The second low battery warning flashed on the screen. He stood and moved to the desk. He sat down and plugged it in. He had just positioned his fingers over the keyboard when the lights went out, plunging him into darkness.
“Arf! Arf!”
“It’s okay, Rascal.” He lowered his hand to find Rascal by his side. He ran his hand over his head, hoping to comfort him.
What in the world was going on? He turned in his chair to glance out the window. There were still lights on outside, so it was just his place. Great! He honestly didn’t have a clue where the circuit breakers were. He’d never come across the box in his apartment. That must mean it was downstairs somewhere.
Before he got up to go investigate, he turned back to his laptop. He needed to save what he’d done before the computer died. Before he could press the keys, the monitor went dark. He inwardly groaned. So much for saving his work.
He shoved his chair back and got to his feet. With the aid of the light on his phone, he located Rascal’s lead. It was best to keep him close by so he couldn’t get into much trouble. He learned the hard way that Rascal didn’t do well alone, which was the reason Dylan paid for doggy daycare while he was at the office.
They made it down the stairs and into the foyer when Dylan heard something crash and a person yelp out in pain. It had come from the boutique. He shined his light toward the door, but it reflected off the glass, obscuring his view.
He moved to the door and was surprised to find it unlocked. He pulled it open. “Hello. Is anyone in here?”
“Dylan, is that you?”
It took him a moment for his light to land on Liza. She was sitting on the floor, holding her knee. Worry put him in fast motion.
He knelt down next to her. “Are you all right?”
“I’ll be fine. In the dark I banged my knee on the ladder.”
He gave her a hand up and then glanced out the window. “The good news is that it looks like it’s just our building without power. The bad news is that I lost some of my work. And I don’t have a clue where the circuit breaker is.”
Liza was quiet for a moment. “The good news is that I know where the circuit breaker is. The bad news is that I sort of caused the power outage.”
“You? But how?”
“I was plugging in some lights.”
“Lights? Those must be some mighty strong lights.”
“Let’s get the power back on, and then I’ll show you.” She glanced around. “I set my phone down, but I don’t remember where.”
“It’s okay. We’ll use my phone. Lead the way.”
And so she showed him to a tiny room, more like a closet beneath the stairs. She unlocked the door. When she pulled it open, Dylan flashed the light from his phone inside. It was there that the circuit breakers were located. They quickly reset everything.
“I don’t understand why your lights would trip the circuit breaker for my apartment,” Dylan said.
“This building is old. The wiring hasn’t been updated in a long time. Like before I lived here. I think they took some short cuts along the way.”
“Have you ever said anything to Mr. Marley?”
“Of course.”
“And?”
“He said everything was just fine, and he didn’t have money to waste on things that weren’t broken.”
“His back teeth ground together as he thought of the miserable man. “Sounds like him. That man is so miserly that he squeaks when he walks.”
“He isn’t just cheap with his tenants. Have you ever looked at the shoes he wears? I bet the soles have holes in them. His clothes are nice, but they are old and worn in places. I know he isn’t hard up for money. He doesn’t have any family. There’s just him. And he lives in a small apartment in one of his other buildings. He owns a number of buildings in the Bay area.”
“What do you think he does with all of his money?”
“I think he sits there all day and counts it.”
Dylan shook his head. “Well, he’s going to hear about this because I lost a bunch of work when the power went out.”
“Oh, no. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. I mean it is, but it wouldn’t have happened if this building was wired correctly.” He didn’t usually trip over his own words.
“Is there any way of recovering your work?”
“I doubt it, but I should be able to recreate it.” Then, realizing they were still standing in the small closet, he said, “Let’s go look at those lights.”
When she went to move, she appeared to have lost her balance. He quickly reached out to her and drew her to him. Her hands came to rest on his chest. Their gazes met and held.
In that moment, his heart started to pound against his ribs. Instead of being upset with her for causing him to lose his precious work, he was tempted to kiss her.
His gaze lowered to her pink lips. He noticed she wasn’t wearing any lipstick. She didn’t need it. Her lips were rosy all on their own. Like pink berries just begging for him to sample their sweetness.
He wondered how she’d react if he were to kiss her. He’d like to think she’d enjoy it—that she’d want more kisses.
“Arf!”
The sound of Rascal and the yank on his lead, which was now wrapped around their legs, drew Dylan back to the present. He swallowed hard and gathered his wits. What was he doing almost kissing her?
Not that the idea wasn’t oh-so-tempting. In fact, it was too tempting. But his gut told him she wouldn’t be into anything casual. And he didn’t have anything else to offer her. He didn’t do serious relationships—not anymore.
“It looks like Rascal has us tied up.” It took Dylan a moment to unwrap the lead from around them. “Now onto the lights.”
With him being the closest to the door, he stepped out first. But he couldn’t help but think he’d missed something very special by not kissing her. Now he’d never know.
He followed her into the boutique. He was impressed with what she’d done with the window. He liked how she’d used her imagination to create a sort of winter wonderland. And the dress she’d chosen for the display, well, it would look beautiful on Liza.
In his mind’s eye, he could envision her wearing the strapless gown with the bouquet of red roses in her hand. He could imagine her walking up the aisle with a smile on her lips and a twinkle of joy in her eyes. She’d be the most beautiful Christmas bride.
As soon as he realized the direction he’d let his mind drift, he halted it. He didn’t do commitments. He knew painfully well that there was no such thing as forever. It hadn’t worked for his mother and father. And it hadn’t worked for him with his college sweetheart.
“Dylan?” Liza’s voice drew him from his thoughts.
“Um, yes. Let’s see about getting these lights taken care off.” Just then Rascal started to bark and yank on his lead. Dylan glanced over to see what had drawn the dog’s attention. It was Liza’s cat sitting on the counter, overseeing their activities. “Enough Rascal.”
The dog quieted down. He sat down and continued to stare at the cat. Snowball turned her head in the opposite direction of Rascal. And Dylan could be mistaken, but he’d swear the cat’s nose was slightly upturned. He struggled not to laugh.
“What’s so amusing?” Liza frowned.
So he hadn’t been so stealthy at keeping his amusement to himself. “Nothing.”
She pressed her hands to her sides as her brows drew together. “Listen, I might not be that great at window displays, but I’m trying.”
“Whoa! Slow down. I think what you’ve done with the window is quite stunning. I know it’ll turn a lot of heads.”
“Really?” Her gaze searched his. “You’re not just saying that?”
“No. I mean it.” A spot in his chest warmed at the knowledge that his opinion meant something to her.
“Then what were you smiling about?”
He sighed. She wasn’t going to let this go until he told her. “It was your cat.”
“My cat?” Liza glanced over her shoulder at Snowball, who was now washing herself. “What about her?”
“I was just amused by the way she snubbed Rascal. She’s good at pretending he isn’t even there. And he can’t take his eyes off her.”
“That’s probably because he wants to chase her through the boutique again.” Her gaze moved to the lead, which was wrapped securely around his hand.
“Don’t worry. That won’t happen again.” When she arched a disbelieving brow at him, he said, “I promise.”
“It better not, unless you want to buy another wedding gown.”
“Thanks. I own one more than I ever wanted to buy.”
“You make it sound like you’re never getting married.”
“I’m not.” He never meant to admit something so personal to her. In fact, he never spoke about it with anyone—especially his mother. But there was something about speaking to Liza that just had the answer come popping out of his mouth.
“Like as in not ever?”
“Never ever.” When her mouth slightly gaped, he said, “Oh, come on. I can’t be the only person you know that isn’t interested in marriage.”
She pressed her lips together as though she were overcoming her surprise. “It’s not that. I just never heard someone be so bold about it. Usually they hem and haw a bit, leaving them some wiggle room should they change their mind. But you’ve just completely dismissed the notion.”
He didn’t like the direction of this conversation. It was time to redirect it. “I take it by your shocked reaction that you feel differently about marriage.”
She averted her gaze. “Of course I advocate marriage. What sort of wedding boutique owner would I be if I didn’t?”
“But I’m not talking about marriage in the general sense.” He had to know where she stood on the subject because he still had this glimmer of hope that she wasn’t searching for her soulmate. He swallowed hard. He was no one’s soulmate. “Are you looking forward to getting married?”
She let out a laugh, but it was forced—and ended abruptly. “I don’t even have a boyfriend.”
That news surprised him. She was so beautiful, and when she truly smiled, her eyes would light up like emeralds. He would have thought she’d have a long line of men to choose from.
He wanted to know more about her single status, but he realized the danger of digging around in her personal life. The more he knew about her, the more he’d want to know. It was a slippery slope—one he didn’t intend to slide down.
He cleared his throat. “Let’s see about getting these lights hooked up.”
He glanced over to check on Rascal, who was now lying beneath the counter. Right above him, Snowball curled up on the counter. Was it possible these two had finally struck a truce? He could only hope so.
He turned his attention back to following the line of cords to where Liza had six lines plugged in to each other. That would have to be fixed. There was another set of cords all plugged together. Then those lines were plugged one into the other.
There was a black cord plugged in to the wall. His gaze followed it to a large upright space heater. “You can’t have all of this plugged into one outlet. The heater pulls a lot of electricity.”
“I know. I was just tired and not thinking.” She frowned. Her forehead crinkled as though she were troubled. “If only Mr. Marley would fix the furnace.”
“You don’t have heat?”
She shook her head. “The furnace is old and has needed replacing for a long time, but Mr. Marley keeps putting it off. And now it’s totally stopped working.”
“That guy is such a cheapskate.”
“Tell me about it.”
“The good news is you can plug in the lights this evening without a problem.” He took a few minutes and with the aid of a power strip, the window lit up. 
He noticed that Liza was busy adjusting the mannequin. She seemed invested in making the display the best it could be. Then, she disappeared and a few minutes later returned with some shimmery white snowflakes, which she spread out over the cottony snow.
With the plugs adjusted, he stood and turned to her. “When you need to run the heater and other things, you’ll have to pick and choose what you plug in.”
“Or I can get Mr. Marley to fix the furnace, and then there won’t be a problem.”
“If you need any backup when you talk to him, let me know.”
“Thanks but I can handle him on my own.” She sent Dylan a reassuring smile that warmed a spot in his chest.
“Let’s go have a look.”
As though Rascal understood what Dylan had said, the pup sprang to his feet. He headed for the door, pulling on the lead.
Once outside, Liza turned the corner in order to stand on the sidewalk directly in front of the building. “What do you think?”
“You can’t see the whole effect from here.” He gestured for her to follow him across the street.
There was a definite chill in the air. He wouldn’t be surprised if the temperature hadn’t dipped into the forties. A little bit more and they might have flurries. Not that it ever really snowed in San Francisco. But every now and then, the higher elevations around the city would get a little snow.
They stopped on the sidewalk across the street and faced the building. The red and white twinkle lights framed the window. In the center was a mannequin wearing that dress that would be perfect for Liza. And then he noticed what Liza had been up to. She’d adjusted the arms of the mannequin so that it was holding the bouquet of red roses instead of them lying in the fake snow.
“It looks amazing,” he said.
She was quiet for a moment. “It isn’t too bad.”
“I think it’s your best display ever.”
“It’s the first one I put the emphasis on a wedding dress instead of making the business sign the emphasis. Now I have to see if it’ll bring in more customers.”
“Well, if I was a bride, I’d definitely be in there shopping.”
She let out a little laugh. He loved the soft lilt of her laughter. Not wanting it to stop, he sent her a fake frown. “I’m just imagining you as a bride.”
“You don’t think I’d make a pretty bride?” He fluttered his lashes and hitched his hip out.
It only succeeded in making her laugh harder. He couldn’t hold his smile back any longer. Who knew his landlord could be so much fun?
As fun as this was, he had to get back to work. He wanted to linger longer, but he’d run out of reasons to stick around. “I should go back to work.”
“Me too.”
Once they were in the foyer, he turned to her. “Do you need any other help?”
“I’m good. Thanks for everything. Sorry about the power outage.”
“It was no big deal.”
“Arf!” Rascal jumped up on Liza’s leg.
Dylan gave a tug on the lead. “Rascal, get down.”
Once Rascal settled, Liza knelt down. “Thank you for your help too.” She ran her hand over his head. “You were very well behaved.”
“I think your cat and my dog might have called a truce.”
“That would be nice.”
He lingered a bit longer before he said, “Have a good evening.”
“You too.” She turned for the door to the boutique.
With Rascal in the lead, he started up the stairs. He couldn’t help but think that the outage hadn’t been such a bad thing. After all, without it they wouldn’t have had a chance to get to know each other a bit better.
His memory of them together in the closet made his heart beat faster. She was an irresistible combination of sweet and feisty. He had no doubt she would get Mr. Marley to put in that new furnace. He just felt bad that she was going to have to fight to get what was obviously needed.
His instinct was to go to the miserly Mr. Marley on her behalf, but he knew she wouldn’t like it. And he didn’t want to ruin things between them. He liked the fact they were becoming better friends. He liked it a lot.




CHAPTER SIX


Let go. Jobless. Out of business. 
The words tumbled through his mind, leaving him utterly gutted.
On a foggy Tuesday morning, Dylan returned home a mere hour after he’d left. That was all the time it took for a figurative wrecking ball to come crashing through his life.
This ranked up there as one of the worst days of his life. How could anyone just spring something this devastating on unsuspecting people? Sure, the employees suspected something was up, but no one guessed they’d all lose their jobs.
When he’d left home that morning, he’d been so pumped about his presentation to his supervisor. He thought he had a real handle on what their perspective client wanted from the program, but he’d never had a chance to make his presentation.
Instead, all of the employees had been summoned to the conference room. It had been standing room only.
It was then announced by the human resources woman that they were going out of business. The owners couldn’t even be bothered to show up and face the damage they’d done. Wimps. 
There had been gasps, sobs, and angry words. A tidal wave of shock washed through the entire office. Everyone struggled to grasp that they no longer had a job to go to.
Of course, for the past few weeks everyone knew something was up, but no one suspected it would be this catastrophic. He had no idea that they were in such deep financial straits. They were signing new clients all of the time, so he didn’t understand how they could suddenly go bankrupt. There had obviously been a lot of financial mismanagement. He’d probably never know the full story.
On his way home, he’d picked Rascal up from doggy daycare one last time. He’d had to give up Rascal’s spot—at least until he found a new job. With Rascal’s lead in one hand, he held a banker’s box under his other arm. Within the covered box were all of his personal possessions from his desk.
It was surprising how much you collect over the period of ten—almost eleven years. He had worked for the company since he graduated college. The box held coffee mugs, a framed photo of Rascal that had been a present from his co-workers, and some other miscellaneous items.
He struggled to open the front door of his building with his hands full. Suddenly, the door was yanked open. His gaze lifted to see Liza standing there with a bright, sunny smile.
He inwardly groaned. She was one of the last people he wanted to see right now. She was going to have questions about what he was doing home as this hour. He didn’t have any answers for her—at least none he wanted to share.
“Hi. You’re just the person I wanted to see.” She stepped out of the way to let him in the door.
Rascal rushed inside first. The dog made a beeline for Liza and then jumped up, placing his paws on her leg. She bent over to pet him.
When she straightened, she said, “I have something to show you.”
Dylan swallowed hard, hoping when he spoke that his voice sounded normal. “I can’t right now.”
“Oh. Of course.” Her gaze moved to his box. “I’m sure you have work to do.”
He nodded. “I do.”
“Then I won’t keep you. I just wanted you to know that I decided to add to the window scene. Maybe you saw it already.”
He shook his head. “My mind was on other things. Sorry.”
She waved off his apology. “It’s okay. It’ll look so much better at night with the lights on. I might as well tell you. I bought some little critters for around the Christmas tree. There’s a white bunny, a fawn, and a squirrel. It’s like a little woodland scene. What do you think?”
He was having a hard time following what she was saying as his thoughts dwelled on his finances. “Sounds good to me.” He moved toward the steps. “I need to be going.”
“Okay. I’ll see you later.”
“Yeah. See ya.”
Not wanting her to see just how upset he was, he kept going. Rascal wasn’t ready to leave Liza’s side. Dylan had to give a gentle tug on the lead before Rascal would join him on the steps.
When he finally entered his apartment, he closed the door and leaned back against it. At last he could take a full breath. He felt bad about being so curt with Liza, but he just couldn’t continue to act like nothing was wrong.
He moved to the kitchen table and put down the box. He had absolutely no interest in dealing with its contents. When Rascal barked, Dylan remembered to release him from his lead.
Dylan moved to the couch and sank down on it. He felt as though the world had crashed down around him. This sort of thing wasn’t supposed to happen at the holiday season.
For a few minutes, he just sat there in the silence while Rascal tossed his toy pig and chased after it. Dylan needed a moment to process all that had happened that morning.
He supposed he should update his resumé and put it online as soon as possible. But a new job would take a while. He needed income now. 
He brainstormed ways for him to make money. He could start up his own business of website creation. It would pay the most urgent bills. Thankfully, his living expenses weren’t too high.
He moved to his computer and booted it up. He started to review the funds he had left in the bank. It wasn’t as much as he’d hoped. He would have to be careful on how much he spent. He immediately got to work setting up a website for his website design business. He also updated his resumé.
Hours passed as he pored over job listings. In the end, he applied for seven positions. The most promising of those jobs was one in Seattle. He wasn’t sure he wanted to move so far away from his mother and friends, but he might not have a choice.
Buzz-buzz.
He didn’t want to stop. He wanted to get as many applications out there as possible. But when he glanced at the caller ID on his phone and saw it was his mother, he stopped typing and reached for his phone.
“Hey, Mom, what’s up?”
“I wanted to let you know that I spoke with Roger, and we decided to get married here.” The excitement in her voice carried through the phone.
The wedding!
With everything that had happened that morning, he’d forgotten that he’d volunteered to help out with his mother’s wedding. There was no way he was backing out now that he’d convinced his mother to have it there.
It just needed to be low-budget. Once again he thought of the wedding dress he now owned. Surely there had to be a way to make it suitable for his mother. He hoped Liza would be able to work some magic.
“How do you feel about a more traditional wedding?” He needed to know that this was something his mother wanted before he pushed onward. He wasn’t going to do anything his mother didn’t want.
“I have to say that when you first mentioned it, I wasn’t so sure about it. I mean, I’d gotten used to the idea of just a quickie wedding and then being on our way for our honeymoon, but I love the idea of having it here.”
“And I want you to have a day surrounded by people who care about you and want to celebrate with you.”
“Aww… Thank you, sweetie. Have I told you lately that you’re the best son ever?”
He could already envision her warm smile—the one that lit up her eyes. “I’m your only son, remember?”
“You’re still amazing.”
Definitely not. He hadn’t told her about losing his job. Even though it hadn’t been his fault, it still poked at his pride. Maybe he shouldn’t have stayed at the same place for so long. Maybe he should have paid more attention to the business side. Maybe he should have listened more to the internal gossip.
He hadn’t done any of those things, and when the time came for the company to close its doors, he was left out in the cold with his dwindling savings because a few years back, he’d spent part of it on paying off the mortgage on his mother’s condo. She’d had a fit about him spending his money on her, but he told her it didn’t come close to paying her back for all she’d done for him. The remainder of his money he’d spend on a new home computer system and his latest European vacation that past summer.
He was all about living in the moment. It was what he’d learned after his father had died. And then in college his girlfriend had died in a car accident. Tomorrow wasn’t a guarantee.
However, living in the moment didn’t leave him in a position to deal with the unforeseen unemployment issue. He wasn’t about to share any of this with his mother. It could wait until after the wedding.
“Dylan, did you hear me?” His mother’s voice drew him from his troubling thoughts.
“Sorry. I got distracted for a moment. What were you saying?”
“It’s all right, sweetie. I know you’re at work.”
He didn’t correct her. “Mom, before you go, I was wondering if you’d be interested in looking at a wedding dress.”
“A wedding dress? As in the white fluffy kind that people your age wear?”
“Something like that.”
“I don’t think so. I’m far too old for something like that. I was thinking more like a plain white dress. Just something off the rack at a department store.”
“You need more than that. Just give this idea a chance. Please.”
There was a distinct pause. “This sounds important to you.”
“It is. I’ll explain later.”
“Okay. Where and when?”
He told her he’d get right back to her with the details. After they disconnected, he looked down at Rascal, who jumped to his feet with his tail wagging. Leave it to Rascal to always be ready for a walk.
“Not this time, buddy. I have to go to the wedding boutique and you’re staying here.” When Rascal sent him a sad look, Dylan said, “You know how it turned out the last time you were there. I can’t afford to buy another wedding dress. Just lie down, and I’ll be back.” When Dylan went to leave, Rascal was hot on his heels. At the door, Dylan stopped and turned. “Rascal, stay.”
The dog whimpered. He didn’t like staying home alone. That was why Dylan had put him in doggie daycare when he was at the office. But this was just five minutes. Rascal would survive.
The dog sat down. The unhappiness was evident in his eyes. He continued his pitiful whimper as Dylan walked out the door and closed it securely behind him. Dylan didn’t need Rascal pulling another one of his Houdini tricks. He already had enough problems on his mind.
He jogged down the steps and came to an abrupt halt as what he presumed to be a bride and her mother were exiting the boutique. When the young woman’s gaze landed on him, a big smile lit up her face.
“Hi.” There was an inviting lilt to her voice as she fluttered her lashes.
Really? Dylan had never seen her before. “Hi.”
The young woman stopped in front of him. A cloud of sickly-sweet perfume enveloped him. “Going dress shopping?”
“Something like that.”
“Come on, Sally. We have an appointment at the hair salon.” The mother frowned at him.
He didn’t know what she was frowning at him for. He wasn’t the one to start the conversation.
“Bye.” Sally waggled her fingers at him.
He didn’t say anything. As he waited for them to move out the way, he couldn’t help thinking that the groom was in big trouble. He just hoped the guy figured it out before he walked down the aisle.
Dylan opened the boutique door and stepped inside. His gaze moved to the counter. He was disappointed when he found the woman standing behind the counter wasn’t Liza.
“Hi, Dylan.” She sent him a warm smile.
Guilt assailed him as he realized the woman knew his name, and he’d never slowed down long enough to catch her name. His gaze dipped to her name tag. “Hi, Maryann.”
She leaned over and glanced down at the carpeting. “No Rascal today?”
“He wanted to come with me, but I didn’t want to buy another wedding dress.”
She nodded. “Understood. Liza is in the back. I’ll go get her.”
“Thanks.”
He pressed his hands to his waist as he waited. Everywhere he looked, there were reminders of love and forever. Two things he’d been avoiding since his college girlfriend died in a head-on car accident.
He had promised himself he wasn’t going to let someone get that close to him again. Sure, he’d dated, but none of his relationships lasted more than a few dates. When things got too serious, he ended them.
There had been one exception. Her name was Jessica.
“Hi. You wanted to see me?” Liza came to a stop in front of him.
It took him a moment to remember what he’d come to talk to her about. For a moment, he stared into her deep-green eyes. He was drawn in by them. He’d never seen eyes quite that shade.
And then realizing he’d been staring a little too long, he glanced away. “Hi. I was wondering if I could bring someone by to look at the dress.”
Her eyes widened. “Certainly. If you want, you could take it with you.”
The thought of having a big white dress hanging in his apartment made him uneasy. “I don’t think so.”
She nodded in understanding. “Would tomorrow afternoon work?”
“Thanks. I guess I’ll see you then.” He didn’t move.
After a moment, she asked, “Was there something else?”
“Else?” He wasn’t sure what she meant, but then he realized she was expecting him to leave. “Oh, no. Thanks.”
He headed for the exit. Although there was a part of him that wasn’t ready for their time together to end. He liked being around Liza. She wasn’t like the other women that had passed through his life.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Who was Dylan bringing to see the dress? 
Liza was quite curious. She’d even talked about it with Maryann. Neither of them had any clue whom it might be. Perhaps he’d advertised the dress online.
The morning had been a whirl wind of activity. Surprisingly enough, Mr. Marley had conceded to fix the furnace without her having to go another round with him. In fact, there was already warm air coming out of the vents.
The repair man appeared at her office doorway. “I’m all done.”
“Thank you so much. It already feels warmer in here.”
“Don’t get too used to it.”
“Oh.” She definitely didn’t like the sound of that. “Why?”
“I told the owner that the furnace is old. The fix is only temporary. It needs replaced as soon as possible.”
She knew the furnace wasn’t the best, but she had no idea the situation was so dire. “Thank you for letting me know.”
After lunch, they’d been visited by a couple of anxious brides. Maryann waited on one bride while Liza waited on the other one. It was a parade of dresses. Neither seemed to know what style they wanted, and so they tried on classic ball gowns, mermaid dresses, and modified A-lines. In the end, neither bride had bought any of the dresses. Instead, their favorites were marked on a card along with their personal information, and it would be filed away in case they returned.
Liza returned the dresses to their garment bags. As she hung them in their proper spot, Maryann came rushing up to her. “Dylan is here. And you aren’t going to believe who he’s with.”
“What does that mean?”
“You’ll see.” Maryann smiled. “Should I send them upstairs?”
Upstairs was where the alterations were done by the two seamstresses that still worked for Liza. She hoped one day to hire more seamstresses, but her business was going to have to grow a lot more before she could afford to do that.
When things got busy in alterations, Liza helped out. She’d started out as a seamstress, and did it for years before inheriting the boutique.
“Perhaps I’ll bring the dress down here. Will you show them back?”
Maryann nodded.
Liza rushed up the back steps to the alterations area. On a back rack, she located the dress. It was certainly beautiful. She hoped someone would be able to make use of it. She just hoped Dylan had mentioned the damage so it didn’t come as a shock to the bride.
With the gown draped over her arms, she went back down the steps. When she reached the last two steps, her gaze connected with Dylan’s. He had the dreamiest brown eyes. She could stare into them all day.
Her foot missed the last step, and she stumbled. In an instant, Dylan was there to help her. His hands wrapped around her, and she fell into him, dress and all.
“Oh.” She inhaled the spicy scent of his aftershave mingled with his own masculine scent. It was quite an intoxicating combination. With concerted effort, she righted herself. “I’m sorry about that.”
“Are you all right?” He stayed right there by her side as though waiting to catch her again, but that wouldn’t be necessary.
“Uh…yeah. I missed a step.” She did her best to straighten out the dress. She swallowed hard and then forced her well-rehearsed smile to her face. She glanced past Dylan to find an older woman standing there.
The woman was tall. Maybe five foot nine inches. She was thin, and her hair was silver, styled in a shoulder-length bob. Her face was perfectly made up and not a hair was out of place. It was the warm smile on her face that put Liza at ease.
She returned the woman’s smile with a genuine one of her own. “Welcome.”
“This is such a lovely shop. You must have a gown for every bride that comes through the door.”
“I try to keep a large stock. Everyone has different tastes.” She walked over to one of the large fitting rooms. She turned to the woman. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Liza, and this is my boutique.”
“It’s nice to meet you. I’m Nancy Carver, Dylan’s mother.”
Liza noticed how Dylan hung back. It appeared he was planning to let Liza do all of the talking.
“Is the dress for you?” Liza asked.
“Yes, it is.” Nancy radiated with happiness. “I’m getting married on Christmas Eve.” She hesitated. “At least that’s the hope. We have a lot of plans to make and not much time.”
Surely she’d misunderstood. No one waited until the last minute to plan their wedding; did they? “You haven’t started to plan your wedding?”
“Well”—Nancy glanced over at her shoulder at her son—“we originally intended to get married in Las Vegas, but now we’re going to get married here with family and friends.”
Dylan cleared his throat. “I’m planning the wedding. It was my idea.”
“We’re doing it together,” Nancy said.
“I’m sure it’ll be lovely.” Although Liza had a feeling it was going to be a challenge putting together a wedding at the last minute, especially at Christmastime.
“It will be. It’s just going to be small and intimate.”
“It’ll be something nice, Mom.” Dylan’s voice had a tone of certainty. “Something for you to remember.”
“All I need is Roger and you there to make me happy.”
“I’ll definitely be there,” Dylan said. “We’re going to have a proper celebration. You’ve waited a long time to find Roger.”
Liza glanced at the zippered bag hanging next to her. She wondered how much Dylan had told his mother about the dress. Perhaps she should prepare Nancy. “I have to warn you that the dress is damaged.”
“Thanks to Rascal,” Dylan said.
“How did that happen?” Nancy asked.
Dylan relayed the story of his dog chasing Liza’s cat through the boutique. His mother gasped as he recounted the part about the mannequin falling over.
“Meow.” Snowball strolled up to Liza as though she knew they were talking about her.
“I take it this is the beauty that led Rascal through the boutique.” Nancy knelt down to pet Snowball, who purred as she rubbed against Nancy’s hand.
“Yes. This is her. She’s my buddy. She goes back and forth from home to here every day.” When Liza heard a new customer come through the door, she was reminded that she didn’t have time to waste. “As for the dress, even though it’s damaged, I have some ideas about how it can be salvaged.”
Nancy straightened. “Okay. Let’s see it.”
Liza unzipped the bag and pulled out the dress. She fluffed it out. When there were no words spoken, she was left wondering what Nancy thought of the dress.
It had long sleeves with a lace bodice. A satin belt wrapped around the waist and ended up in a big bow in the back. The skirt was ball gown style with satin covered by more lace.
She turned to Nancy. “What do you think?”
Nancy pursed her lips as she continued to stare at the dress. “Well…um, I’m far too old to wear something like that.”
Dylan stepped forward. “You definitely aren’t old. And you’d look beautiful in it.”
Nancy smiled as she dramatically rolled her eyes. “You are sweet, but I am definitely too old to wear that style of dress.”
“What if we were to modify it?” Liza asked. “After all, the bottom is damaged so the hem will have to be shortened to at least tea length.”
Nancy paused and stared at the dress as if trying to imagine it with the modifications. “I don’t know. It’s still very, um…”
“Frilly?” Liza moved to stand beside her. As she peered at the dress, she had to agree. It was beautiful for a twenty- or thirty-something, but for someone in their fifties or sixties, it was just too much. “What if we were to remove some of the tulle so the skirt isn’t so puffy?”
“And the big bow in back. I definitely don’t need anything to draw attention to my backside.”
“That would be a fairly simple fix. Anything else?” Liza glanced over her shoulder at Dylan, who had a hopeful look on his face.
“The sleeves,” Nancy said. “I don’t know about having long ones. Could those be shortened?”
“Certainly.” Liza knew the dress would look totally different when the work was completed.
“And it’s a lot of lace. From head to foot.”
Liza moved to the dress and lifted the lace skirt to reveal the satin layer. “How would you feel about this for the skirt?”
“Oh. It’s beautiful.” She shook her head. “It’s just so much work.”
To Liza it presented a challenge. She loved to be creative, and lately she’d been too busy with administrative work to spend time on her creative stuff. She loved to design wedding dresses, but she had to backburner the idea after her mother died because her attention had to be focused on keeping the boutique in business. 
When Liza was younger, she always thought if she had her own boutique, she could sell some of her own dresses. Now she owned a boutique, but she didn’t have the time to design and sew her own dresses. This was her chance to flex her creative muscles.
“Let me worry about the work,” Liza said. The only matter to be resolved was payment for the work. She glanced at Dylan. “It will be extra for all of the adjustments.”
A frown pulled at his mouth, but as soon as his mother turned to him, the frown disappeared, and he nodded in agreement. There was something about how he went out of his way for his mother that tugged at her heart. She remembered how her mother used to say that you could tell a man’s worth by the way he treated his mother. Dylan was a good guy. Some lady would be fortunate to marry him.
“Why don’t you try it on? We’ll see how it fits and take some measurements.” Liza gestured to a fitting room.
“Why not?” Nancy smiled, and her eyes twinkled just like all of the other brides who’d passed through the doors of her boutique. In this case, age was just a frame of mind.
While Dylan found a comfortable chair to lounge in and check his phone, Liza showed his mother into a fitting room. To their relief, the dress was a near perfect fit. It would have to be taken in just a little here and there.
And they were fortunate that the full-length gown was the proper length on Nancy. So when Liza removed the damaged portion, the gown would end up being tea-length. Nancy liked the idea of that length. They continued to talk about the modifications to the dress until Liza had a fairly certain idea of what Nancy had in mind—a fifties-style dress.
When they emerged from the fitting room, Dylan glanced up with an expectant gaze. “So, how did it go?”
Liza turned to Nancy, who said, “Surprisingly well. But you don’t have to do all of this.”
Dylan approached her. “I want to.”
“Well, at least let me pay for the dress.” She reached for her purse hanging on her shoulder.
“Consider it my wedding gift…if it turns out the way you want.”
Nancy glanced at Liza. “I have a feeling Liza knows exactly what I’m looking for.”
Liza nodded. “I’ll do my best.”
With a thank you, a hug, and kiss, Nancy made her exit.
“Are you sure you’ll be able to get this done in time?” Dylan asked her.
“Maybe you should be asking yourself that question.” She stopped herself from saying that it would be impossible to throw together a wedding in such a short amount of time. She supposed it all depended on how many corners Dylan was willing to cut. “Do you have a location for the wedding?”
He shook his head. “Not yet. Do you have any suggestions?”
She paused to give it some thought. Obviously, his apartment would be too small, and he didn’t have a backyard. Besides it was December. It was too cold for an outdoor wedding. She didn’t have any space at her apartment for the wedding. There was the boutique, but it wasn’t spacious enough for a wedding. There were wall-to-wall dresses. And mannequins with designer dresses situated in the center of the wide aisles. It’d be too much to move.
And then she had a thought…the wedding chapel. She wondered if it would be available on Christmas Eve. It might be more than Dylan was willing to spend, but at least it would be an option.
“I have an idea. Give me a moment.” She moved to her office and called her friend Clara. After a brief conversation, she returned to the front of the boutique where Dylan was waiting. “I might have a lead on a location for the wedding.”
“That’s great. Where?”
“A small wedding chapel along the coast. It has the most amazing view of the ocean.”
“When can I see it?”
She couldn’t leave work now. A new bride had just walked in the door. With Maryann already busy assisting another bride, Liza told her perspective client to have a look around and she would be right with her.
“I already have plans to meet Clara at the chapel tomorrow. You could come with me. Would that work?”
He didn’t hesitate when he nodded. “Thanks. Sounds good. And let me know how much I’ll owe you for the alterations.”
They set the time for him to meet her there at the boutique. He thanked her before making his exit. As he made his way out the door, she wondered what she’d gotten herself into. She didn’t have time to make all of those sweeping alterations. And her two seamstresses were too busy with their regular work to take on a project of this magnitude.




CHAPTER EIGHT


Liza sighed. 
The next afternoon, she stared at the damaged wedding dress. Maybe she’d gotten caught up in the moment and over-promised what she could do with the dress in such a short amount of time. The material was delicate, and the work couldn’t be rushed.
“What are you doing?”
She glanced over her shoulder at Maryann. “I was trying to figure out how to get all of these alterations completed by Christmas Eve.”
“I thought Dylan paid for it. So why are you worried about fixing it?”
“Because I might have promised that I could reimagine it into a dress that his mother could wear to her wedding.”
“What? But why?”
“I don’t know. I felt bad for him. You should have seen him. He was so anxious to pull together a wedding for his mother.”
“And she waited until the beginning of December to plan a Christmas wedding.”
“Originally, she was planning to get married in Las Vegas. You know, one of those quickie weddings.”
Maryann arched a brow. “And now you’re helping with the wedding?”
“Just the dress. And Dylan’s going to pay for the alterations. I just have to come up with a quote for him. I feel bad that he had to spend all of that money on this dress.”
“But it was his dog that got loose and started trouble with Snowball. Are you sure there isn’t another reason you’re working so hard to help him?”
She knew exactly what Maryann was getting at. “No. It’s not like that.”
“But it could be like that if you would give him a chance.”
She shook her head. “It’s not going to happen. I’m done with romance.” And then she glanced around at all of the wedding gowns—dresses that represented eternal love. “At least romance in my personal life. I’ve tried that dating app, and they were all duds until I met Todd. I thought he was different. And then he cheated on me. I’m much better off concentrating on my business.”
Buzz-buzz.
She reached for her phone and saw Clara’s name on the caller ID. “I have to get this.”
“And I need to go back to the showroom. If you need some help with the dress, let me know.” Maryann walked away.
Liza pressed the phone to her ear. “Hi. What’s up?”
“I’m leaving for the chapel now. Do you want me to pick you up?”
She was accompanying Clara to meet with a contractor who was to do a quote on restoring the chapel to its former glory. Clara seemed certain with the addition of the chapel that it would boost all of their businesses. Liza certainly hoped so because at the rate things were going with the boutique, she wasn’t sure she would be in business this time next year.
“I was just getting ready to leave, but I have a couple more things to do first.” Liza zipped up the dress. “And I was hoping you wouldn’t mind if I brought someone with me?”
“Oh.” Clara’s tone rose with interest. “Who?”
“Um, no one you know.”
“Are you dodging the question?”
Liza shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I might be.” She might as well tell her now so Clara didn’t make a big deal when she showed up with Dylan. “It’s my tenant, Dylan. He’s looking for a place to host his mother’s wedding.”
“He’s helping his mother plan her wedding?”
“Yes. She wanted to elope, but he wanted her to have a more traditional wedding. Between you and me, I think he just wants to be there for her and share her big day.”
“Aw… That’s so sweet. Sure. Bring him along. I look forward to meeting him.”
“Sounds good. See you soon.”
Liza grabbed her jacket and purse before heading to the front of the boutique. “I’m leaving. Do you need anything before I go?”
“I don’t, but he might.” Maryann pointed behind Liza.
She turned to find Dylan standing there with Rascal by his side. Oh, no. Why had he brought his dog along? She immediately glanced around for any sign of Snowball. She didn’t need a repeat of the other day. But Snowball seemed to have found a quiet spot to curl up in, and thankfully, it was out of sight of Rascal.
Her focus shifted to Dylan. He looked handsome. He’d trimmed the scruff that trailed down his strong jawline, and he’d paid more attention to his hair.
When she approached them, she knelt down to fuss over Rascal. “Hello. Aren’t you looking handsome today?” And then she straightened to face the dog’s human counterpart. “Hi. I thought we were meeting there.”
“Would you mind if we go together?”
“Not at all.” Her gaze returned to Rascal. “What about him?”
“Would you mind if he rode along? He loves car rides.”
She shrugged. “Suit yourself. My car is just outside. Let’s go.”
Dylan moved to open the door for her. The green wreath with red ornaments and large gold jingle bells chimed as the door moved. She thanked him as she moved past him. When she stepped outside, she was greeted by a rush of cold wind. She snuggled deeper into her red wool coat with a red and green plaid scarf. The overcast day made it feel much cooler than the mid-fifties.
The walk to the car was quiet. It wasn’t until she was inside her compact car that she realized the mistake she’d made by agreeing that Dylan could ride with her. His shoulder brushed against hers as he settled in the passenger seat. The interior of the car suddenly shrank with his presence. Her heart beat faster with his nearness.
She busied herself by turning on the radio. It was already set to a station that played Christmas music 24/7 from now until Christmas. She just loved the carols. They lifted her spirit and let her imagine that anything was possible at this time of the year.
Her hope this holiday season was that she’d draw in a large number of brides and their wedding parties. And those brides would tell their friends where they got their perfect-for-them gowns. If only…
Once Dylan had his seatbelt adjusted, she maneuvered her way out of her parallel parking spot. All the while, she was quite aware of the man next to her.
Dylan pet the dog, who stuck his head between the seats. “He enjoys car rides. Thanks for letting him tag along.”
“No problem. The chapel is south of the city, along the coast. A friend of mine is purchasing the wedding chapel, and she asked for my input on the renovations.”
“It’s been a while since I saw the ocean. It’s good to get out.”
“You must be busy with your work.” She paused and tried to remember what he said he did when she’d rented him the apartment. “You work on computers, right?”
“Something like that. Or at least I used to.”
As she pulled to a stop at a red light, she glanced over at him. “Used to? Did something happen?”
A long awkward silence ensued. She mentally kicked herself for butting into a subject he obviously didn’t want to discuss. “I’m sorry.” It was her attempt to remove her foot from her mouth. “I shouldn’t have asked.” And then, feeling like she should say something more, she said, “But I’m always around if you want to talk.”
He didn’t respond. The ominous silence returned.
“It appears the company I worked for was mismanaged.” His voice was low and hard to hear. “And now they’ve shut down.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that. I hope you find a good job real soon. If I hear of anything, I’ll let you know.”
He didn’t respond, and instead the lyrics to “Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas” filled the car. She wasn’t sure Dylan’s Christmas was going to be merry, but she liked the idea of his troubles being miles away. If only there was some way she could help him. 
“Let me design you a new website.” Dylan’s voice drew her from her thoughts.
Surely she hadn’t heard him correctly. “Excuse me?”
“I would still like to design a new website for the boutique.”
She felt awful for what she was about to say. “But I can’t pay you.”
Dylan was quiet for a moment as though to give it some thought. “What if we traded services? In exchange for me creating the website, you could do the alterations to the dress.”
“I don’t know.” She didn’t want to short-change him. “I haven’t even figured out a price for the alterations.”
“Good. This will save you the effort.”
She was quiet as she gave his offer some serious thought. She wouldn’t be losing much by doing the alterations for free. And she had to admit that her current website was about as basic as it got.
“What’s holding you back? Are you afraid I won’t do a good job?”
“No.” She didn’t want him to think she didn’t trust him to do a good job, but on the other hand, she hadn’t seen any of his work. And now that she was a businesswoman, she had to be practical, even if it was with Dylan. “Maybe you could send me some links of other sites you’ve created.”
There was a pause as though her request had caught him off guard. “I’ll do that as soon as we get back to the city.”
The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea of having some additional advertising for the boutique. With the hike in her new lease, she could take all of the money she could get.
It dawned on her that she hadn’t told him about the inevitable rent increase. “There’s something you should know. Mr. Marley is raising my lease at the beginning of the year, and I’ll need to raise your rent. I don’t know how much yet. I know it’s coming at a bad time for you. I apologize.”
“It’s not your fault. It’s that Mr. Marley. That guy doesn’t know anything about having some holiday spirit.”
“You know Mr. Marley?”
“I’ve run into him a couple of times when he’s been nosing around. He seems to think your success is due to him providing you with a prime location.”
She gaped. How dare he think that he had anything to do with her success. If anything, she succeeded in spite of him. He’d refused to let her put up a sign out front. The only thing she could do was put a sign in the big picture window. He’d refused to put in a small parking lot in the undeveloped lot next door. He claimed he had plans for the spot. To this day, she’d never seen him do anything with that land.
“Should I have not mentioned the fact that he was nosing around?” Dylan asked.
“No. It’s fine. It’s just that man is always looking for a way to get more money out of people.”
“Why don’t you move?”
Her thoughts turned to her mother. “I can’t. The boutique is my last physical link to my mother. She started the business when I was a baby. I couldn’t bear to let it go.”
“I can understand that. You must miss her a lot.”
“I do. She loved working with people and trying to make their wedding dreams come true.”
The conversation eventually drifted back to his mother’s wedding dress and how it would be modified. They talked the rest of the way to the wedding chapel. And Rascal made himself comfortable in the backseat. In that moment, he didn’t resemble the dog who’d raced through her boutique and knocked over the mannequin. He looked like the sweetest, most loving dog.
“Your mother is so lucky to have you.” She didn’t know Nancy well, but she’d instantly liked her.
“I’m the lucky one. After my father died, she became both mother and father. At times, she worked two jobs to keep a roof over our heads. Sometimes, well, most times she was exhausted, but that didn’t keep her from checking my homework or cooking dinner. Now that I’m older, I don’t know how she did it all.”
“She sounds like a remarkable woman.” Much like her own mother.
“She definitely is, and that’s why I want her big day to be special.”
“Do you like the guy she’s marrying?” Liza didn’t recall him saying much about him.
“Roger is a nice guy.” Dylan glanced out the side window.
She could sense there was something else he wasn’t saying. “Then what’s the problem?”
“What makes you think there’s a problem?”
Maybe she was reading too much into the tone of his voice and the hesitations in his answers. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that. I was mistaken.”
He was quiet for a moment, as though giving his next words some thought. “It’s just that most of my life it’s been my mom and me. Now that dynamic is changing. And I know that I’m all grown up and shouldn’t need my mother, but she’s become a good friend.”
“And you think with Roger around that all of it will change?”
“I don’t know. I guess so. I know that she’s quitting her job so they can drive across the country in his mobile home.”
“So she won’t be around anymore. And you’re going to miss her.”
“But I want her to be happy. And that’s why I’m helping to plan her wedding.”
“Did you ever think that you aren’t losing a good friend but rather gaining another one?”
He hesitated. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I like the way you put it.”
She was happy to be able to give him another way to look at his mother’s marriage. He had a lot weighing on him between losing his job and his mother’s marriage. If only there was something else she could do to lighten his load.




CHAPTER NINE


Why had he said all of that? 
Dylan wasn’t used to opening up about his feelings. In fact, it was something he went out of his way not to do. He should have stuck to their original plan and drove separately.
From this point forward, he would stick to less personal subjects. It would be easy enough with anyone else. What was it about Liza that he instinctively trusted her?
The car slowed as they turned into a large parking lot in front of a little white chapel. In the background, he could see the blue of the ocean. The view reminded him of something you might see on a postcard. It was quite a stunning sight.
His mother would love to get married there. But he wasn’t getting his hopes up. It was probably already reserved. And even if it wasn’t, he imagined it would be quite pricey.
There was a white pickup truck and another car in the lot—a pink convertible. They must belong to the people Liza was there to meet.
“This church is smaller than I was imagining,” Dylan said.
“It’s not a church. It’s a wedding chapel.”
“There’s a difference?”
“In this case, yes. They only have weddings here. My friend is a wedding planner. She’s about to finalize the purchase of the chapel later this month.” Liza opened her door and got out.
Rascal started barking. He wanted to follow Liza. Dylan couldn’t blame him. He wanted to follow her too. He reached for Rascal’s lead and then they got out of the car.
As expected, Rascal took off running and barking after Liza—at least as far as his lead would allow. His little dog had certainly taken a shine to Liza. And the feeling seemed to be mutual. Dylan wasn’t so sure how he felt about his dog being so smitten with Liza.
To Rascal’s delight, Dylan took long, quick strides to catch up with Liza. He noticed how Rascal quit pulling on the lead as soon as he reached Liza. He’d have to be careful, or soon Rascal would try to go home with her.
Dylan gazed up at the small chapel with its weathered wood siding. On the gray front doors were two twin evergreen wreaths with red ribbons.
Liza turned to him. “I’m sorry, but I have to go talk right now.” She kept glancing over her shoulder at the man standing just outside the chapel. “Will you be all right looking around on your own?”
She seemed a bit flustered. Why was she anxious to distance herself from him? Did it have something to do with the man with a clipboard in his hand? Had she started seeing someone?
The thought doused his good mood.
“Is that your boyfriend?” He just had to know.
“No.” The answer came from behind him. He turned to find a pretty woman with blond hair. She looked to be about Liza’s age. “She doesn’t have a boyfriend. At least not yet. I’m Clara Harrington.” She smiled and held her hand out to him. “It’s nice to meet you.”
He gave her hand a brief shake. “I’m Dylan Carver.”
He turned to Liza, whose cheeks had taken on a rosy hue. The color looked good on her, but he didn’t understand why she was blushing. “Do you mind if I look around while you have your meeting?”
“Not at all,” Clara said. “There are stairs off to the side of the chapel that will take you down to the beach.”
“Thanks.” He watched as Liza walked away.
In that moment, he saw her in a way he hadn’t before. In the past, he’d viewed her as his landlord—someone to pass in the foyer and say hello to—a smart business owner with a nice-looking boutique, if you were into wedding dresses. But right now, he saw her as a beautiful, strong woman—someone he’d ask out on a date.
Her head was held high as her ponytail fluttered in the ocean breeze. Her slim shoulders were pulled back as she prepared to do business. She wore a light pink top with a slim-fitting flowered skirt that stopped just above her knees. How was it that he hadn’t noticed her before? Or was it that he had been trying not notice her because he was certain that anyone who owned a wedding dress store believed in true love, wedding bells, and forever. Everything that he didn’t believe existed.
Not that he wanted to dwell on any of that on this nice day. With it being December, there was a chill in the air. Perhaps he should have worn more than a sweatshirt. Too late to worry about it now.
When he turned to walk toward the chapel, he noticed that Rascal wasn’t paying him any attention. The dog was pulling on his lead in the direction that Liza had gone in. Dylan sighed. What was he going to do with Rascal?
He gave the dog’s lead a gentle tug. “Come.”
The dog acted as though he hadn’t heard a word Dylan had said. He tried calling to Rascal again. Still no response. Dylan gave up and instead walked over to Rascal and scooped him up in his arms. He couldn’t believe he had to carry Rascal around because he refused to go somewhere without Liza.
With Rascal in his arms, Dylan climbed the steps to the chapel’s red front doors. The paint was peeling on the doors just as it was peeling from the siding. He didn’t know the age of the chapel, but it appeared to be quite a few years old—definitely older than him.
When Dylan pulled open one of the front doors, he was certain the inside would be in as rough shape as the outside, but to his surprise the wooden floor was clean, as though someone had recently run a dust mop over it.
The large windows on each side of the chapel flooded the interior with sunshine. He put down Rascal. Dylan kept him on a short leash, and they ventured up the aisle. There were rows of wood benches on either side of the aisle. At the front of the chapel were a few steps. The platform was flanked by large windows that gave a breathtaking view of the Pacific Ocean. With the building sitting atop a cliff, looking out the front windows, all you could see was the blue water of the Pacific Ocean. It was quite a remarkable view. 
He thought of his mother and how much she would appreciate the view. He snapped some photos to share with her. This would be the perfect location for her wedding. After all, only a remarkable setting would do for her special day. He wondered how much it’d cost to rent it. He’d have to speak to Liza on the ride back to the boutique.
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Liza was surprised by the honest conversation they’d had in the car. The fact he trusted her enough to speak frankly warmed a spot in her chest. She could feel their relationship changing, but she had no idea where it was headed.
As their meeting with the contractor wrapped up, they stepped inside the chapel to get out of the breeze. Liza glanced around the chapel, hoping to see Dylan sitting there with his dog on his lap. He wasn’t there. He must be outside, exploring the beautiful grounds. She couldn’t blame him. She loved to walk along the ocean’s edge.
“Well, thank you for meeting with us,” Clara said as she shook the contractor’s hand.
Logan Montgomery turned to Liza and extended his hand. His handshake was firm, like the rest of his six-foot, six-inch frame. “Thank you.”
The man clasped a clipboard in one hand as he turned back to Clara. “Do you mind if I take some additional measurements for the quote? It won’t take long. I can’t be late to pick up my daughter at pre-school. Then we’re going to visit Santa Claus. She’s so excited.”
“Not at all.” Clara’s voice drew Liza from her thoughts.
“Great. I’ll start outside.” He headed for the door.
He seemed like a nice guy. She noticed how his face lit up when he mentioned his little girl. Between Dylan and Logan, she was starting to believe that there really were good guys in this world. But was she willing to risk her heart again?
When the door closed behind Logan, Clara asked, “What you do you think?”
Liza shrugged. “I liked him. He sounded like he knew exactly what needed done.”
“And he was willing to maintain the chapel’s historical elements.”
“Does this mean you’ve made your decision?”
“I don’t know. I’m waiting on three other quotes. Then I’ll talk it over with Andrew. I don’t want to rush to a decision. This is too important.”
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”
Clara’s gaze met hers. “So what’s up with you and the hot guy?”
“Oh. That’s just Dylan. You know, my tenant.”
Clara arched a brow. “And you always bring your tenant to a meeting?”
“Um… He had something he wanted to discuss with me.”
Clara’s eyes lit up. “He asked you out?”
“No.” The answer came out much quicker than she had hoped. Heat swirled in her chest. “It’s not like that.”
“Like what?” Clara waggled her brows.
“Oh, stop. He’s my tenant. Nothing more.”
“Uh-huh. But if I was you, I wouldn’t waste a chance to make it something more. He’s cute. And his dog is adorable.” Clara halted her praise of Dylan. A worried look came over her face. “Wait. Are you still upset with him about his dog ruining the dress?”
Liza shook her head. “No. That’s been all worked out.”
“Really.” Clara’s voice held a sing-song tone. “Do tell.”
“It’s not a big deal. He bought the dress.”
Clara’s eyes widened. “He bought a wedding dress?” When Liza nodded, her friend asked, “Does he have someone in mind to wear it?”
“Actually, he does.”
Clara’s face fell into a frown. “I didn’t know he was engaged. That’s such a bummer. You two would have made such a cute couple.”
“It’s nothing like that. The dress… He wants it for his mother.”
Clara’s brow rose. “His mother?”
She nodded. “Seems she’s getting married and was just going to do a quickie wedding in Vegas, but Dylan wants something more traditional for her.”
“But I thought the dress was damaged?”
“It is, but I think I can fix it.”
“You always were good with a needle.”
“And I still love sewing, but until I’m able to hire more help for the shop, I don’t have much time to do both jobs.”
“It’s all going to work out. With the renovation of the wedding chapel, I think it’s going to bring in more business than we know what to do with. It comes with all of this extra land.” She gestured to the left side of the chapel. “And I was thinking it would be great if we could build our shops here. It would be like a wedding world or a wedding avenue. Oh, I like that. We could have the buildings built along a windy path with white lamp posts.”
Liza watched her friend’s face light up as she talked about her vision. Liza worried she wouldn’t be able to buy into the vision, considering every penny would be going toward her business.
“I better not keep you any longer. But I do have one more question. Is the chapel available on Christmas Eve?”
Clara didn’t even pause before answering. “Yes, it is.”
“You know that without looking it up?”
“Yes. I have plans for a special Christmas this year with Andrew, so I blocked off two weeks.”
“Would you be willing to let Dylan’s mother get married here on Christmas Eve. I’ll take all of the responsibility.”
Clara paused as though considering the idea. “That would be fine.”
“And how much is it to rent the place?”
Clara smiled. “Tell him it’s free.”
“Free?” Surely she hadn’t heard her correctly.
“Consider it a Christmas gift.”
“Thank you. That’s so generous.” She gave Clara a quick hug. “And I know Dylan and his mother will appreciate it. I can’t wait to tell him.”
“I think I saw Dylan head for the beach with his cute dog.”
They said their goodbyes, and then Liza headed for the steps leading down to the beach. As she descended the steps, she spotted Dylan. His back was to her as he walked along the water’s edge while Rascal played in the water.
She continued down the steps to the beach. The sound of her footsteps was drowned out by the roar of the ocean. She rushed to catch up with him, but he was so far down the beach that when she called out to him, he didn’t seem to hear her, but Rascal paused and turned. When the dog spotted her, he started barking. She smiled as she hurried toward them.
Rascal’s fuss drew Dylan’s attention, and he also paused and turned toward her. She gave a little awkward wave. He waved back.
When she caught up with them, she crouched down to pet Rascal while lifting her head to look at Dylan. “Isn’t this just the most magnificent view?”
“It is. I’ve forgotten how much I enjoy walking on the beach.”
“Would you like to walk some more?”
“That’s okay. I know you have to get back to the boutique. And I should be working on your website.”
“We have a little time. We can walk, if you want.”
He nodded his agreement. They turned and side by side they made their way along the water’s edge. “I can see why your friend wanted to buy this property. It’s stunning. Everyone will want to marry here.”
“I hope you’re right. What did you think of the chapel?”
“I liked it.”
“That’s great. Do you think your mother would like to get married here?”
“I think she’d love it.” He paused. “But I doubt I can afford something like this, even if it’s available.”
A smile pulled at her lips. “Well, you might rethink that after I tell you what I learned.”
He stopped and turned to her. “What is it?”
“Well, the chapel is available for Christmas Eve.”
His eyes widened. “Really?” When she eagerly nodded, he asked, “But how much does it cost?”
“What would you say if I told you it’s free?”
He frowned. “I don’t take handouts.”
This wasn’t the response she was expecting. “This isn’t a handout. Clara is taking the holiday off, and she said to consider it a Christmas present.”
“A Christmas present? But I don’t even know her.”
“You know me and I know her. And you’ll find that she can be quite generous. She just got back together with her ex-fiancé, and she’s practically glowing with happiness. I think she just wants to share a little of that with everyone.”
“Wow. That would be a huge help.”
“Does that mean we’re having a Christmas wedding at the chapel?”
“I don’t know yet. I’ll have to ask my mother. I took some photos of it so I can send them to her.”
Liza smiled. “I hope it all works out. A Christmas wedding sounds so romantic.”
“We’ll find out soon because Christmas Eve is only sixteen days away.”
With the greatest regret, she said, “We should get going. I left Maryann in charge, and I feel guilty leaving her to handle things for too long.”
He nodded in understanding. They turned and headed back to the steps. Usually, she was anxious to get back to work, but today she was sad their walk along the beach had to end so soon.




CHAPTER TEN


The wedding plans were coming along. 
Dylan, at his mother’s insistence, invited Liza to join them for dinner Friday evening. Roger was there too. With only two weeks until the wedding, they had to nail down the remaining wedding details. 
Liza had the wedding dress under control and assured everyone it would be ready in time. Roger said he had a good friend who’d offered them a semi-private room for the reception and a deep discount on food. Another big item checked off the list.
His mother said she would personally invite people since there was no time to mail invitations. She was also picking out her bouquet and ordering a cake. Three more items taken care of.
Dylan insisted he would decorate the chapel. He had absolutely no idea what that would entail, but he was hoping Liza would point him in the right direction.
And lastly, Roger said he would take care of arrangements for their wedding night. When Dylan’s mother insisted they should save their money for their trip, Roger refused to hear it. He told her they were only having one wedding, and he wanted it to be memorable for her.
Dylan was relieved that all of the details were worked out. Did they miss some smaller details? Yes. But his mother said they weren’t important. Having the people they loved together to witness their vows was all that mattered to her. He couldn’t remember her ever looking so happy.
Saturday morning, he sat at his desktop computer and typed. He had the beginning of an idea for Liza’s website. He worked all morning and into the afternoon. The only breaks he’d taken were to walk Rascal to the nearby park so his four-legged friend could stretch his legs. Rascal had a lot of energy, and if Dylan didn’t play with him daily, Rascal ended up getting in trouble.
With Christmas not far off, there was a definite nip in the air. And so Dylan had opted for a sweatshirt and jeans that day. It wasn’t like he would be going any place important. He had a website that needed his full attention.
He’d asked Liza just enough questions on the drive back from the chapel to get him going in the right direction. She wanted a blog, not to actually write posts but rather to highlight new dresses and sales. He could do that.
But he didn’t have a firm handle on the layout she wanted. He was going to pick a color scheme and see if it worked for her. The further he got into the project, the more he needed her input. There was also the potential for a newsletter sign-up. He wondered if this was something she’d consider.
He jotted down some questions for her. He didn’t want to forget anything when he talked to her. When he felt that he had enough sorted, he called Liza.
“Hey, Dylan, if you’re calling to see if I have the dress done yet, the answer would be a definite no.”
“Actually, I didn’t call about that. I wanted to see if you had some time to sit down and go over the details for the website.”
“Ah… I can’t do it now.” In the background Christmas music played.
He glanced at the time on his monitor. It was only a few minutes past four. “How about after the shop closes?”
“I don’t know. I need to get back to the alterations to your mother’s dress.”
He felt bad she had to work late because of him. “But don’t you have to eat?”
“I suppose.”
“Then I’ll bring dinner to you.”
“You don’t have to go to all of that trouble.”
“I don’t mind.” He truly didn’t. It would do him some good to get out of his apartment. “Will you be at home?”
“No. I’m going to do the alterations here. It’s easier because I’ll have everything I need.”
“In that case, what if you come up to my place? Say six? 
“How about six thirty? It’ll give me time to close things up.”
“See you then.” As he disconnected the call, his thoughts turned to the menu.
It needed to be something easy to make but nothing messy. He noticed a new email hit his inbox. It was a response to one of his applications. They were letting him know the position had been filled. It was disappointing, but at least it wasn’t one of his top choices.
On second thought, he didn’t have time to cook dinner. He needed to keep working. This website was going to take all of his attention if he wanted to have it done by Christmas.
He could order a pizza. He glanced down at Rascal, who was lying at his feet. “Hey, Rascal.” When the dog lifted his head, Dylan asked, “Would you like some pizza?”
“Arf! Arf!” Rascal’s tail beat on the floor. He loved pizza crusts.
“Good. It’s decided. That’s what we’ll have for dinner.”
He should have asked what Liza liked on her pizza. He reached for his phone but then returned it to the desktop. He couldn’t come across as though he were making this business dinner into a date. Definitely not.
And then he turned his attention back to his computer. He had emails to respond to and more ideas to hash out for the website. He couldn’t wait to show her what he’d come up with so far.
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Liza marked the skirt of the dress in order to cut off the damaged portion. Even though she had years of experience altering dresses, she still got this knot in her stomach just as she was about to put scissors to the delicate material, because once it was done, there was no going back. But she quelled her nervousness because she’d measured twice and was certain the marks were correct. She positioned the scissors and began to cut.
When she finished removing the damaged portion of the dress, she stepped back. Her gaze moved over the gown, imagining what it would look like when all of the alterations were complete. It was going to be graceful and amazing, just like Dylan’s mother wanted.
There was a definite benefit to the boutique being quiet during the afternoon. She was able to keep working on the dress with only a couple of interruptions. And before she knew it, the day was over. It was time to go visit Dylan to go over the plans for the website.
She rushed through her closing routine. She didn’t want to be late to meet with Dylan. She’d found herself enjoying their time together—even getting to know his mother and Roger.
“Someone is in a hurry tonight.” Maryann arched a brow at her. “Do you have special plans?”
The rest of the day, she’d avoided mentioning she’d be seeing Dylan tonight because she didn’t want her friend to make a big deal of them having dinner two nights in a row. But now she had to fess up. “I’m having dinner with Dylan.”
“He must really like you.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Uh-huh.”
Heat rushed to Liza’s cheeks. “He’s building a website for the boutique, and he needs my input. That’s all.”
“Call it what you want, but I saw the way you two were looking at each other.”
Liza’s heart beat faster. Dylan was looking at me? That way? No.
She swallowed hard. “I don’t know what you saw, but he’s not interested in me. We’re just helping each other out.”
Maryann continued to smile as she nodded. “I’m ready to go. Do you need me to do anything else before I leave?”
Liza glanced around. Everything appeared to be in its place. “No, thanks. Go enjoy your evening.”
“Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Maryann moved to get her coat and purse.
“Snowball.” Liza glanced around but didn’t see the cat. “Snowball, it’s time to go.”
“Mrr…” The cat strolled toward her and then stopped to stretch.
Liza walked over and scooped up her fur baby. She gave Snowball a hug before placing her in the cat carrier. “We’re going to dinner, and you’re going to be good. Okay?”
Snowball looked at her and blinked. The silent response would have to do.
With the lights out and the door locked, she made her way upstairs. She knocked on the door. It was so strange to visit Dylan there because for so much of her life, she’d considered this her home. But life moved on and things had changed. She just wished so much hadn’t changed so quickly. She missed her mother. They had been good friends. She wondered what her mother would think of Dylan.
The door swung open, halting her thoughts. Dylan stood there with damp hair, as though he’d just gotten a shower, a blue button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and dark jeans. He looked sexy.
“Hi,” he said. “Come on in.”
“I hope you don’t mind that I brought Snowball.” She held up the carrier. “I didn’t want to leave her alone in the shop.”
“No problem.” He glanced down at Rascal, who was standing next to him. “You’ll be good, right?”
Rascal was quiet as he kept his gaze on the cat carrier. Neither fur baby made a sound.
“I can just keep her in the carrier. She’ll sleep.”
“It’s up to you. Or I can put Rascal in the bedroom.”
And then she had a tempting thought. “Or we could just let them figure things out for themselves.”
He smiled. “You like to live dangerously.”
Her heart tripped over itself as she stared back at him. “I guess I do.”
For a moment, they stood there quietly before Dylan stepped back. “Please, come in.”
“Thanks.” She stepped past him.
She noticed he didn’t have a lot of furniture, but what he did have he took good care of. There was a black leather couch with a matching chair and a coffee table. On the wall hung a large flat screen television. Where she and her mother had their dining room, he had turned the room into his office with a glass desk, a large monitor, and a printer.
“Nice place.” She glanced around again. “Where’s your Christmas tree?”
“I don’t have one.”
“It’s okay. It’s just the beginning of December. You still have plenty of time to get one.”
She didn’t know what she expected to find in his bachelor pad, but she was impressed by how clean he kept it. The walls were covered with landscape prints of the mountains—in spring, summer, and autumn. She liked them a lot.
“Did you take those photos?” She gestured to the prints on the wall.
“No. I just like the mountains.”
She placed Snowball’s carrier on the floor. “Do you go there often?”
He shrugged. “Now and then. I like to hike. Have you ever been hiking?”
“Does shopping on Black Friday count?” When he smiled and shook his head, she said, “I didn’t think so.”
“Maybe we’ll have to go sometime.”
Was that a real invitation? As in a date? No-no-no. He was just being nice. One of those things people say but don’t really mean.
And so she should respond in kind. “Yes, that would be nice.”
“I ordered some pizza. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I got half plain and half of it is supreme. I hope that’s okay.”
“Yeah. Sounds great.” She loved pizza, but she hadn’t let herself indulge in it lately because over the past year she’d put on a few pounds since her mother died. She’d found a little too much comfort in comfort food.
“It’s going to be a least an hour until it’s delivered. While we wait for it to be delivered, do you want to go over some ideas for your website?” He headed toward his computer on the desk.
“Sure.” She glanced down to find Snowball and Rascal sniffing each other through the carrier door. “Look at them. I think they might like each other after all.”
Dylan turned back to check out the animals. “Why don’t you let Snowball out?”
“What if they get into it?”
“We’ll deal with it.” He walked over to pet Rascal. “Just see what they do.”
She wasn’t so sure it was a good idea, but so far there hadn’t been any growls. She moved to the carrier while Dylan picked up Rascal and moved him away from the carrier. She opened the door. Snowball didn’t emerge right away.
Liza backed up, giving the cat some room. Snowball exited the carrier and began to sniff around. Dylan let go of Rascal, who headed straight for Snowball. When he went to sniff the cat, Snowball hissed and swiped at him. The little dog quickly jumped back. This was going to be interesting.
Liza moved to the computer. When she glanced at the monitor, she was surprised to find Dylan’s resumé instead of a mockup of her website.
“How’s the job search going?” she asked.
“I’m waiting to hear back on some positions.” He carried over a chair from the small kitchen table.
She was happy to see him putting himself out there right away. “I hope you find a job you love. If there’s ever anything I can do to help you, just let me know.”
“Thanks. I heard back on one application. The position has been filled but it’s okay. I have other applications out. One is for a job in Seattle.”
“Seattle? That’s a ways away.” She didn’t like the thought of him moving away. She told herself she was worried about losing a tenant, but she knew there something more to it. She refused to figure out exactly what it meant.
“I know. But at least it’s still on the Pacific coast.”
True enough. “Well, I hope you get the job.”
“Thanks.” He changed the screen to a website for a bridal shop. “Now let’s see what elements of this site you like.”
They set to work discussing the positive aspects and the negative ones of other wedding sites. Dylan took a lot of notes. And she let her imagination flow, not knowing what was possible. He told her not to worry about figuring out what was possible. He wanted to hear all of her ideas.
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Dylan found himself enjoying Liza’s creative input. Together they’d thrown around a lot of ideas. And he had a pretty good idea of what she wanted the site to look like and how she wanted it to function.
They continued to talk about the site after the pizza was delivered. They moved to the couch to eat. Snowball lay down on the back of the couch while Rascal ran zoomies from the living room around the kitchen table and back again. After a couple of minutes, he slowed down and lay down on the floor across from the couch, where he could keep an eye on Snowball, who pretended not to notice him.
Dylan opened the pizza box for another slice. He offered Liza another slice. It was delicious, and she couldn’t turn down just a little more.
He leaned back on the couch. “Thanks to you I have a better sense of what you want from the website, but now I want you to tell me why the boutique is so important to you.”
She looked at him blankly for a moment, as though she wasn’t sure how to respond. Then she glanced away. When he was quite certain he was going to have to rephrase the question, she said, “My mother started the boutique. She always said it was a labor of love. She just wanted to help people during one of the most special times in their lives.”
“Your mother sounds like a wonderful person.”
“She definitely was. I miss her every day.”
“Did she pass long ago?”
Liza shook her head. “It was just over a year ago when she died in her sleep. They said it was an aneurism.” She paused as though she were getting swept up in the unhappy memories.
“I’m so sorry.” He reached across the table, placing his hand atop hers.
She blinked rapidly. When she spoke, her voice was rough with emotion. “Thanks. It was just so unexpected. She was so full of life and now the world is so much dimmer without her in it.”
“Now I understand why you keep putting up with Mr. Marley instead of moving your business elsewhere.”
Her gaze met his. “The boutique is my last physical link to her.” Her gaze moved around the apartment. “This used to be our home.”
“It was?” He’d never heard that before. “I had no idea.”
Liza nodded as her gaze lowered to the floor. “After the accident, I couldn’t afford to keep the apartment and the boutique. So, I rented you the apartment, and I moved in with my cousin. It’s a smaller place and much cheaper.”
He didn’t know what to say to the fact that he was living in her childhood home. “It must be so difficult for you to be here.”
Her gaze rose to meet his. “Actually, it’s not as hard as you would think. The place doesn’t look the same. I mean the layout is the same, but my mother’s little knickknacks are gone. And the big couch under the window where I would snuggle under a blanket each Christmas morning isn’t there.” She shook her head as though trying to clear her mind of the memories. “It was all a long time ago.”
It wasn’t that long ago. That was evident by the pained look on her face. “You know if you ever want the place back, all you have to do is tell me.”
Her eyes widened. “You’d really do that?”
It wouldn’t be easy to find another place that he could afford, but if this was that important to Liza, he’d do it. “I would.”
Her eyes grew misty, and she blinked repeatedly. “Thank you. No one has ever been so generous. But I’m okay living with my cousin…at least for now.”
They ate their pizza in comfortable silence. It was as though they’d reached a new level in their friendship, and he liked it. He liked her. But he reminded himself not to let himself get too close to her.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


The following day, darkness settled in early. By four o’clock Liza had the display window all lit up. She was pleased that so many people had complimented her on it. Some even said it was what had drawn them into the boutique. 
And though a number of excited brides had loved the dress in the window, none of them had been the right size for it. Liza was secretly happy because she had an extra special affection for the dress. Not that she had any use for it.
With the furnace on the fritz once more, she phoned Mr. Marley again. This time she wasn’t so friendly and instead used her assertive voice. Honestly, she didn’t know what would get through to that man. Being friendly and patient hadn’t done the trick, so now she was trying to be more forward—it wasn’t something that came natural to her. She figured if she was going to make the boutique a success, she had to be more confident and firm. 
She demanded a new furnace. When he sputtered about sending out the repairman once more, she said no. They were so far beyond patch jobs at this point. Mr. Marley told her she was being unreasonable before he hung up on her.
The remainder of her afternoon was split between altering the dress for Dylan’s mother and helping excited brides find their perfect wedding dress. She’d ended up selling three wedding dresses with promises from the brides to send their bridesmaids in to pick out their dresses. All in all, it was an excellent day. The only thing that would have made it better was if she were to see Dylan.
And so when the door jingled that afternoon, she glanced up from the register where she’d just processed a deposit for a wedding dress. She’d hoped to find Dylan standing there, but her hopes were quickly dashed. Instead, Mr. Marley stood there with his bushy brows drawn in a dark line while his chapped lips were pursed together.
Liza inwardly groaned. What did he want? Whatever it was, she was certain it wasn’t good news, like her new furnace would be installed tomorrow.
She swallowed hard, and then she forced a smile to her lips. Might as well try to start this meeting off on a good note. “Hello, Mr. Marley. How can I help you?”
His gaze moved to her display window. She wondered if he was impressed with her creativity. She’d gotten a lot of compliments on it. Was it possible she’d impressed him?
“The window…” He continued to stare at it.
“Do you like it? It took a lot of effort, but I think it’s paying off.”
“There are too many lights.” His voice was rough and dismissive. “It’s a distraction.”
She chose to ignore his tone. “Really?” Her head tilted to the side as she tried to decide if he had a point. There were twinkle lights wrapped all around the window while other lights snaked through the fake snow. “No. I think it’s just the right amount.”
The door jingled just beyond them, but she was too frustrated with Mr. Marley to give the door any of her attention. She wanted to say she was surprised Mr. Marley was hassling her over her holiday decorations, but from what she knew of the man, he didn’t like much of anything but money. She couldn’t even imagine living such an empty life. No wonder he had permanent frown lines.
He glared at her. “You’re going to overload the circuit. I demand you take it all down.”
He couldn’t be serious, but then again Mr. Marley was always serious—too serious. Well, she wasn’t going to stand for it. “No.”
His brows rose. “Did you just say no?”
She pressed her hands to her hips. “I did.” She struggled to keep her voice level and calm when all she wanted to do was yell at him and ask him why he was always so miserable. “The lights are all staying.”
Mr. Marley continued to glare at her. If he thought that was going to make her back down, he had another thought coming. It wasn’t in her nature to push back, but she was learning that it was a must if she was going to run her own business.
He shook his finger in her face. “Ms. Howard, you are risking your lease.”
“My lease? You can’t throw me out over some Christmas lights.” It was time to turn the tables on him. “And I demand a new furnace.”
“You can’t make demands.”
“I can and I am. The repair people told me the patch job was temporary at best, and it has already failed. A new furnace is the only reasonable option.”
“I make the decisions. I own this building. Don’t forget it.” He turned to leave and practically ran into Dylan, who was standing there with a frown of his own. “Move!”
Dylan stood his ground. He crossed his arms as he glared at Mr. Marley with more anger than she’d ever seen Dylan display. “You owe her apology.”
“I most certainly do not,” Mr. Marley said in a firm voice.
“Yes, you do.” Dylan’s voice rose ever so slightly. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but no one should be this miserable, especially at Christmastime.”
Mr. Marley sighed. “Don’t tell me you’re crazy about Christmas too.”
“I won’t tell you. But you need to treat Liza with more respect. Her window is beautiful, and you know it. This dreary building needs something to dress it up.”
“There’s nothing wrong with the building.” Mr. Marley pointed a finger at Dylan. “I….I can throw you out.”
“I don’t think so. Liza is my landlord. And this building could use some paint and definitely needs a new furnace.”
There was a tense moment of silence before Mr. Marley once more said, “Move!”
“What about the furnace? When are you going to put in a new one?”
“Dylan, stop.” Liza didn’t need him fighting her fight for her.
“Yes, Dylan,” Mr. Marley said, “stop and move aside.”
Dylan’s gaze met hers, and she nodded for him to move off to the side to let Mr. Marley out the door. Dylan hesitated. She continued to implore him with her eyes. The last thing she needed was to antagonize Mr. Marley any further. It wouldn’t help her get a new furnace any faster.
At last Dylan stepped to the side. Mr. Marley made a grunt as he stormed out the door.
Moments after Mr. Marley exited the building, Liza turned to Dylan. “What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking he’s a bully, and I don’t like bullies.”
“But I was handling it.”
“And I was backing you up.”
“No, you weren’t. You took over like I needed you to come to the rescue. And I don’t. I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone.” As the words passed her lips, she couldn’t help but wonder if they were true.
“Whatever. I’ve got to go.” Dylan turned and strode out the door.
Liza couldn’t believe what had just happened. What made Dylan think she needed him to defend her? She sighed. This day had definitely gone astray.
[image: image-placeholder]That couldn’t have gone worse.
With a huff, Dylan sat down in front of his computer. He stared blankly at the monitor. He didn’t know how much time passed as he sat there chastising himself for upsetting Liza. It hadn’t been his intention. He’d just been so incensed when he heard Mr. Marley giving her a hard time.
All he could think was how Liza didn’t deserve that man ranting at her. Liza was kind and generous. And how could Mr. Marley not appreciate her window display? Dylan knew how hard she’d worked to get the right look. And he thought it was amazing.
Originally, Dylan had gone down to the boutique because he felt bad that Liza had been spending all of her spare time working on the dress for his mother. He knew they’d worked out a swap, but he still felt bad.
He knew how much she loved this time of the year. She should be out enjoying the holidays instead of staying late at work. That was why he’d gone down there to invite her to join him for a night of festivities, but he’d gotten distracted by cranky Mr. Marley.
Rascal whined.
Dylan leaned over and looked at his dog as he made the same sound again. “What’s the matter, buddy?”
“Arf. Arf-Arf-Arf.”
“I really messed things up.”
“Arf-Arf.”
“I know. You don’t have to tell me.”
“Arf. Arf-Arf-Arf.”
“You honestly think that’s what I should do?”
“Arf.”
“Okay. Let’s do it.”
“Arf.”
Dylan hooked up Rascal’s lead, and they headed for the door. He just hoped he wasn’t too late to catch her before she left for the evening because he didn’t know where Liza lived. And he didn’t think the apology should be done over the phone.
When he reached the boutique, he noticed most of the lights were out. But there was a glow coming from the back of the shop. He tried the door and found it was unlocked. He let Rascal inside and then followed.
“Hello,” Dylan called out. “Liza, are you here?”
“Coming.” A few moments later, Liza stepped to the front of the shop. “Dylan, what are you doing here?”
“I came back to apologize. I didn’t mean to upset you earlier.”
She nodded in understanding. “I just need you to understand that I can take care of myself.”
There was a part of him that wanted to fix her problems for her, but he understood her reason for wanting to stand up for herself. “Does this mean we’re friends again?”
“I didn’t know that we were ever not friends.”
A smile pulled at his lips. “Do you have plans for this evening?”
“Well, I was planning to work some more on your mother’s dress.”
He checked the time. It was going on seven o’clock. “It’s getting late. Can it wait until tomorrow?”
She hesitated as though torn between working on the dress and finding out what he had in mind. “I don’t know.”
“I promise I can make it worth your time.”
Her eyes widened as she smiled. “Those are big words, are you sure you can live up to them?”
“I’m willing to take the risk.”
“Arf!”
Liza let out a laugh. “It seems Rascal agrees with you.” She bent over to pet him. When she straightened, a frown settled on her face.
“What’s the matter?” He hoped she hadn’t changed her mind already.
“It’s Snowball. I don’t want to leave her here alone.”
If that was all it was, he could fix it. “We’ll drop her off at your place on the way.”
“You don’t mind?”
“Not at all.” Besides he was curious to see where she lived.
She smiled. “Okay then. Let me grab Snowball, and I’ll be ready to go.”
“I have to run upstairs and get Rascal settled. I’ll meet you in the foyer.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Rascal wasn’t happy about being left at home, but Dylan turned on some music for him so he wouldn’t feel so alone. He gave him Pig to play with, and he left the lights on. After all, it wasn’t like he’d be gone for long.
With his coat on, Dylan rushed down to the foyer. He was relieved to learn he hadn’t kept Liza waiting. He paced back and forth, anxious for this evening. He had a feeling it would be memorable.
A couple minutes later, Liza stepped into the foyer, wearing a red wool coat with a snowman pin on the lapel. Around her neck she wore a white scarf with green Christmas trees. A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. She looked like she was ready to go to a Christmas party.
He glanced down at his faded jeans, an old sweatshirt from his alma mater, and a navy-blue jacket. His gaze lifted to meet hers. “Maybe I should change before we go?”
“Why? Is there a dress code where we’re going?”
“Um…no. It’s just that you look so nice.”
A rosy hue filled her cheeks. “Thank you. And I think you look fine just the way you are. Shall we go?”
“Uh…yes.” He opened the door for her.
Suddenly, this evening felt like a date instead of two friends spending some time together. He told himself he was overreacting. He just had to keep his cool and not let on that he found her utterly gorgeous.
In his sporty mini car, he drove them a few blocks to Liza’s place. Luckily, there was parking in front.
It was a modest place. The only drawback was that it was on the top floor of a six-floor walk-up. No wonder the rent was cheaper.
The apartment was tidy and orderly. In the air was the soft scent of fresh pine. He immediately got a sense of Christmas.
“I’ll be right back.” Liza walked away with the cat carrier.
There were red and green decorations all over the apartment, from candles on the kitchen counter to figurines on the coffee table. That didn’t surprise him in the least. And in the corner of the living room near the window with a terrific view of the city was a Christmas tree. It was all decked out from top to bottom with ornaments of all different shapes, sizes, and colors. Why was he not surprised?
“Okay. Snowball is settled.” Liza walked over to join him. “Let me plug in the tree.”
Hundreds of white twinkle lights made the tree glow and the ornaments sparkle. He stepped forward to take a closer look. Some ornaments looked to be crystal, others were glass balls, and others were painted ceramics in the shapes of trees, snowmen, and penguins.
“This is quite a collection.” He couldn’t take his eyes off the tree, because every time he looked, there was something new to take in.
“These were some of my mother’s favorite ornaments. The ceramic ones I painted for her when I was a kid. She made sure to mark the dates on the backs.”
He noticed a brass ornament with a photo. There was a smiling woman and a little girl in the photo. He leaned in closer. “Is that you?”
“It is. And that’s my mother.”
“You two look a lot alike.”
“She used to call me her mini-me.”
“No wonder you like to put up a tree each year. It’s like a collage of your life.”
“It is. And it helps me feel closer to my mother.”
He turned to her. “You never mention your father. Did he die too?”
She shook her head. “As far as I know he’s alive and well. He’s just not a part of my life.”
Oh, no. He’d definitely asked the wrong question. “I didn’t mean to bring up a difficult subject.”
“It’s okay. It’s only natural to wonder. He walked out on my mother when she was pregnant with me. He never came back.”
Dylan couldn’t understand someone doing that. When his father was dying of cancer, he would have done anything to have more time with his family. He’d fought the cancer until the bitter end.
“When I was a teenager, I grew curious about him.” Her voice drew Dylan’s attention. “So, I sought him out. It didn’t go well at all. He’s such a bitter man.”
“I’m sorry. That must have been such a disappointment.”
“After I got over the anger and disappointment, I was grateful he wasn’t in my life, and I appreciated what a wonderful mother I had.” Liza knelt down and pulled the plug on the tree lights. When she straightened, she said, “We should get going.”
“Um…yes, we should.” As he walked away, he had a much better sense of Liza.
She’d overcome a lot in her life, but she didn’t let any of it defeat her. She was as strong as they came. He was utterly and completely impressed by her.
Once more in the car, they headed north. He noticed Liza was quiet. He wondered if she was lost in the thoughts of the past. The area was busy, but he at last found a parking spot. “I’m afraid we’ll have to walk from here.”
“Sounds good.” Liza joined him on the sidewalk.
As they strolled along, they took in the many Christmas displays in the windows. Some were simple with snowflakes and a tree. Some were elaborate with full-on Christmas scenes. There wasn’t any serious talk between them, just a moment for them to enjoy the peacefulness of the evening.
“This is nice,” Liza said. “Thank you for inviting me.”
“I know how much you enjoy the holidays, and I feel bad that you’re missing so much of it because you’re working on the dress for my mother.”
“But I enjoy sewing. I was a seamstress before I took over the business.”
Why was he not surprised? “So you’re multi-talented.”
“I don’t know about that. I’ve always loved sewing. I used to dream that one day I’d design wedding dresses.” There was a wistful tone to her voice.
“And what happened to that dream?”
“Life.”
“Maybe it’s not too late to revisit your dream.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think so. The boutique is about all I can manage at the moment.”
The closer they got to Union Square, the more people lined the street. The murmur of voices swelled. And in the background Christmas carols played.
Liza smiled up at him. “I can’t believe you brought me here. I didn’t think you liked Christmas.”
“I’m nothing like Mr. Marley.”
Her brows drew together at the mention of the man. Dylan mentally kicked himself for mentioning him. Mr. Marley was most definitely a Grinch.
“That man  doesn’t have an ounce of Christmas spirit,” Liza said. “I wonder what happened to him.”
“Who knows? Maybe he was born that way. But we aren’t going to let him ruin the evening, right?”
“Right.” The smile returned to her face. “Tonight’s about enjoying the holiday.”
“Exactly.” He didn’t tell her he didn’t exactly do Christmas. Each year, he left all of the fuss up to his mother, who loved everything about the holidays.
“Oh, look.” Liza stopped and pointed across the street to a Christmas tree lot. “We should get one and take it back to your place to decorate.”
“I…I don’t think so.”
She turned to him. “Are you serious?”
He shifted his weight from one leg to the other as he gazed down at the sidewalk. “I don’t exactly do Christmas.”
“What does that mean?”
He glanced down. “I buy some presents and then go to my mother’s for Christmas dinner. That’s the extent of my holiday.”
“Really? You mean you don’t like the glow of Christmas lights while you’re watching ‘White Christmas’ or ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’?”
He let out a laugh. How could he not? He’d never met anyone that loved Christmas quite as much as Liza.
“What’s so funny?” She frowned at him.
He stopped laughing. “Absolutely nothing. But I don’t watch Christmas movies either.”
She gaped at him like he’d just admitted to a felony. Was it so bad that he didn’t get into those cheesy, feel-good movies?
Still, the way she was looking at him was making him think his admission was totally unacceptable. “It’s not that bad.”
“Just stick with me. You’ll find out just how much fun Christmas can be.” With a look of determination, she made her way across the street.
What exactly did that mean? He followed her. He shook his head as she started to look through the trees. To him, they all looked the same.
“Do you know how to pick out a Christmas tree?” she asked.
“No. My mother has an artificial one.”
She nodded in understanding. “To find a fresh tree, grab the inside of a branch, close your fingers and gently pull your hand toward you. The needles shouldn’t fall off.” She demonstrated it and then turned to him. “Go ahead and try it.”
He knew she wouldn’t give up until he tried it, and so he did. When he opened his hand there were a couple of needles. “Not too bad.”
“Now take one of the needles and use your fingers to bend it in half. The needles on fresher trees should bend but not break.”
He tried it and the needle broke. “We probably need to keep looking.”
“Yes, we do.”




CHAPTER TWELVE


The evening was going too quickly. 
Dylan wanted to slow down time and savor this wonderful time together. He could get used to doing things with Liza—even if it was buying a tree he didn’t particularly want. Just to see her smile, the way she was doing now, made it all worthwhile.
Ten minutes later, he paid for a tree, and it was tagged. They could pick it up later that evening. They resumed walking.
“Now that I have a Christmas tree,” Dylan said, “what am I supposed to decorate it with?”
“I hadn’t thought of that. Let me think it over.”
He smiled and shook his head. “Shouldn’t we have figured it out before we bought a tree?”
“Nah. You just have to trust me.” When she turned her head and smiled up at him, it was like the sun had suddenly risen and filled him with its radiant warmth.
He took her hand in his. It felt so natural for their hands to be clasped and their fingers intertwined. He’d never known anyone like Liza. And if he were a betting man, he’d lay odds that he’d never meet anyone as kind, caring, and fun to be with ever again.
“So, who are you going to spend Christmas with?” He knew she had a lot of friends, but he also knew she lived with her cousin. He wondered if she had more family nearby.
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Elana, my cousin, invited me to spend it with her family, and so did Maryann. But I don’t know what I want to do.”
“I’m surprised you don’t have a boyfriend.” Now what in the world had he gone and said that for? He instantly knew the answer. Still, he was curious to know why she was single. Was it by choice? Or something else?
“I did. I tried one of those apps. I didn’t have any luck in the beginning. They were all duds. And then I met a guy I thought was nice. We dated for a while until I saw a text and photo on his phone from another woman.”
“He cheated on you?”
She nodded. “At least I found out earlier rather than later.” She glanced at him. “And what about you? Why don’t you have a girlfriend?”
He knew it was only fair for her to ask. After all, he had started this line of questioning, but it still made him uncomfortable. Where did he even start?
“I had a girlfriend back in college. Her name was Diane. We’d dated since our freshman year. I was planning to propose to her after graduation, but then…” His voice faltered. After all of these years, the memory of her death still got to him. He swallowed hard. “Then she was in a head-on collision and died.”
“Oh. That’s so sad. I’m so sorry.”
He shrugged off her sympathy. “I eventually learned to live with it.”
First, he’d had to find his way through the darkness. At times, he’d felt utterly lost in the grief. How could someone be so young and vital one moment and simply gone the next? It made no sense. None whatsoever.
He stared into space as his mind was drawn back in time. “It wasn’t easy in the beginning. The accident happened my senior year of college. I stopped going to classes. I didn’t think I’d ever finish.”
At the time, he’d lost perspective. Everything had seemed so pointless when it could all be stolen away in a snap.
He cleared his throat. “But my mother never gave up on me. She got me the counseling I needed, and I finally returned to school.”
Liza squeezed his hand, letting him know she was there for him. “I can’t even imagine what you went through. I’m glad your mother was there for you.”
“Me too.”
“So, has there been anyone special since?”
“I’ve dated here and there. No one special.” That wasn’t quite true. His thoughts turned to one particular person.
“I think there was someone. What’s her name?”
He glanced over at Liza. “How did you know I was thinking of someone?”
She shrugged. “You had this look on your face like you’d remembered someone.”
“Her name was Jessica. She’s the daughter of one of my mother’s friends.”
“And what happened?”
“She moved to Seattle for a job before we had a chance to figure out if what we had was anything serious.”
“You sound like you think there would have been.”
“Maybe.” He couldn’t deny that he’d wondered many times what would have happened if Jessica hadn’t moved.
“Why didn’t you move with her?”
“Because my job was here. At the time, I thought I had a great job with a bright future. I didn’t want to give that up.”
“So she’s the one that got away?”
He ignored the question. “It was all a long time ago. I prefer to concentrate on the here and now.”
“Me too.” She smiled up at him.
Together they walked in companionable silence until they reached Union Square. It was bustling with people. Everyone was taking in the Christmas lights.
“We’re here,” he said. “I hope you like the surprise.”
“I do.” The smile that lit up her face attested to her happiness. “I haven’t visited here in a number of years. Thank you for bringing me. It reminds me of my childhood.”
“Good memories, I hope.”
She nodded. “Very good.”
He could feel a palpable energy running through the square. It perked him up more than any energy drink ever could. Or maybe that pep in his step was due to the lady next to him. He planned to drag out the evening as long as possible.
They visited the giant Christmas tree in the center of the square. They leaned together to take a selfie in front of it. The photo turned out so well he intended to print it and hang it on his refrigerator.
He turned to Liza. “Let’s go skating.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Oh, come on. You’re all about holiday activities. I think ice skating qualifies, right?”
“Yes, but no. I can’t.”
He stopped walking to turn to her. “Wait. Are you saying you don’t know how to ice skate?”
She hesitated. “Yes.”
He smiled. “Then it’s time you learned.”
“No-no. I don’t think so.” She vehemently shook her head.
He couldn’t help but smile. This woman who was fearless when it came to the curmudgeon, otherwise known as Mr. Marley, was scared when it came to sliding on some ice.
He gently tugged on her arm. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”
She continued to shake her head. “That’s easy for you to say. You won’t be the one who falls.”
“I won’t let you fall.” He gazed deep into her eyes. He meant more than just ice skating. He would always be there for her.
She stopped trying to pull her hand away as she returned his gaze. “Do you promise?”
With his other hand, he swiped an X over his chest. “Cross my heart.”
She hesitated. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
He gave her hand a squeeze, and then they set off for the ice-skating rink next to the Christmas tree. He was so happy they’d gone there. It was the best time he’d had in a long time.
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Why had she let him talk her into it?
With her skates laced, Liza was having second thoughts. There was no way she was going to be able to stand on those two thin blades. It just wasn’t going to happen.
“I can’t do this.” Admitting defeat wasn’t easy for her.
“Sure, you can.” Dylan held his hands out to her. “Just hold onto me, and I won’t let you fall.”
“I don’t even think you can hold me up. I’ll just take you down with me.”
“You worry too much. Just relax and enjoy gliding across the ice.”
“Or eating it,” she muttered.
He helped her to her feet. “See there’s the first step.”
She would have made a quippy comeback, but she was trying not to fall. Her ankles wobbled. She struggled to stay upright.
Out on the ice, Dylan skated backward while holding onto her. She couldn’t believe that not only could he skate, but he could skate backward. The showoff.
There were some wobbles—some gasps—and then there was a little bit of a glide. Had she actually done that? It was just one or two steps where she felt as though she were gliding over the ice, but it felt great.
“See. You’re doing it.” Dylan smiled at her. It was one of those big smiles that made his eyes twinkle and caused her stomach to feel like a hundred butterflies had been let loose in it.
“I am.” She took another step and glided along. A smile yanked at the corner of her lips. “I really am.”
“Maybe I should let you try this on your own.”
Immediately, her fingers tightened on his hands. “Don’t you dare!”
“You can do it.”
“No, I can’t.” There was a part of her that didn’t want to fall in front of all these people, and there was another part of her that didn’t want to give up her excuse to hold his hands.
“What if we compromise?”
“Compromise?” She wasn’t so sure she was going to like his suggestion.
“Let go of just one of my hands.”
“No.” She sustained her tight grip on both of his hands.
“You can do this, or I wouldn’t have suggested it.” His steady gaze held hers. “Trust me.”
She did trust him. It was her on ice skates that she didn’t trust to stay upright.
“Just one?” When he nodded, she drew in a deep breath. Maybe she could handle that. She was feeling a little more confident on the skates.
“Okay. Here we go.” He pulled his hand away.
She tightened her hold on his other hand. So far so good. Now mind you, they were moving slowly around the rink while others were passing them at a much faster pace. So, her good and everyone else’s good were two totally different things.
“See. You’re a natural,” Dylan said.
“I wouldn’t say that.” She glanced over at the young kids that were lapping her.
It only took that one little movement for her to forget what she was doing and loose her balance. Her ankles wobbled. And she felt herself falling…
An arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her up. She landed against Dylan’s chest with an ompf! When she lifted her head to thank him, her gaze met his. They were so close now that she could feel the beat of his heart beneath her hand.
In that moment, she forgot she had almost fallen—that they were on an ice rink—all the reasons that kissing him was such a bad idea. Her gaze lowered to his lips. She would only have to lift up on her tiptoes and press her lips to his.
As she put that thought into action, her skates began to slip on the ice. She once more began to fall, and it took Dylan some fancy maneuvering to catch her.
He cleared his throat. “Maybe this should be the extent of our skating lesson for today.”
Disappointed she hadn’t stolen a kiss, she said, “I agree.”
He helped her over to a bench where they took off their skates. She wondered if he knew what she was attempting to do before she lost her balance. If he did, he didn’t act like it. It was best to pretend the moment of craziness hadn’t happened.
“Thank you for this evening,” she said. “I had a great time.”
“And now we have to go pick up the Christmas tree.”
“Oh, yes, we do.” Next, she would work on getting him some decorations. And she had the perfect idea.
“Even the ice skating?”
She hesitated. “Even it.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The alarm went off. 
Tuesday morning, Dylan groaned as he rolled over in bed. He thought he’d turned off all his alarms now that he didn’t have a job. He must have missed one. 
Without opening his eyes, his hand fumbled around on the nightstand. The next thing he knew, his phone clattered to the floor.
Now he was awake. The phone was still going off. Fully conscious, he realized the noise wasn’t the sound of his alarm. It was a phone call.
He grasped the phone and glanced at the caller ID. Thomas & Farley. His heart raced. It was the company in Seattle. It was about his dream job.
He sat straight up. He jabbed his finger on the phone’s screen before pressing it to his ear, hoping they wouldn’t hang up before he answered. “Hello.”
“Mr. Carver?”
“Yes.” His hope soared that they were interested in his resumé.
“This is Sally Greenwood. We have looked over your resumé, and we are interested in hearing more from you. First, I need to ask if you’re all right with relocating to Seattle?”
“Yes. I mean I’d be happy to move if the job was the right fit.” After the words were out of his mouth, he had to wonder if that was the truth. Things were changing for him there in San Francisco. It wasn’t just that his mother was there; now there was also Liza. And he wasn’t sure he was ready to end whatever it was they had going on.
“Good. That’s what we were hoping to hear. We’d like to fill the position right away with a start date of January second. Will that be a problem?”
It wouldn’t be easy to move to a new state and get settled in less than three weeks, but he was willing to do what it took. “Not at all.”
“Very well. Will you be able to do an online interview this afternoon?”
“Yes.” His hand moved to his jaw and felt the layer of scruff. He’d need to shave.
“And if the interview goes well, we’ll need to do an in-person on Thursday.” Sally went on to give him all of the details for his initial interview that afternoon.
By the time he hung up the phone, he was energetic and hopeful. Could this be the answer to his problems? A chance to start over?
He thought of his date, erm…his outing with Liza. It had been nice. Really nice. And then there had been that moment on the ice when he thought they were going to kiss. He’d longed for that moment.
He thought Liza wanted the same thing. But then she’d lost her balance, and the moment was over.
If he were to stay in San Francisco, would there be other moments? If there were, was he willing to put his heart on the line again?
Dylan didn’t have any answers. He got out of bed and made his way to the kitchen. On the way, he spotted the bare Christmas tree in the corner of the living room. He smiled and shook his head. Only Liza could convince him to get a tree, even though he didn’t have any decorations. Oh, well, he’d worry about that later. Right now, he needed some coffee and a shower.
[image: image-placeholder]It was the most beautiful day.
Liza was still smiling about her prior evening with Dylan. It had been so much fun, so magical. She never wanted it to end—not even the part with the ice skating.
And then there was that moment when they’d almost kissed. It hadn’t been anything she’d planned. Rather it had been an impulse. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like to have been kissed by him. She felt as though she’d been robbed of the moment. If only her skates hadn’t slipped.
With a sigh, she turned her attention back to the task at hand. In an effort to keep her promise to him that she would have ornaments for his Christmas tree, she’d taken a break from working on the dress alterations to search the storage area in the back of the boutique. The large room was disorganized. It’s no wonder she could never find what she was searching for.
Buzz-buzz.
She reached for her phone and pressed it to her ear. “Hello.”
“Hi. It’s Brooke. Clara wanted me to call. We’re finalizing plans for the Christmas party. You’re still coming, aren’t you?”
“Wouldn’t miss it.” She loved hanging out with her friends, and she loved the holidays. Put them together and she couldn’t resist.
“Great. And since we’ve decided we’re going to do a couples thing this year. Who’s your date going to be? Please tell me it’s going to be Dylan. Clara was telling me how handsome he is, and I want to meet him.”
“I…I don’t know.” She’d forgotten they’d decided to bring dates this year.
“Oh, come on. You can bring Dylan just as a friend. That’s what most of us are planning to do.”
“So you’re bringing someone?”
“I am. He really is just a friend.”
She wondered if Dylan would agree to go with her. What was the worst that would happen if he didn’t want to do it? She would just tell her friends that something came up, and he couldn’t make it.
“Go ahead and put down a plus one for me.”
“So you’re going to ask Dylan?” There was a hopeful tone in Brooke’s voice.
“I…I am.”
After she ended the call, she wondered if she’d made a mistake. She didn’t want Dylan to think she was making more of their relationship. They were friends. Nothing more. And then she recalled the way they’d held hands the night before and how they’d almost kissed. Maybe they were a little more than friends, but she still wasn’t ready to put any labels on their relationship.
Instead of worrying about Dylan’s response to her invitation, she turned her attention back to searching for the ornaments she was positive were in there. Somewhere.
Come springtime, she promised herself she would take time and clean the storage room. Going through the boxes wouldn’t be easy for her. Most of the stuff had belonged to her mother—things Liza didn’t know what do with because she just couldn’t bring herself to throw them out. And yet she didn’t have a use for a lot of the things.
When she’d had to clean out the apartment upstairs, she’d parted with a lot of the furniture. But there were things like her mother’s beloved knickknacks and decorations that Liza couldn’t take with her, and she’d insisted on keeping them. She’d ended up boxing up the things and placing them in this large room to deal with another day. That day was quickly approaching.
“Liza?” Maryann called out her name. “Are you in here?”
“Back here.” She leaned over a box, searching its contents.
“Back where?”
“Here.” Liza waived a hand.
At last Maryann found her. “There you are. I have big news.”
Liza straightened. “How big?”
A smile spread across her face. “Huge!”
“Don’t keep me in suspense. What is it?”
“The furnace people called. They’ll be here next week to install the new furnace.”
“What?” So her assertiveness with Mr. Marley had paid off. “That’s great.”
“I knew you’d be thrilled.” Maryann glanced around. “What are you doing?”
“I might have talked Dylan into buying a Christmas tree.”
Maryann’s brows drew together. “Okay. What does that have to do with you being in here?”
“Well, he doesn’t have any decorations. And I told him I would be able to help him out. The only problem is I can’t find the boxes of ornaments. My mother had so many that I’m sure there’s enough to share. I don’t think she ever met an ornament she didn’t like.”
Maryann pursed her lips together. “I remember helping you move a lot of those boxes in here. Maybe I can help.”
“That’s okay. You have the front to worry about. I’ve got it.”
“We’ve already closed up.”
“It’s that late?” She reached for her phone to find it was five after six already.
“Let me check one place.” Maryann moved to the other side of the room.
Liza didn’t think it was possible to remember where the boxes were placed. There were just so many of them. She definitely needed to go through everything and shrink it down to a more modest amount.
Maryann returned with a big smile and a box in her arms. “I remembered these because I knew how delicate some of the ornaments were, and I didn’t want them to get broken.”
“You’re amazing! What would I ever do without you?”
“Hopefully you’ll never have to find out.” Maryann explained where she could find the rest of the ornament boxes. “Do you need anything else before I go?”
“Nope. This is all I needed. Thank you.”
A little later, with an assortment of ornaments under one arm and Snowball’s carrier in her other hand, she climbed the steps to Dylan’s apartment. It wasn’t until after she knocked that she wondered if perhaps she should have called first. She’d been so excited about finding the ornaments that she wanted to drop them off on her way home.
On the other side of the door, Rascal barked. Liza smiled. There was just something about that little dog that she’d come to like very much. And his owner wasn’t so bad either.
[image: image-placeholder]The online interview went well. 
Dylan was flying to Seattle Thursday morning for an interview that afternoon. He liked the sounds of the company, and he liked the proposed projects he would be expected to work on. Everything was looking up.
Except for the part about leaving San Francisco. He was born and bred there. And beyond that there was Liza. He didn’t know what it was about her, but she had him hesitating when he should be all gung-ho about this new job opportunity.
Knock-knock.
He wasn’t expecting anyone. Then he glanced at the time and realized it was just after six. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was Liza.
Rascal barked and ran to the door. His tail swished back and forth. He certainly seemed happy to have company.
When Dylan opened the door, he smiled when he saw Liza standing there. She smiled back at him, warming a spot in his chest.
He noticed the large box under her arm. “Can I take that for you?”
“Sure. It’s actually for you.”
He took the box and was surprised that it was light. “What’s in it?”
“Some decorations for your tree. I told you I’d take care of you. There’s another box at the bottom of the steps. It has some strings of lights and different ornaments. Don’t feel like you have to use them all.” She hovered in the doorway.
“Thank you.” He was curious to see what she’d picked out for his tree. “But I don’t want to take your ornaments.”
“You aren’t. Those are extras. My mother owned literally hundreds of ornaments. Every year our tree had a different theme or color.”
“Oh. Okay. I appreciate this.”
“No problem. I should be going.”
“Going?” Surely he hadn’t heard her correctly. “You aren’t going to stay and help me decorate?”
“I’m sure you’ve got it.”
“I don’t know.” A smile played on his lips. “I might need some input. What if I put the ornaments on the tree in the wrong order?”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “There is no order. You just hang them anywhere you want.” She backed away from the door. “You’ll be fine.”
“No, I won’t.” The smile faded from his face. “Please. Stay.” When she didn’t immediately respond, he said, “Unless you have other plans.”
“No, I don’t.” That wasn’t exactly true. She had a date with her television to watch a Christmas movie. But it would be there for her to watch later. She loved on-demand television. “I guess I could stay and give you a hand. It’s always more fun to trim a tree with someone else.”
“It is.” He couldn’t agree more.
She stepped inside the apartment, and with Dylan’s okay, she let Snowball out of the carrier. To her relief, Rascal and Snowball eyed each other up before Snowball took her spot on the back of the couch.
“I’ll go get the other box.” Dylan rushed out the door.
She kept an eye on the fur babies until he returned. “It looks like they are getting used to each other.”
“That’s good.” He placed the additional box on the floor. “Where do you want to start?” 
“First, we have to set the mood.” She reached for her phone and selected a music app. The melody of “Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas” began to play. “There. Now we need the strings of lights. I checked them downstairs, and they work so we can string them.”
She stood on one side of the tree while he stood on the other. They passed the light string back and forth until it was all wrapped around the tree. She noticed Dylan was in a particularly good mood, especially for someone who didn’t want a Christmas tree in the first place.
“What has you in such a good mood?”
“You’re looking at a man who just landed a second interview in Seattle on Thursday.”
“That’s wonderful! I’m so happy for you.”
“Slow down, it’s only an interview.”
“And…”
“Why do you think there’s an and?”
She moved to the box to put hooks on some ornaments. “Because you suddenly got those twin lines between your eyebrows. You get that when something’s bothering you. I thought this is your dream job. The one you were hoping to get.”
“It’s just that my mother is going out of town for a couple of days with her sister. Something about a bachelorette party. I’m not sure I want to know what that involves.”
She was confused. “And you’re worried about her?”
He shook his head. “Mom will be fine. It’s just that I was hoping she could watch Rascal for me.”
“Oh. And you don’t have anyone to ask?”
He shook his head as he reached for an ornament. “I’ve never needed a kennel because, well, Mom is always there to help out.”
“What if I took him?” The words were out her mouth before she realized what all was entailed in taking care of Rascal while she was working at the boutique.
Dylan’s face lit up. “You’d do that?”
The hope on his face outweighed her reservations. Somehow she’d figure it out. “Sure. When do you need me?”
“This would be great because Rascal already loves you.” Dylan hung a red ornament on the tree. “I fly out Thursday morning, and I’ll be back Friday morning.”
“Sounds simple enough. You’ll just have to let me know his routine.”
“No problem. I can write it down for you.” He hesitated as though he had something else to say but wasn’t sure he should vocalize it.
“Out with it.”
He arched a brow. “How did you know there was something else?”
“Because I’m beginning to read your expressions. So what is there? Do you have a pet goldfish I don’t know about?”
He smiled and shook his head. “It’s nothing like that. It’s just your website is taking a bit longer than I anticipated, and now with the trip to Seattle, I won’t be able to finish it by Christmas. And I know I said I’d get it done—”
“Stop.” It was a bit disappointing. She had been so anxious to get everything up and running by the New Year, but she also understood that it was a lot of work. “It’s okay. I know you’ll finish it as soon as you can.”
His gaze searched hers. “You’re so amazing. I appreciate all of this so much. I promise I’ll pay you back.”
This was her moment to ask him to the party. “How would you feel about going with me to a Christmas party?” When he hesitated, she said, “We’d go as friends. No strings attached. It’s just that my friends decided it would be fun if we all brought someone to the party. But, I totally understand if you have something else to do.”
He hesitated. “When is it?”
“This Saturday.”
“Count me in.” He reached for a couple more ornaments.
She couldn’t believe he’d agreed so readily. A smile pulled at the corners of her lips. “And if you need help decorating the chapel for the wedding, just let me know. I love to decorate.”
“You mean that, don’t you?”
“Yes. Especially if it has to do with Christmas.” Besides, the busier she stayed, the less time she had to miss her mother. And she missed her a whole bunch.
Dylan approached her. He placed a finger under her chin and lifted until their gaze’s met. “What’s the matter?”
She blinked repeatedly, hoping to keep her emotions in check. “I was just thinking about my mother.”
“Is this your first Christmas without her?”
She shook her head. “Technically, it’s the second.”
But in some ways it still felt like the first. Her mother had passed a few days after Thanksgiving. Once they’d had the funeral, Liza felt as though her life had crashed down around her. Last year, she didn’t have a Christmas tree or even watch Christmas movies. Christmas moved by her without even an acknowledgment. This year she was feeling much stronger, but she missed her mother just as much.
Dylan pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her as her face came to rest on his shoulder. It felt so good to be in his arms. She felt warm and safe there, like nothing could ever hurt her again.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


It had gone well. 
It had gone very well.
Saturday evening, Dylan couldn’t stop smiling. He wanted to say that his great mood was all about nailing his second interview, but he knew that wasn’t the whole truth. He was happy to be at this Christmas party as Liza’s date, erm…as her friend.
Not only had his trip gone well, but according to Liza her adventure in pet-sitting Rascal had gone off without any major problems. The biggest issue, according to her, was Rascal deciding to sleep with her and then hogging much of the bed. Dylan loved that she got along so well with his dog.
On the ride to the Seabreeze Wedding Chapel, where the party was being held, Liza asked him all about the interview. She appeared to be genuinely interested in what he had to say. And so he told her about how the team he’d potentially be working with took him to dinner. The more he talked with his possible co-workers, the more excited he became about the job. It was exactly what he was looking for, and the salary would be a large increase over what he had been earning. 
While he liked most of the staff he’d met, he didn’t hit it off with his immediate supervisor. He wasn’t sure what it was, but there was something not quite right there. The man said all of the right things, but it was as though the man was holding something back. And for the life of Dylan, he couldn’t figure out what it might be. It made him a little hesitant about taking the job.
Of course, they hadn’t officially offered him the position. They said they still had a few more candidates to speak to before they made their final decision. So now he waited and wondered if he was making the right decision.
On one hand, his first impression of his potential supervisor could be off. But with his bad experience at his previous employer, he wanted to make sure the next job he took was a good fit with a company, and they had a reliable history.
He glanced over at Liza as she spoke to…what was her name? He thought for a moment, running through the list of names he’d learned tonight. And then he recalled the name. It was Brooke. She seemed friendly.
“Hey, Dylan, could you give me a hand?” Clara asked. “I have some presents I left by the door.”
“Sure. No problem.” He walked with her to the back of the chapel. “I want to thank you again for lending us this place for my mother’s wedding. She’s over the moon about it.”
“I’m so glad it was available. Just do me a favor and take a picture of the bride in her dress. Liza has been working so hard on it, and I can’t wait to see it.”
“Done.” It was the least he could do. “And thank you for having me at this party. It’s been a great evening.”
She stopped and turned to him. “You seem like a nice guy. I hope that’s truly the case because Liza has been hurt a lot in her life. I don’t want to see her hurt again.”
He hadn’t expected this from Clara, but he was glad to know that Liza’s friends were there to have her back. “I have no intentions of hurting her.”
Clara arched a brow. “Are you sure?”
He wondered if this had something to do with his possibility of moving to Seattle. Liza had been bragging about it to some people. “If this is about the job in Seattle, I’ve been totally upfront with her about it.”
“Good. Have you accepted the job yet?”
He shook his head. “I haven’t been officially offered the position.”
“And if you are offered it, will you take it?”
He hadn’t expected her to be so blunt. And now he was stuck because he didn’t have a definitive answer. “I don’t know.”
“What’s holding you back?”
His gaze strayed to Liza, who was laughing at something Brooke said. There was just something about her that kept drawing him in little by little. And he was getting to the point where he couldn’t imagine his day without her in it.
“That’s what I thought.” Clara’s voice drew him from his thoughts. She wore a knowing smile as though she suspected he was getting in deep with Liza. “We better get those gifts.”
They continued to the back of the chapel, and all the while Dylan wondered if he was letting things get too serious with Liza. Just like tonight, he wondered if he should be there. He knew Liza said it was just as friends, but were they lying to themselves about what was really going on between them?
“Just wait there.” Clara moved to the side where the coats were hanging.
“What are you doing back here?” Liza’s voice sounded behind him.
He turned to find her standing next to him in that little red and silver dress that hugged her curves and stopped above her knees. It was beautiful—no, she was beautiful. And her beauty started on the inside and radiated outward. How had he gotten so lucky to get to know her?
Then, recalling that she was waiting for an answer, he said, “I’m helping Clara with some gifts.”
“Oh.” Liza glanced around. “Where is she?”
He turned back toward the coats. She was no longer there. “I don’t know. She was there a moment ago. She asked me to wait here.”
“Hey, Liza.” Brooke approached them.
“Found them.” Clara returned with her arms full of gifts.
Both Clara and Brooke looked at them with goofy expressions on their faces. Clara’s gaze rose above their heads. He glanced up and then inwardly groaned. They were standing beneath the mistletoe.
It wasn’t that he didn’t want to kiss Liza. Far from it. He desperately wanted to kiss her, and that was what worried him. With him potentially moving away, it was wrong to take things to the next level.
His gaze moved to Liza’s. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but he expected her to protest. Instead she was silent.
And then her friends started chanting. “Kiss. Kiss. Kiss.”
He knew there was no way they were getting out of this without a quick kiss. Just a brush of the lips. Nothing more.
“You good with this?” he asked.
“I don’t think we have much choice.”
“I agree.”
He reached out, wrapping his arms around her waist. The chanting stopped, and silence filled the chapel except for “Santa Baby” playing in the background. The pounding of his heart echoed in his ears, drowning out the lyrics.
As he drew her toward him, her hands landed on his chest. He wondered if she could feel the pounding of his heart. If she noticed, she didn’t let on.
Time seemed to slow down as she drew closer to him. His gaze dipped to her lips with their red glossy sheen. They reminded him of sweet berries. He wondered if her kiss would be as sweet.
She leaned toward him just as he leaned toward her. His eyes closed, and then his lips touched hers. It sent a jolt of awareness throughout him. And in that moment all of his good intentions were forgotten. The only thing he was aware of was her lips touching his.
Her kiss was most definitely sweet. He wanted to keep holding onto her and kissing her. In that moment, nothing had ever felt so right.
It was like he’d been searching for her all of his life. And now she was there in his arms, and he needed her as much as he needed the air he breathed—maybe even more.
Cheers and clapping startled him from the trance he’d fallen under. They pulled apart. He traced a finger over his still-tingling lips as he rubbed off her red gloss.
He didn’t dare look Liza’s way. Did she notice he’d been greatly moved by her kiss? If she had, what did he say? What should he do?
Liza made the answer easy for him. She elbowed him and nodded toward the packages Clara was still holding. And suddenly he remembered he was to help carry presents. Without a word, he got to work. It was nice to have a task to complete rather than deal with the awkwardness of a most delicious kiss.
The decision about moving to Seattle was getting more complicated by the minute. When he’d initially applied for the position, he’d thought it would be the answer to all of his problems. And now, he wasn’t sure it was the right move for him after all.
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The final fitting was done.
And the new furnace had been installed.
It had been a productive week. Late Friday morning, Liza could at last take an easy breath. As of yesterday afternoon, her part of the wedding was complete. Best of all, the bride was thrilled with the dress that was a nod to a 1950’s-style dress.
It was no longer a frilly dress for a youthful bride. Instead, the dress was now sophisticated and stylish for a mature woman. Liza had even impressed herself with what she was able to accomplish with the dress. It gave her confidence and a renewed yearning to design her own dresses.
Dylan wasn’t around much that week. He’d said he was hard at work on her website when he wasn’t desperately trying to figure out how to decorate the chapel. She’d offered again to help him, but he’d insisted he could figure it out. She couldn’t wait to see what he came up with.
She sat in the office with Snowball curled up on the corner of the desk. Liza stared at the computer monitor after inputting invoices, she couldn’t help but wonder if he was intentionally avoiding her after the kiss. Oh, the kiss. A dreamy sigh crossed her lips. It had been the best kiss of her life. It’d made her entire body tingle. It had been like she was floating on a cloud.
At long last she found a nice guy. But what was she going to do if he got the job in Seattle? She had absolutely no idea.
She couldn’t help but remember him mentioning Jessica, the one who got away, lived in Seattle. Liza wondered if he moved there if he would reconnect with her. The thought left an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach.
She didn’t want him with another woman, but what was she supposed to do about it? It wasn’t like she could follow him to Seattle. After all, her business was there in San Francisco. This was her legacy. She couldn’t just walk away from it, any more than he could give up his dream job.
Knock-knock.
“Hey, Maryann, I’m just finishing up in here—”
“It’s not Maryann.” The familiar male voice had her turning around.
“Dylan, what are you doing here?” Suddenly, she felt a bit self-conscious and wished she’d taken time earlier to check her hair and makeup.
“I heard a rumor that the boutique was closing early.” He leaned against the door jamb.
“It’s true. We’re closing at noon. Business is dead anyway. With Christmas Eve tomorrow, everyone is out doing their last-minute shopping. I don’t think anyone is looking for a dress…at least not yet.”
“You’re hoping for a lot of Christmas engagements.”
“Yes, I am.” It was what she needed to keep the boutique afloat. “How’s the website coming?”
“It’s getting there. I’ve enjoyed working on it. I also set up a little website for myself, and I’ve already had a couple of people reach out about designing a website for them.”
“That’s great news. So, what brings you here?”
“You offered to help decorate the chapel before, and I wanted to know if you’re still interested?”
“I am. And you’ll have to take pictures of the wedding tomorrow for me, so I can see how it all turns out.”
“Why would I have to take pictures? You’ll be there.”
“I will?” This was news to her.
“I always assumed you would go with me. After all, if it wasn’t for you, there wouldn’t be a fancy wedding.”
“Is that the only reason you want me to go?” She didn’t know why she was pushing this when she should have been satisfied with the invite. It just felt as though they were dancing around their feelings for so long now that she wanted to make sure she wasn’t the only one starting to think something was growing between them.
“No. It isn’t.” He smiled at her. “I want you to go because I like spending time with you.”
“I like spending time with you too.” She returned his smile.
“Shall we get going?”
She checked the time. It was five minutes till twelve. “Yes. I just need to close up.” 
She shut down her computer. She was so excited to close early and have a full weekend of holiday cheer. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a Saturday off. And now that she was his official date to the wedding, this weekend was going to be the best.
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Garland hung over the arch at the back of the chapel.
Dylan smiled. This place looked festive. And he liked that each candle was battery-powered so he didn’t have to worry about lighting candles or remembering to blow them out.
Liza had been a huge help. This place wouldn’t look like it did without her. And the whole time they worked, they talked and laughed. It didn’t even feel like work because he enjoyed himself the whole time.
Buzz-buzz.
Dylan reached for his phone. He thought it would be his mother with a last-minute detail to attend to before the big day. He was surprised when he saw it was from Thomas & Farley.
His body tensed. This was the call he’d been waiting for. It rang again. And again.
“Are you going to answer that?” Liza asked.
“Um…yeah.” He pressed the phone to his ear. “Hello.”
“Dylan Carver?”
“Yes.”
“This is Sally from Thomas & Farley. I’ve called to officially offer you the position. Congratulations.” And then she went into some of the details pertaining to the job. Some had already been explained to him, and others were new to him. The salary was still impressive. He would be foolish to pass it up.
He struggled to take in all of the information while his mind worked to find the right answer. Did he take the job and move to Seattle? Or did he stay here with Liza, be his own boss and design websites?
A struggle raged within him and not for the first time, but he knew he had to make a final decision. What was the right answer?
“Mr. Carver, did you hear me? I need your answer.”
His gaze moved to Liza as she arranged some garland and holly berries at the front of the chapel. “Could I have just a little time to think about this?”
There was a slight pause. “I can give you until the day after Christmas, and then we’ll have to move on to our second candidate.”
“Thank you. I’ll get back to you then.”
He disconnected the call, feeling a little stunned. He knew he should feel on top of the world, but instead all he felt was stressed.
Liza walked up to him and placed a hand on his arm. “Is everything okay?”
“I got the job.”
“You did?” She smiled. “That’s great.” When he didn’t say anything, she asked, “It is good news, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know.” He moved to a bench and sat down.
She sat next to him. “I thought this was your dream job.”
“It was. I mean I don’t know. I’m confused.”
“What did you tell them?”
“I asked them for some time to think it over. They gave me until the day after Christmas.”
“Okay then you have time to digest the news and think over your options.”
He nodded. “Yeah. I’ll think about it later. Right now we have a wedding to get ready for.”
“Yes, we do. I could use your help with the garland at the front of the chapel.”
He got to his feet. “Just tell me what you need.”
He pushed the decision to the back of his mind. He would deal with it later. Maybe then he’d know exactly what he should do.
His gaze moved to Liza as she held out the end of the garland. When he reached for it, their fingers brushed. A tingling sensation rushed up his arm and settled in his chest, increasing his heart rate. Did he already know the answer? Was it standing right in front of him?




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The lights were dimmed. 
The candles filled the chapel with a warm glow.
The bride practically floated down the aisle in her perfectly fitted gown. The groom looked dashing in a dark suit and tie. And they only had eyes for each other. The love was so evident.
Liza was honored to have been invited to share this special day. And then to be escorted by Dylan, she was starting to think things between them were getting serious. He hadn’t actually said anything about them dating, but they’d been spending more time together than she had with the other men she had dated.
After Dylan walked his mother up the aisle, he sat on the bench next to her. Liza noticed how quiet and stiff he appeared. She wondered what he was thinking. She knew having his family permanently changed couldn’t be easy for him. Her heart went out to him.
Wanting to support him, she reached out to him. She wrapped her hand over his and squeezed. At first, he didn’t move. Perhaps she’d overstepped. When she went to pull her hand, his fingers caught hers.
For the remainder of the ceremony, they continued to hold hands. She noticed that after the I Dos were exchanged, the tension went out of his body. She could only surmise that now that the marriage was official, he’d finally accepted the situation.
After the bride and groom made it up the aisle, Liza leaned over to Dylan and said, “It was a beautiful wedding.”
“It was. Thank you for all of your help.” He held his arm out to her. “Shall we?”
She placed her hand in the crook of his arm and smiled at him. “We shall.”
When he smiled back, her heart pitter-pattered. She could get used to this—very used to it. There was a part of her that was scared to let herself start to care about Dylan. Her track record with men was so terrible. But Dylan was different than anyone she’d dated. He was caring and dependable. She couldn’t imagine him ever intentionally hurting her.
Maybe this thing between them, well, maybe it was real. Maybe now with the wedding over, they could see where this was headed. The idea definitely appealed to her. She would talk to Dylan later tonight—a real and honest conversation. 
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It didn’t stop the bride and groom from enjoying the whole event. One of the guests insisted the bride and groom have their first dance. And so a love song played on someone’s phone, and the couple danced between the tables. It was simple but touching as the couple stared deeply into each other’s eyes.
Liza was so happy for them. They looked like a couple of kids that were madly in love with each other. Liza made sure to snap picture after picture for them, since they hadn’t hired a professional photographer.
Planning a Christmas Eve wedding was a lot harder than one might imagine as a lot of people were already enjoying their holidays. Even finding a location for a reception was difficult. Thankfully, the groom knew the owner of a restaurant in Chinatown. 
And so they were all seated together in a side room. The round tables were covered with white linens. In the center of the tables were fresh red and white flowers with lush greenery. Each vase was surrounded with votives. The reception was small but it was beautiful. And the bride and groom were all smiles.
On the center table stood a two-tier cake decorated with red icing flowers and green leaves. Around the cake, Liza and Dylan had placed white twinkle lights and some cut-out Christmas cookies.
The bride and groom had paid for an assortment of Chinese dishes from fried rice and lo mein to General Tso’s chicken. The owner of the restaurant had not only offered this semi-private room, but he’d given them a discount and added in a most fitting dish called the Bride and Groom, made of strips of crispy beef and chicken with some vegetables in a brown sauce.
Dylan leaned toward her. “Looks like it’s time for my toast.”
She glanced over at him. “Don’t worry. You’ve got this.”
“I don’t know. We’ll see.” He got to his feet and clinked a spoon against his water glass. “Could we raise our glasses to the bride and groom?” Everyone lifted their glasses. Dylan turned to face his mother and Roger. “I have to admit that I was a little worried with the speed at which your relationship happened. A mere seven months since you met and you’re now husband and wife. For a confirmed bachelor, it was a whirlwind.”
Confirmed bachelor? Liza couldn’t help but wonder if he’d said that for their benefit or hers. Was it some sort of message for her not to get too attached to him? If it was, it was too late, she already cared for him.
“But I learned a lot from watching you two. You weren’t afraid to love each other. You didn’t need anyone’s approval. But if you were wondering, you have mine.” Cheers went up in the background. “Watching your love blossom and grow is an inspiration. Maybe I might even hope to have a relationship like yours one day.”
Wait. What? Her pulse raced. Had she heard him correctly? Did this mean he was interested in a serious relationship with her? Hope swelled in her chest.
She glanced over as Dylan took his seat. She had so many questions for him. None of which she could ask right now. They would all have to wait until later when they were back at her place by the Christmas tree. And then in the glow of the twinkle lights, she’d work up the courage to ask him to give this thing between them a real chance because she thought what they had was worth fighting for.
So, instead of speaking her heart, she was quiet as they finished their meal. She ended up sampling all the dishes, and by the time she had finished, she was absolutely stuffed.
She took a fortune cookie. When she cracked it open, she withdrew the paper inside. It read: Your future is in front of you.
She lifted her gaze. Dylan stared back at her. She was looking at her future. Her heart pitter-pattered. Who was she to argue with a fortune cookie?
As she continued to stare at him, she noticed the stress lines were erased from his handsome face. His tie was loosened, and the top buttons on his shirt were undone. A smile pulled at the corners of her lips. Everything had worked out.
And now they had the remainder of Christmas Eve to enjoy themselves. She was envisioning curling up on the couch with Dylan. With the soft glow of the Christmas tree, they would watch Jimmy Stewart’s It’s a Wonderful Life while sipping some homemade eggnog. She used her mother’s recipe, and it tasted so good. She couldn’t wait.
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Dylan breathed an easy breath for the first time all evening. The ceremony had gone off without a hitch. And now the reception was winding down. Through it all, his mother had worn a big smile; so had Roger.
He might have had his reservations about how fast they’d moved from dating to getting engaged, but he could see that Roger really did love his mother. And he understood his mother wanting to squeeze in as many blissful days with Roger as she could because she knew as well as Dylan did that tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed.
His gaze moved to Liza. She looked simply stunning tonight in her pale pink dress. And when she smiled, she practically glowed. How had he gotten lucky enough to be there with the most beautiful woman in the room?
He was disappointed the evening was over so soon. And right now, he was kicking himself for not insisting they get a DJ and have dancing for everyone. There was nothing he’d like more than to hold Liza in his arms.
But he supposed he’d have to talk her into having a cup of coffee at the coffee shop on their way home. At least then they’d get to have an uninterrupted conversation. The thought of having her undivided attention had him anxious to go but not before the bride and groom.
With Liza by his side, he stepped up to his mother. “Are you happy?”
Her face lit up with that dazzling smile. “Very.”
“That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
“I know. And I’m going to miss you while we’re off on our honeymoon.”
He’d miss her too. “But you’ll be home in a few months.” 
“And we can video chat. I just love all of this technology. It makes it so easy to keep in contact.”
“You bet. We’ll chat all of the time.” He knew that wasn’t going to be the case, but he just wanted her not to worry.
The smile slipped from his mother’s face. “How did I get so lucky to have such an amazing son?”
“I’m the lucky one.” 
“No, I’m the lucky one.”
This was an argument they’d had many times over the years. Tonight, he’d let her win.
They hugged. His mother held onto him longer than was necessary. They’d always had a close relationship, and he realized that things would never be the same again. Their family was growing.
When his mother released him, he glanced over at Liza as she talked to Roger. Maybe their family was growing more than Dylan had originally thought. Liza fit right in.
Dylan turned his attention to Roger. He shook his hand. “It was a great wedding.”
“It definitely was. Your mother was glowing.”
“Agreed. Have a good evening.”
“We will. And we’ll see you both tomorrow.”
And then the bride and groom were off to enjoy their wedding night at a suite in the Fairmont Hotel. He wasn’t sure his mother’s feet had touched the ground all day. And the dress Liza had fashioned for her had turned out perfectly.
Dylan turned back to Liza. He found her in deep conversation with a couple of ladies about his mother’s wedding dress. They were in awe of it. And he couldn’t blame them. Liza had gone above and beyond to complete it.
He leaned toward her and said softly, “I’ll meet you outside.”
“I’ll be right there.” And then she turned back to his mother’s friends.
He headed for the exit. He just needed some fresh air. Because there was just too much romance and platitudes floating around in the restaurant. If he stayed in there a minute longer, he swore he’d be overcome by the romance and get down on one knee in front of Liza. And he wasn’t ready for that—not by a long shot.
But the fact that he could think about it and not break out in hives, well, it meant Liza had a big impact on him. He put on his coat and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The cool air felt good against his face.
He didn’t know how long he’d stood there before he heard a female voice calling out his name. He squinted into the shadowy night and saw a woman rushing toward him.
When she came to stand in front of him beneath the lights of the restaurant, he recognized her. “Jessica, what are you doing here?”
“I came for the wedding. Of course my first flight was canceled, and the other flight they booked me on was delayed. I missed everything, didn’t I?”
“I’m afraid you did.”
“Not quite everything. I’m so glad to see you. When my mother told me you had a job interview in Seattle, I tried to call you, but I couldn’t reach you.”
“I got a new number.”
“Too bad. I was hoping we could have hooked up while you were there.” She smiled at him. “It’s so good to see you. We have so much to catch up on. We should do dinner when you’re in Seattle.”
“Jessica, I…”
She leaned toward him to give him a kiss. He turned his head to the side, and her lips landed on his cheek. At the same moment, he saw Liza standing by the door of the restaurant. Her eyes were wide as she took in their embrace and almost-kiss.
He pulled back from Jessica. “Excuse me.” He didn’t know how much she’d overheard, but he was anxious to clarify things. “Liza, wait.”
Liza turned away from him as she rushed toward the street.
He took long strides. “Liza?” When she didn’t respond, he reached out for her arm. “Liza, it isn’t what you think.”
She stopped and turned to him. “That’s your Jessica? The one that got away?”
He didn’t like the way she phrased the questions. “Yes, it’s Jessica.”
“I have to go.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“No. You stay. After all, you have a lot of catching up to do with Jessica. I… I have to go.” She glanced both directions and then started across the street.
“Dylan?” Jessica called.
He glanced over his shoulder. “Jessica, I’m sorry. I’ve got to go.”
Squeal…
The screech of skidding tires filled the air.
Dylan’s insides knotted. His head turned. His gaze zeroed in on the street. Liza’s outline was highlighted in the headlights.
“Liza!”
A car had wheeled around the corner going much too fast. They’d lost control. The vehicle ended up on the wrong side of the street.
The air hitched in Dylan’s lungs. Everything slowed down. 
Inch by inch the car bore down on Liza, who didn’t have time to get out of the way. The tires continued to squeal. The car was slowing down. But not quickly enough.
The scene unfolded in front of him before he had a chance to react. The front bumper collided with Liza’s legs. Liza’s body hit the hood of the car.
At some point, Dylan moved. He raced toward her. The car screeched to a stop. Liza fell off the car and hit the pavement.
He was too slow to keep her head from hitting the pavement. And then she lay there unmoving. Her eyes were closed as though she were sleeping.
Dylan dropped to his knees. “Help! Call 9-1-1!”
“I’m calling.” Jessica’s voice came from nearby.
Dylan didn’t take his gaze off Liza. He wanted to scoop her up into his arms. He wanted to hold her to his chest. But he couldn’t do any of that. He knew the worst thing to do now was to move her. He didn’t know how he knew that because right now, he was having a hard time recalling his own name.
“Oh, man! Oh, man!” A male voice came from behind Dylan. The words had a slight slur to them. “I didn’t see her. She just walked out in front of me.”
Dylan wanted to tell the man that she hadn’t even been in his lane. The obvious drunk had swerved into the oncoming lane and hit her. But that would take too much time, and right now Liza needed his full attention.
He checked her pulse. It was there. It was strong. He expelled a pent-up breath.
“Liza?” He reached out to her. Ever so gently he touched her cheek with the back of his finger. “Hey, beautiful, open your eyes. Please.”
She didn’t move.
This couldn’t be happening again. He wasn’t going to lose someone else that he cared about. He refused to let history repeat itself.
“Tell the ambulance to hurry!” He struggled to keep his raging emotions under control.
“They’re coming.” Jessica hovered nearby.
Time slowed down. There was still no response from Liza. The longer she was unconscious, the more concerned he grew.
When at last the wail of the siren could be heard, he said, “Hang in there. Help is almost here.”
The ambulance rolled up. The paramedics pushed him out of the way. Jessica tried to talk to him. He didn’t hear anything she said. His sole attention was on Liza.
Please be all right. He willed her to open her eyes as they gently loaded her into the ambulance. He felt as though his life was set on repeat—of losing the people he cared about. As soon as the thought came to him, he banished it to the back of his mind. This was different. Liza would be all right. He had to believe it.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


What happened? 
Why does my head hurt so much? 
Liza opened her eyes. The bright light blinded her. She squeezed her eyes closed again.
This isn’t good. Worry pulsated through her. Don’t they say when you die, you walk into a bright light? Her heart raced. Is this that moment?
Needing to know the answer, she opened one eye. It took a moment for her vision to clear. And then she realized she was staring into an actual light above her. Her racing heart slowed. It was a light fixture, not “the” bright light.
She blew out a pent-up breath. She was alive. That was a good thing. She was rather partial to living and breathing. But that didn’t explain where she was or what she was doing there.
When she went to move her head, the room started to swirl around her. It made her nauseous. She put her head back down and waited for her stomach to settle.
“She’s awake,” an unfamiliar female voice said.
The next thing Liza knew, there was a warm hand covering hers. It was in that moment she realized how cold she was, even with a sheet and blanket on her.
“Liza, how are you?” asked a male voice.
Ever so slowly she turned her head. This time it didn’t make her so sick. And then she was staring into familiar warm brown eyes. “Dylan?”
“Yes. It’s me. I’m so glad you’re awake. I need to go get someone.”
She wrapped her fingers around his. “Don’t go. I don’t understand. What happened?”
“I’ll go get the doctor,” the female voice said.
Liza didn’t know who it was, but she was grateful to them because right now, she didn’t want Dylan to leave her. She felt better with him next to her, holding her hand. The heat from his touch seeped into her cold skin.
“Dylan, what happened?”
“You can’t remember any of it?”
“No. Tell me.”
“Maybe it’s better you don’t remember.” He paused as though he were considering whether to tell her what had happened or not.
“Dylan, talk to me. I need to know.”
He hesitated. “You were hit by a car.”
“A car?” Her heart rate shot back up. “How could she forget something like that?
“Don’t worry. You’re going to be all right.”
When she went to prop herself up with her left arm, she yelped in pain. She fell back against the pillow. When her gaze rose to meet his, she saw the worry in his eyes.
“You haven’t been here long,” he said. “They’re going to take you for x-rays.”
“That’s probably a good idea.” And then she noticed his suit and remembered they were at his mother’s wedding reception. “What about your mother? I don’t want to ruin her wedding night.”
“You didn’t. They’d already left for the hotel before the accident.”
“That’s good.” She closed her eyes and attempted to recall the accident. “I just can’t imagine what would have made me step out in front of a car.”
He paused. “You didn’t step in front it. The man was drunk and ran a red light. He swerved into the oncoming lane and hit you.”
“Oh.” She couldn’t remember any of it. “Is he okay?”
A smile pulled at his lips. “Leave it to you to be in the hospital and worried about someone else. Yes, he’s fine, but he’s being charged with driving under the influence.”
Just then the doctor and a nurse stepped into the cubicle. Dylan was asked to move to the waiting area. The nurse promised to get him as soon as they were done evaluating her.
Liza tightened her hold on his hand. She didn’t want him to go. She pleaded with him with her eyes.
Dylan leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I won’t be far away. I promise.”
She knew she was being silly. She would be fine. But there was just something so comforting in having him close by. With determination, she released her hold on his hand.
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Dylan would swear the clock in the waiting room had barely moved. Even though it showed a couple of hours had passed, it felt like it had been an entire day. And there hadn’t been any word on Liza’s condition.
He’d tried asking the triage nurse, but she told him he would have to wait. He doubted she knew just how hard the waiting was for him with his tragic past. He couldn’t lose someone else.
“Can I get you something?” Jessica’s voice interrupted his troubled thoughts.
He’d forgotten she was still there. “No. Thanks. You can go. I’ll be fine.”
There was doubt in her gaze. “I think I’ll stick around for a bit.”
He felt bad she was so worried about him that she wouldn’t leave the hospital. He moved to the chair next to her and sat down. “I really am fine. It’s not like I was hit by a car.”
Jessica was quiet for a moment. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”
“No.” The answer came out far too quickly. He thought of justifying his answer, but he couldn’t do it.
“Yes, you are.” Her gaze studied him. “You know there’s a part of me that wants to fight for you.”
“You do?” He had no idea she still felt that way about him.
Jessica let out a laugh. “You didn’t figure that out when I hopped a plane to come to your mother’s wedding as an excuse to see you again?”
He raked his fingers through his hair. “I… I didn’t realize.”
Maybe if he hadn’t been so distracted by Liza, he would have thought of that. The thing was, Liza had been taking up more and more of his thoughts. And that worried him. If he didn’t end this thing between them, he was going to be in trouble. Big trouble. Because he couldn’t live with the constant worry that something might happen to her.
“I’m happy for you.” Jessica’s words drew him from his thoughts. “She seems like a nice person.”
“Liza is amazing, but you have it wrong. Her and I… We’re not together.”
“If you’re not, you should be.” Jessica got to her feet. “If you’re sure you don’t need me, I think I’ll head to my mother’s house. I’m sure with it being Christmas Eve that she’ll need some help with preparations for tomorrow’s dinner.”
He stood. “I’m good. I’m just going to stick around here and make sure Liza is all right.”
She gazed into his eyes. “Don’t miss this chance to tell her how you truly feel.”
And then after a hug, she walked away.
He hated how Jessica could see these emotions in him. He didn’t want to fall in love. He didn’t want to put his heart on the line. But was it too late?
What if the worst had happened today? He jerked his thoughts to a halt. He refused to go there. He refused to imagine a world without Liza in it.
But he also refused to let this thing between them grow. He would see Liza home and make sure her cousin was there to look after her. And then he would slip away.
Sure, his mother had invited Liza to Christmas dinner, but he would figure out a way to avoid being alone with her. And then he would make an excuse to leave early.
Yes, that would work. He breathed a little easier. He refused to think about how much he was going to miss her.
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Bruises upon bruises.
It could have been worse…much worse.
After insisting she’d rest better at home, Liza sat in the back of a hired car with Dylan next to her. She noticed how quiet he’d been since they’d left the hospital. And she couldn’t help but think he was upset because he was there with her instead of being with Jessica—the woman who got away.
Because while she was waiting to get her x-rays, her memories had started to come back to her. She remembered why she’d rushed out into the street. She recalled in crystal clarity seeing Dylan with his arms around Jessica and how they would have kissed if she hadn’t distracted him.
She didn’t remember the car accident and for that she was grateful. The pain in her wrist, legs, and head were memory enough of how close she’d come to losing her life. And she was fortunate her dominate arm wasn’t the one that was injured.
At the hospital, she’d already told Dylan to go home, that she’d be fine on her own, but he’d refused to leave her side. And then the doctor had insisted she have someone to keep an eye on her.
But now as they pulled up in front of her apartment, she turned to him. “Thank you for all you did, but I’ve got it from here. My cousin is home so you don’t have to worry about me being alone.” She stopped herself from saying he could now go be with Jessica. “I… I hope you have a wonderful Christmas.” She slowly got out of the car. Her body protested with her every movement.
Dylan told the driver to wait. He exited the car too. He caught up with her at the door. “Aren’t you coming to my mother’s tomorrow?”
She unlocked the door. “I don’t think so. Please give her my best, but tell her I wasn’t feeling up to it.”
“Liza, what’s going on?”
Why was he making this harder than it had to be? She was pulling away. She was giving him a chance to be with the woman he’d let get away. What else did he want from her?
“Dylan, you should go.”
“Not until you tell me why you’re pushing me away.”
She sighed. “Because you and me, we’re never going to work. I’m too busy for a relationship, and you need to take your dream job in Seattle. It’ll be good for you. It’s the challenge you were looking for.”
He hesitated. “You think so?”
She nodded. “I do. Take a risk. Try something new. You just might surprise yourself with how happy it makes you.” She opened the door and stepped inside. She turned back to him. “Merry Christmas.”
A sadness shone in his eyes. “Merry Christmas.”
Liza closed the door and then leaned against it. She sensed Dylan walking away—the distance yawning between them. She already missed him.
She knew it was for the best. It was better that it ended now rather than later when she’d invested her heart in this relationship, only for him to realize she wasn’t the one for him. She knew Dylan would be all right. He was going to have a fabulous job in Seattle, and he could have his second chance with Jessica. Red hot jealousy sliced through Liza.
She wanted to be happy for him. She really did. Tears pricked the back of her eyes as she slowly climbed the steps. She blinked repeatedly. Why did being an adult have to be so hard?
Liza let herself in the apartment. Snowball murred as she ran over and rubbed over Liza’s ankles. She longed to pick her up, but Liza didn’t feel up to it, especially with a cast on her arm.
“Hey.” Her cousin stopped in front of her and gave her a quick once-over. “What happened to you?”
“Would you believe me if I told you it was a rough day?”
“By the looks of you, it was brutal. Well, don’t stand there. Come sit down.” Elana led the way to the couch. Once they were both seated, she asked, “Can I get you anything?”
Yes, a second chance with Dylan.
As soon as the thought came to her, she dismissed it. She would be just fine without him. Although she didn’t feel fine. Not at all. She blamed it on the pain meds and the shock of being hit by a car.
Snowball jumped up on the couch and settled on her lap. Liza repeatedly ran her hand over the cat’s back and was rewarded with a loud purr.
Upon noticing her cousin’s expectant look, Liza said, “Uh, some water would be good.”
Elana sprang to her feet. “Coming right up.”
Liza wasn’t thirsty. She just needed a moment to gather her thoughts. And so when Elana returned with the drink, Liza told her cousin the whole story, from the beginning of the wedding to the point where she saw Dylan with his arms around “the one who got away.”
“So that’s it?” Elana asked. “You’re just going to give him up without a fight?”
“There’s nothing to fight for.” She knew as soon as she uttered those words that they were a lie.
She thought back to their kiss beneath the mistletoe. When she recalled the kiss, she realized somewhere along the way, their friendship had developed into something more. There was no denying that he’d kissed her back. He cared about her too.
Although if Jessica wasn’t in the picture, Liza wasn’t going to stop him from going after the job he wanted. It wouldn’t be fair to him. Besides, what would be the point? Even if they were happy now, in the future he might blame her for holding him back. And she couldn’t live with that.
“Liza, I know you’ve had your share of duds in the man department, but listen to me when I tell you that Dylan is one of the good guys.”
“I know that. It’s what makes this so much harder.”
“Why?”
“Because… He has this amazing job offer in Seattle.”
“And why can’t you go with him?”
“You know why. I have the boutique.”
“And you said Mr. Marley was jacking up the rent. You could cut your losses and start over in Seattle.”
Liza couldn’t believe her cousin was telling her to give up on the boutique. “I can’t do that.”
“Yes, you can. You just have to take a deep breath and be brave.”
Liza shook her head. “It’s more than that. The boutique… It was my mother’s. I can’t just walk away from that.”
Elana stared her straight in the eyes. “If your mother was here today, I truly believe she’d tell you not to let the boutique hold you back. It was her dream. But you need to find your own happiness, whether it’s here or in Seattle.”
Liza was quiet for a moment as she took in what her cousin had said. She wanted to argue with her, but she just wasn’t up for it. The energy had gone out of her. Her head hurt, and her body ached like it had just been hit by a car.
“I think I’m going to go to bed.” She gently woke Snowball and moved her aside. Liza slowly got to her feet because parts of her body hurt that she didn’t even know existed. She turned back to her cousin. “Thanks for listening to me.”
“Anytime. That’s what I’m here for. And tomorrow you’re coming home with me for Christmas, just like always.”
“We’ll see about it. I’m not sure I’ll feel like getting out of bed in the morning.”
As she made her way to her room, Elana called out, “Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas.” It didn’t feel so merry to her.
Her cousin had given her a lot to think about. Was she making a mistake by walking away from this thing with Dylan? Or should she fight for what they had together?
In the darkness, sleep refused to claim her. Her mind was too busy replaying her memories with Dylan. She missed him so much.
Yet she refused to be the reason he didn’t go after what he wanted—the new job in Seattle. And then there was the question of whether he wanted to be with Jessica—the same Jessica that had flown in for the wedding to see him. Why did life have to be so complicated?




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Sunrise on Christmas morning. 
Dylan stepped out of the shower and dressed in a nice pair of dark jeans. He paired them with a navy and gray plaid button-down shirt. After all, it was Christmas, even if it didn’t feel like it.
The truth of the matter was that he’d only gotten a couple of hours of sleep. He’d spent the rest of the time working on Liza’s website. He’d given it some extra bells and whistles that he hoped she would appreciate. And yet he hesitated to send her the link.
He paced back and forth through his apartment. Even Rascal wasn’t up yet. Though his furry buddy was awake. He didn’t so much as lift his head from his dog bed.
Dylan was miserable. The thought of moving to Seattle and never seeing Liza again gutted him. He’d thought by holding her at arm’s length he wouldn’t feel the agony of losing someone else from his life, and yet it hadn’t worked.
He told himself that once he pressed send on the email to Liza containing the website link, it would sever his link to her world. It was so easy; just one press of the key and it would be over. And yet he couldn’t bring himself to do it.
Close to noon he grabbed his laptop, and with Rascal by his side, he headed to his mother’s house. Dinner wasn’t until later that evening. His heart wasn’t in the holiday this year, but he couldn’t disappoint his mother by not showing up. They’d never spent a Christmas apart, and this year wouldn’t be any different.
It was freezing out. Rascal wore a red coat while Dylan had on a black jacket. They stood at the door of his mother’s house. He rang the doorbell.
When his mother opened the door, she wore a surprised expression. “Merry Christmas!”
“Merry Christmas.” He stepped inside and gave his mother a hug.
In the background, Christmas carols played as they did each year. All day long his mother would play holiday music. He never minded before, but this year the merry lyrics poked at the empty spot in his heart.
“Why did you ring the doorbell instead of letting yourself in like you always do?”
Dylan shrugged his way out of his jacket. “I don’t know. Because things are different now.”
She arched a brow. “You mean because I’m married now?” When he nodded, she said, “Some things have changed, but this will always be your home.”
“Your mother is right.” Roger stood in the doorway to the kitchen. “You’re always welcome here.”
It felt good to hear. He liked that everything in his life hadn’t changed overnight. Once he helped Rascal out of his coat, he turned to find his mother and Roger had gone to the kitchen.
He followed them. The kitchen was cozy warm with the scent of cinnamon and spices lingering. “It smells good in here.”
“Your mother rushed home this morning to bake a couple of pies for dinner.” Roger sat at the table.
“I had to. It’s tradition. I made pumpkin and rum raisin apple pie.” His mother moved to the counter. “We’ll wait until Liza gets here to open gifts.”
Dylan sat down across from Roger. He knew how much his mother liked Liza. He swallowed hard. “She’s not coming.”
“Not coming?” His mother’s eyes filled with confusion. “I don’t understand. Everything was fine with you two last night at the wedding. What happened?”
His mother poured each of them a cup of coffee. She added some eggnog to it and with a spoon, she gave each cup a swirl. With a mug in hand, she joined them at the kitchen table. This was the part of the day that he’d been dreading. But the best way to handle it was just to get it over with as quickly as possible.
He told her about Jessica’s surprise arrival at the end of the reception and then the car accident. As he relived the events, he felt a huge sense of relief that the accident wasn’t any worse than it had been. This world would be so much dimmer without Liza in it.
His mother looked quite distressed. “That is awful. No wonder she’s not here. You should be with her, taking care of her.”
He shook his head. “She doesn’t want me there.”
“What? But why not?”
“She told me to go to Seattle.”
“You mean for your new job?”
He nodded. “She said she was too busy for a relationship and that we’d never work.”
“I don’t understand. I thought you two were so happy together.”
“We were but…”
“But what?”
At this point, Roger excused himself. And when it just the two of them, Dylan found himself opening up. He needed someone else’s perspective. “I think it’s my fault.”
“How so?”
“Because I kept her at a distance.”
His mother nodded. “Because you don’t want to get hurt again?”
He nodded. 
“I’ve loved and lost too.” She stirred her coffee. “And I was like you for a long time. I was certain I was better off without letting people get too close to me, but you know what I realized in the end?” When he shook his head, she said, “I was so much better off for having loved your father. He was the most incredible man, and he gave me some of my most treasured memories. And though he wasn’t in my life for as long as I’d hoped, I wouldn’t trade our time together for anything in the world. After all, he gave me you.” She reached across the table and patted his hand.
“You’d really do it all over again if you knew how it was going to work out?”
A smile lifted the corners of her lips. “I really would. Life is so much better with love in it.”
“And you aren’t afraid of getting hurt again?”
“I’d be lying if I said it didn’t scare me.” She leaned back with a sigh. “But I choose not to dwell on those things. I think about the here and now. Roger makes me happy. He’s my best friend. And now we’re setting off on an adventure. I want you to have someone to share your life with.”
The things his mother said made sense. “The thing is, as much as I tried not to get hurt, it happened anyways. Without Liza in my life, I’m miserable.”
“Then perhaps that’s your answer.” His mother sipped her coffee. “After all, all anyone has to do is to see you two together to realize that you’re crazy about each other.”
All this time he’d thought he was protecting himself. Then along comes Liza with her sunny smiles and her love of Christmas, and his barriers were breached. The truth was that he was crazy about Liza. It was much more than that. He loved her. Not just a little bit. He loved her with his whole heart.
But he remembered the way she’d pushed him away the night before? Was it possible she didn’t feel the same way about him? His heart ached at the thought.
Along this journey he’d learned a lot about himself and about love. Love was a risk. But without risk there could be no love. Love was without a doubt worth the risk because there was no greater joy.
Now he needed to show Liza how he felt about her. He thought of the website he’d finished for her. He still hadn’t sent it. Perhaps it needed one more tweak.
“Mom, would you mind if we put off the gift opening?”
“Not at all. I still have a lot of cooking to do. Are you going to see Liza?”
He wanted to, but he had to make sure that was what she wanted too. “I need to do something first.” He went to the entryway and retrieved his laptop. He returned to the kitchen table and opened it. “Could I have some more of the coffee? It hit the spot.”
His mother smiled. “I’ll put on another pot.” She glanced at his laptop. “Wouldn’t talking to her in person be better than writing her an email?”
“I’m not writing her an email. It’s something better.” And then he got to work.
He hoped this worked—that it would show Liza how much she meant to him.
[image: image-placeholder]It was such a blue Christmas.
Liza used her injuries to get out of going to her aunt’s house for Christmas. She blamed it on her injures instead of her broken heart. Still dressed in her Christmas pajamas that her mother had gotten her their last holiday together, she curled up on the couch. Her red, white, and green plaid pajama bottoms were paired with a long-sleeved cotton top that read: Fun, Cheer, Love, Together. She wasn’t experiencing any of those things that day.
With Snowball by her side, Liza reached for the television remote to watch White Christmas. It had been her mother’s favorite movie. She wondered if her mother were there now what advice she’d give her about Dylan. Would she tell her she’d been a fool not to fight for the man she loved?
Ding.
Liza reached for her phone. It was a merry Christmas message from Brooke. The messages from her friends had been popping into her inbox all morning. She returned the greetings and then placed her phone on the coffee table.
And so, when her phone dinged again with another message, she almost didn’t look at it. But she didn’t want to be rude, or worse, have her friends worry about her and show up to check on her.
She picked up her phone to find that she had an email. Who would be emailing on Christmas? Curiosity got the best of her. She opened the email app to find the email was from Dylan. She sat up straighter on the couch. Why was he working today instead of enjoying the day with his family and perhaps Jessica?
She opened the email.

This is the link to your new website.
Please approve right away.
Let me know if you have changes.

D

Her mouse hovered over the link. She was so anxious to see the final website, but part of her was sad that Dylan wasn’t there to view it with her. She wondered what he’d say if he was there. And then a bittersweet smile pulled at her lips because he’d say: What are you waiting for? Open it.
She clicked on the link. Her mouth gaped.
The banner with the boutique’s name, location, hours, and phone number was in pale pink, black, and gold. It was eye catching and professional. 
Below the banner was a quote: Two Loving Hearts, One Dream Dress.
“Aww…” She loved that he’d put so much thought into the website. Her eyes misted and she blinked repeatedly.
Her gaze moved to a photo of the front of the boutique. It was the showroom window with the Christmas lights on. It looked professionally taken. Had he hired a photographer? If not, he was talented with a camera. The photo switched to an image of the inside of the boutique with a line of mannequins each wearing a wedding dress. And the final photo was a display case filled with crystal tiaras, hair pins, and bands.
Farther down was a description of all the merchandise they sold as well as recommendations that he’d asked her to collect from past brides. It was all so beautiful with little extras here and there.
There were pages called: Our In-house Collection. Tuxedos. Prom. Contact Us.
But it was the page called Read Me that had her clicking on it first. What in the world could be on that page? The background was the same pale pink from the home page, but there were big white outlines of interlocking hearts.
Centered at the top it read: Liza Lynn Howard
He knew her middle name? She didn’t even remember mentioning it to him. But there was a lot they’d shared during their time together. The fact he remembered that small detail touched her.
Below her name was a list of words:
Caring
Compassionate
Sensitive
Sunny
Fun
Honest
Loyal
Trustworthy
Dependable
Beautiful. Inside and Out.
Perfect for me.

I fell in love with you over a torn wedding gown. Only I didn’t realize what I was feeling was love for you. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure out what my heart was telling me.
Please give me another chance.
D

A happy tear splashed on her cheek. She swiped it away and read the page again. He really thought all of that about her? Her heart lodged in her throat.
He loved her, not Jessica. How had she gotten that all wrong? She wanted to blame it on the accident, but she knew that wasn’t the case. When she’d seen him with Jessica and when the woman said that she’d flown there to see him, Liza’s mind had jumped to all the wrong conclusions. She’d let her jealousy and insecurity take over.
But there was still the fact that her business was there in San Francisco and his work was taking him to Seattle. She didn’t want to do a long-distance relationship. Could she sell the boutique—the business her mother started?
She called Dylan before she could talk herself out of it. Her heart felt as though it were going to pound out of her chest as she waited for him to pick up.
“Hello.” His voice sounded so good.
“Hi. I just looked at the website.”
“And what did you think?”
“That it’s absolutely amazing. You’ve done an outstanding job. Thank you.” She knew she needed to say something about the Read Me page. But every time she thought of it, her heart beat faster, and the words would stick in the back of her throat.
“Is that all?” he asked.
“I was hoping you could come over so we can discuss it more.”
“I’ll be right there.”
Her hand moved to her hair, which was an absolute mess. “Give me a half hour. I’m still in my PJs.”
“You don’t have to change for me.”
She smiled and shook her head. “A half hour. Okay?”
“See you then.”
She disconnected the call and rushed to the shower but then remembered she had to cover her cast. This would be her first shower with a broken wrist. This was going to be a challenge, but she refused to face Dylan with her hair a frizzy mess and a hospital band on her good wrist.
When she saw Dylan, she wanted to look good. She wanted to live up to those amazing words he’d written on the website.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


He couldn’t sit still. 
Dylan paced through his mother’s house. He thought things were going well with Liza, but he wasn’t sure. She didn’t say anything about the note he’d written her. Did she feel the same way? Or was she going to let him down gently?
“Dylan, sit down.” His mother looked up from the potatoes she was peeling.
“I can’t.” He checked the time for like the hundredth time.
“You’re going to wear a hole in the tile.”
“I know. I just don’t know what Liza wants to say.”
“Why don’t you take her a Christmas present from under the tree?”
“That’s a great idea.” He rushed to the living room and reached beneath the Christmas tree for one of the presents he’d gotten her.
He paused, trying to decide which one to take. He opted to leave the little jewelry box with the blue topaz and diamond necklace for later. Instead, he chose another present, which was actually two presents taped together.
As he headed for the door, he called to his mother, “Do you mind if Rascal stays here?”
“Not at all. Go. We’re fine here.”
“Okay. I, uh, I’m just going to go.” He was a ball of nerves.
He rushed to the door with Rascal on his heels. He paused to kneel down. “Hey, buddy, I’ll be back soon. And if we’re lucky, I’ll have Liza with me.”
“Arf.”
“I agree.” He petted Rascal, and then he slipped out the door.
It wasn’t until he was almost to Liza’s house that he realized he’d forgotten his jacket. He’d been too worked up to notice the distinct chill in the air. The sky was full of clouds. It wasn’t the sunny cheerful Christmas that people had been hoping for.
Goosebumps raced down his arms. There wasn’t a chance he was taking the time to turn around to get his coat. Instead, he cranked up the heat.
When he pulled up in front of her apartment, he realized he was five minutes early. He wanted to rush up to her door, but he had promised her a half hour. And so, he sat there, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as he stared at the time on the dashboard.
Minute by minute went by painfully slow. All the while he tried to figure out what he was going to say to her. He couldn’t just blurt out that he loved her. After all, he’d already said that on the webpage.
His gaze moved to the Christmas present on the passenger seat. That was it. He’d give her the present first, and maybe it would help ease them into a conversation.
The clock changed and at last the half hour was up. He stepped out of the car. He wanted to rush up the sidewalk, but he forced himself to walk at a normal pace. When he reached the door, he inhaled a deep breath before blowing it out. He buzzed her apartment. The door unlocked.
He rushed up the steps two at a time. His gut knotted up. What if this didn’t work out the way he wanted? Before he could finish that thought, he rapped his knuckles on her door.
The door swung open. Liza stood there with a hesitant smile. He wondered if she was as nervous as him. Her long hair was still damp from the shower. It brushed over her shoulder. But instead of the pajamas she said she was wearing while they were on the phone, she now wore jeans and a red short-sleeved cotton top with a glittery snowman on the front.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi.” And then she pulled the door back and stepped aside. “Come on in.”
He stepped inside the small apartment and found the Christmas tree lights on. It gave the space a cozy glow. He wasn’t sure where to go. Did he make himself at home and sit on the couch? Or was this going to be one of those brief conversations at the doorway? Not sure of the right answer, he awkwardly stood there and let Liza take the lead.
And then he realized he’d forgotten her gift in the car. “I forgot something. I’ll be right back.”
“Oh. Okay.”
He rushed out the door. He jogged to his car. He had to calm down. It was easier said than done as he felt as though his entire future was on the line.
It’d taken him years to find a woman he was willing to step off into the unknown with—someone he would risk his heart for. What if it had taken him too long to come to this conclusion? What if she ever so gently rejected him—again?
As he made his way back to her door, he couldn’t help but wonder if the cloudy day was some sort of omen. But he refused to give up, not until he had his say, and then he would accept whatever she decided. He hoped she would give them a chance.
She buzzed him up again. He tapped on her apartment door and then let himself inside. She glanced up from where she was sitting at the end of the couch with Snowball. Liza looked so alluring. Her beauty didn’t come from makeup, because she didn’t have any on, and it wasn’t her clothes, though they were cute. It was just a natural beauty glowing from the inside out.
Snowball made her way over to him. As he pet the cat, she purred. He’d never thought of himself as a cat person, but Snowball had made him a convert. He enjoyed having her around.
And then recalling Liza’s presents, he held them out to her. “This is for you.”
Her eyes widened. “You got me something?”
“I did.” He glanced at the package. The wrapping looked a bit sad. The paper was crooked, and there was a lot of tape applied. “Sorry about the wrapping job. I’m not very good at it”
She smiled at him. “I think it looks lovely. Thank you.”
“You can go ahead and open it.”
“Just as soon as I get something.” She slowly got up off the couch. 
He jumped to his feet. “I’ll get it. Just tell me what you need.”
She sat back down and let him know which present to grab from under the tree.
He returned to the couch with a smallish rectangular package. The green and red paper was perfectly aligned with a minimal amount of tape. She’d added ribbon with lots of curls in the center of the package. It looked like a wrapped package from a department store. Why hadn’t he thought of having her packages professionally wrapped?
“Oh. And there’s one more.” She asked him to retrieve another larger package from beneath it. “Go ahead. You can open that one first.”
He carefully opened the beautifully wrapped gift. He folded the paper and placed it on the coffee table. The shirt box sat on his lap. He wondered if she’d gotten him a sweater or something.
He lifted the lid to find a miniature yellow rain jacket inside. He lifted it out and held it up. It was cute and would look good on Rascal.
“I don’t know if you have one for Rascal, but I saw this raincoat, and there’s also boots to go with it, anyway, I couldn’t resist.”
He moved aside the tissue paper to find the little boots. “He’s going to love these on those cold, damp days.”
“I hope so.” She pointed to the other package on the table. “You have one more present.” 
What had she gotten him? The fact that she’d gotten him anything at all had to be a good sign, right? He started by removing the ribbon that he was able to slide off the edge of the package. Next his fingers moved to the tape, trying to loosen it without ripping the paper. Not that he was keeping the paper or anything, but after the care she’d put into making the package look so pretty, he couldn’t rip the wrapping.
When he glanced over at Liza, she had a smile on her face. He wondered what she’d gotten him. He couldn’t even guess. When he removed the paper, he found a non-descript cardboard box.
He studied it. He turned it around. He shook it. “I have no idea what’s in it.”
She sent him a pleased smile. “Well, open it.”
And so he did. To his surprise, he found a nameplate for on his desk. He was a bit puzzled. “Thank you.”
“I’m glad you like it. It’s for your new office in Seattle.” The smile didn’t quite reach her eyes when she said it.
And then it dawned on him that with the wedding and all, he’d never gotten a chance to tell her about his decision.
“We’ll talk about Seattle later.” He reached for her gift and held it out to her. “First, you need to open these.”
She accepted the packages. “Which one should I open first?”
“It doesn’t matter. You pick.”
And so, she carefully removed the small package from the large one. To his surprise, she ripped open the package without worry of ripping the paper. And then she crunched the paper into a ball and tossed it onto the table. It was so not what he was expecting from her.
“Colored pencils.” She smiled as her gaze met his. “Thank you.”
“Keep going.”
She turned her attention back to the larger present. Once again, she unceremoniously tore the paper off, balled it up, and tossed it on the coffee table.
Her gaze moved from the sketch pad to him. “I love it. But are you trying to tell me something?”
He shrugged. “I don’t want you to give up on your dream. You’re amazing at creating dresses. It’s a talent not many people have.”
Color bloomed in her cheeks. “You really think so?”
“I do. I’m not saying you have to sell the boutique, at least not initially, but maybe you could work it out so you have time to devote to your dress designs too.”
“I like the way you think. In fact, I decided to sell the boutique and move to Seattle.”
“What?” Surely he hadn’t heard her correctly. “You want to move to Seattle?”
She shrugged. Her gaze met and held his. “I want to be where you are so that we can see where this thing between us takes us. And the move isn’t all about our relationship. I’ve gotten stuck in the past—hanging onto the boutique at all costs—because I’d convinced myself that it was my last link to my mother.”
“And what has changed?”
“I realized that the shop isn’t the last link to her. I am. I carry her around in my heart. No matter where I go, she will always be with me. So, I’m going to chase my dreams.”
He reached out and cupped her cheek. “She would be so proud of you.”
“I hope so.”
“I know that I’m proud of you too.”
“You are?” Unshed tears glistened in her eyes.
“I am.” He leaned forward and then gently pressed a kiss to her lips. Not wanting to scare her off, he used all of his self-restraint to make it short. When he pulled back, he said, “You should also know that I turned down the job in Seattle.”
“You did? But why? I thought it was your dream job.”
“I was wrong. My dream is right here with you.”
She shook her head and leaned back. “I don’t want you giving up your dream for me.”
“I’m not. You helped me find my dream.”
“Wait. What? I’m so confused.”
“I’m going to stay here in San Francisco and start my own web design business.”
“You are?” A smile lifted the corners of her rosy lips. “And you’re sure this is what you want to do?”
He nodded. “I like being the boss. And I like making my own hours because working late into the evening is when I do my best work, not between eight and five.”
“It sounds like you’ve given this a lot of thought.”
“I did. And you know what else I think?” When she shook her head, he said, “I love you with all of my heart. I’ve never loved someone the way I feel for you.”
Happy tears spilled onto her cheeks. “I never thought I’d find true love, but you’ve changed my mind. I love you too.”
With the Christmas tree lights glowing in the background, Dylan stood and drew Liza up next to him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. Over her shoulder, he glanced out the window as a few snowflakes fluttered through the sky and then fell to the ground.
Dylan turned his attention back to the woman he loved. “Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas.” She lifted up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his.




Epilogue

Five months later…


And it was done. 
Liza stepped back to look at the dress she’d designed from start to finish. It was her third original dress. And she’d already sold the first one for a nice profit.
At Christmastime, Dylan’s love letter had gone viral. It drew in curious brides anxious to know if the letter was real, and if so, had Liza forgiven him. Visitors to the boutique were delighted to learn the letter was indeed real and that Liza and Dylan were living their happily ever after. Caught up in the romance of it all, the brides bought the wedding dresses one after the other.
This deluge of business only helped matters because after the viral sensation and television interviews died off, business was sustained by not only Dylan’s beautiful website but by word of mouth.
Business ended up being so good that Liza had been able to hire back the employees she’d previously let go. And now she had time to create new dresses. She was living her dream.
The new dress creation before her was strapless with a shimmery bodice. A crystal-studded belt emphasized the waistline. And the satin skirt was a simple A-line with a thigh-high slit.
“It’s beautiful!” Brooke stood there was a look of awe on her face.
Liza turned to her. She was so uncertain about this dress. Was it too simplistic? “Do you really think so?”
“Oh, yes. If I was getting married, I would definitely buy it.” Brooke sent her a reassuring smile.
“Thanks. Who knows, maybe you’ll get to wear it.”
Brooke shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t even have a boyfriend.”
“You never know when that will change. Just look at Dylan and me. We weren’t looking for anyone special, and yet circumstances brought us together. It could happen like that for you.”
The smile slipped from Brooke’s face. “I don’t think so. Anyway, I stopped by to pick up the wedding dress for the Taylor wedding.”
“Oh, yes. I have it all ready to go. Let me go grab it.” Liza moved to the storage room and quickly returned with the gown in a big white garment bag. “Here you go.”
Brooke accepted the gown. “Thanks for rushing to get the gown altered.”
“No problem. Glad to help.”
Brooke gave the dress Liza had designed one last glance. “I need to be going. Will I see you next week for dinner at Time To Thai?”
“Definitely.” Her New Year’s resolution had been to make more time for her friends, and so far she’d done it.
Liza walked Brooke to the door and told her goodbye. It was only then that she realized it was closing time. Soon she’d be dining with Dylan. A smile lifted her lips.
She rushed through the closing process and then changed into a flowered dress she’d brought to work that morning. Once she was ready, she messaged Dylan to let him know she was ready to go. They met in the foyer.
“You never said where we were going for dinner?” Although he had told her to dress up. She noticed he had on black trousers and a gray button-up shirt with the top buttons undone.
“It’s a surprise.”
“So am I allowed to ask questions about our destination?”
“No.” He sent her a big smile.
“Mysterious. I’m intrigued.”
As they drove through the city, the suspense was killing her. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.”
She sighed. She’d learned that Dylan could be stubborn when he wanted to be, and it appeared this was one of those times.
Instead, she distracted herself with appreciating the beautiful springtime evening. In the distance, the setting sun splashed the sky with streaks of oranges and pinks.
At last they parked, and she still wasn’t certain of their final destination. Hand-in-hand they walked until they reached Union Square. Dylan led her to the center of the square. She had no idea what they were doing there.
In front of the monument, Dylan stopped and turned to her. “We’re here.”
“Here?” She glanced around. There were no events. There was nothing at all going on. “I don’t understand.”
“This is where we had our first date. Remember?”
A smile pulled at her lips. “I remember.”
“I thought it was the perfect place to do this.” He lowered down on one knee and produced a ring box.
Liza gasped. Was this really happening? She pressed a hand to her chest as her heart beat rapidly. Around them a group of spectators gathered, but her attention was on the handsome man in front of her.
“Liza, you’ve shown me that life is worth taking risks. And I love you with all of my heart. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. Will you marry me?”
Happy tears gathered in her eyes as she eagerly nodded her head. “Yes. Yes, I will.”
A cheer went up around them.
He pulled the ring from the black velvet box and slid it onto her finger. As he stood, she lifted her hand to see the large diamond solitaire ring. It was so beautiful.
“Do you like it?” Dylan wrapped his hands around her waist.
Her gaze met his. “I love it but not nearly as much as I love you.”
She slipped her hands up over his shoulders and wrapped them around his neck. She lifted up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. She’d never been so happy in her life. And this was just the beginning.
It’s a good thing she’d put aside the wedding dress from the shop window. It looked like she would get to wear it after all.
When she pulled back, she asked, “How would you feel about a Christmas wedding?”
He paused as though giving the idea some thought. “Are you really going to make me wait that long?”
“It isn’t that long. It’s seven months or so.”
“That seems like forever.”
“It’ll go by quickly. Besides I’d like a little time to plan our wedding.”
“Why Christmas?”
She shrugged. “I like it. And it can be a family tradition.”
“Mom will like that. Wait until she hears the news. I know she’s going to want to help with the plans.” He paused. “Will that be a problem?”
“Not at all. I love your mother and Roger. They’re great.”
“Then let’s have a Christmas Eve wedding.”
She smiled. “I love you.”
Keep reading Liza and Dylan’s story! Sign up for my newsletter and receive a Bonus Epilogue.
Get your bonus epilogue HERE.





Afterword


Thanks so much for reading Liza and Dylan’s story. I hope their journey made your heart smile. If you did enjoy the book, please consider... 

-    Help spreading the word about Love Blooms by writing a review.
-    Subscribe to my newsletter in order to receive information about my next release as well as find out about giveaways and special sales.
-    You can like my author page on Facebook or follow me on Twitter.
I hope you’ll come back to the Seabreeze Wedding Chapel and read about the next couple to find their HEA.
Coming next is Brooke’s story in The Bride's Ready-Made Family.
 
Thanks again for your support! It is HUGELY appreciated.
Happy reading,
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