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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      In difficult times, when a cold darkness spreads over the countries and oppression threatens the most vulnerable amoung us, a pick-me up story can be the best resistance tool for weary souls. Those tales of love and courage will lift the veil of sadness and pump up enough joy to rise and fight another day!

      In those 5 Sweet Holiday Stories, follow hard-working, lonely women confronting adversity or coming to a fork in the road where the delicate balance of their orderly life hang. Five women, each meeting her own challenge, will discover that special magic that opens the hearts. You will even meet a character from the previous collection!

      An inn keeper struggling to keep her parents' dream alive will find a new hope. A daring escape by a ballet dancer sets the table for a tender reunion, years later. A radio voice beckons a depressed musician on to better times. A divorced mother, worried about the adult daughter she left in New York, settles for a simple good time alone in beautiful Hawaii, not expecting any complication.

      And a young stuntwoman stuck in a toxic relationship gets an uncanny visit on Christmas Eve, and a wish of the heart she didn’t know she craved will be granted by the best Authority in the matter!

      May your winter days be filled with light and hope!
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            THE DEER MOUNTAIN CANNON

          

        

      

    

    
      Beth Sanderling put one bare hand over the glass of the Rosemary Inn’s front window, the other stabilizing the fragrant branches of the decorated pine. Her print vanished like a ghost as soon as she released the pressure. She had barely felt the cold that should reign supreme at this time, a December more akin to a moody November.

      She stepped out, past the veranda with winter-resistant chairs and cupholders, and descended the stairs to avenge the last sun rays of the short day. Outside the Inn, a frozen lawn of dead yellow grass fell in a gentle slope to the entrance gate (a grand name for a wooden frame standing all by itself by the main regional road, looking as lonely as she felt.)

      How she yearned for a white, smooth blanket!

      The pair of mature maple trees flanking the pathway to her door had shed their riotous colors weeks ago, but no snow had materialized since, except shy flurries quickly dispatched by the mild temperatures.

      Which was not the problem of the neighboring ski resort, she thought, gloomily.

      The mountain face was shaved into serpentine trails, crowned by a peaked resort house covered with so many lights it seemed like a Christmas tree had landed on the top. Specks of bright fabric danced gracefully down the serpentine slopes –a few less gracefully--, their skis lifting powdery clouds in their wake.

      She remembered what Deer Mountain had been, when her parents had built the Inn, a beautiful escape with hiking trails and a spectacular view from the top, a reward for the efforts spent on the way.  (And yes, Beth had actually seen the shy deer.)

      Then the mountain had been bought, the zoning changed somehow (not somehow, her mother had said, some-money.) Money had changed pockets, and the mountain had been hacked and shaved to accommodate the ultraposh resort. The admission fee cost a small fortune.

      As for the deer, the herd had fled, and none had since been seen in the patch of mature tree forest at the back of the inn, where guests could walk on snowshoes or country-ski on winter.

      But at that time, Beth had been a jolly student dead set on her own pursuit of happiness. It had taken two broken relationships and her failing at getting a decent job to teach her the ways of the world. Now she could only lament what had been, hoping the herd of deers lived happy somewhere else.

      The western “ultra-expert” slope ran down like a white tongue to lick her property line (and still so strange to think of her property, now). She could get a better view of the skiers, all clad in exotic, extraterrestrial fabrics, their heads swiveling to take in the cozy little Inn her parents had built.

      As Beth stood there in her rapidly cooling sweater--a bit envious of the skiers if she was honest with herself--, one lean silhouette veered in a tight turn, splashing snow in a wide arc.

      The skier slowed down to complete the turn, powerful legs cemented together, knees absorbing the multiple shocks of the surface. Suddenly, he (she?) waved at her, one gloved hand raising the pole, its tip tracing another arc in the air, the bulbous goggles flashing a last orange ray her way.

      She blinked, because the smile under those insectoid goggles had felt as luminous as the last sun rays.

      Good dentist, she thought, waving back to the stranger. Not her habit, but hey, it felt nice to be acknowledged.

      She followed with her eyes the receding violet-blue back, legs and poles now pushing hard downslope, until the skier was engulfed in the crowd surrounding the monstruous lift machine.

      Of course, they were all loaded like gold bricks, residing in the town’s posh hotels, or at this pricey, peaky resort.

      Her left knee throbbed as she stepped closer to the slope. It has never healed perfectly after her dramatic fall in the Olympic qualifications’ trials. Restoring her kneecap to full coordination would have required a very costly operation that her insurance provider had rejected.

      Beth had tried the slopes after, but her legs had become separate entities, left divorced from right.

      She thought of the skier, those knees, so perfectly matched. She couldn’t guess his or her age, but if the person was young enough, a sports career was an option.

      But, no, would a seventeen-year-old acknowledge some thirty-ish woman in a loose pullover and faded jeans?

      At that moment, a white plume shot up from the mountain flank, a geyser of synthetic crystals arcing to fall on the ski corridors.

      The cannon spewing the artificial snow was so large a guardrail surrounded it, like those pieces in the war movies. And almost as noisy, with the mix of air and water forced into a hasty marriage. She had expected a person manning it, but the circular platform around the cylinder was empty. Had they automatized the process? Of course, the investors had deep pockets to impose winter on the landscape!

      She noticed how a bunch of snow had been pushed over the edge of the trail, spilling over the Inn’s property. Well, she thought, at least she could make a decent snowman out of that crest. And mayyybe it would draw some curious to her holly-decorated door.

      Beth gazed at the frothy plume, dejected. Who was she to entertain such ridiculous notions? Should she have splurged for a cannon instead of waiting for Mister Frost?

      The attraction power of the ski resort was like a black hole to her tiny, tiny star.

      A star that could, very soon, be engulfed in this vast money well.
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        * * *

      

      In the past years, the resort’s owners had tried to buy the Inn that sat so close to their slopes (to tear it down and build a swanky spa). Beth’s mother had rejected all offers. Maybe her father would have relented, but he had suffered a fatal heart attack ten years ago.

      Beth’s fingers dug into the knitted sweater, its elaborate red, white and violet swirls a testimony to her mother’s talent. How she missed her! Rosemary’s strong, assertive spirits had endured invasive treatments of the cancer for two years, but the rogue bunch of egoist cells had prevailed.

      The last five months of her mom’s illness, Beth had managed the Inn by herself with a few faithful hands, rejecting the buying offers.

      As Christmas approached, she had let go of the cook, for his own family vacations. However, he had left a bunch of hearty soups in the fridge, along with an assortment of fresh meat pies (along with the veggie option), all easy to reheat for a dinner guest. For the Inn’s breakfast, Beth had confidence in her own prowess with the crepe pan, turning eggs and omelets.

      She walked up the slope leading to her home, her bad knee throbbing. Inside, she was greeted by the rich aromas of good food baking. She was a decent cook, at least for desserts. She had made a lot, as if the pastries would conjure more guests. Chocolate chips cookies were sitting in the oven, waiting to be appreciated. She thought of the blue skier, wishing for company at least, if not a rooming guest.

      Beth could not help seeing her mother’s fairy touch in this warm and welcoming space: the original Rosemary, her magical fingers conjuring into existence fantastic scarfs, mittens, sweaters that the other schoolchildren envied Elisabeth.

      Even long after Beth and her brothers had grown into moody teens, then harried adults and (for her brothers) worried parents, Rosemary found time to make countless sweaters, the intricate swirls being her trademark, all while managing the Inn she and her husband had built.

      And that management now leaned heavily on Beth’s thin shoulders. She had inherited the place, with the worries that went with it.

      Like the absence of snow.

      Like the absence of guests.

      Like, oh, the jolly financial statements coming up for the next fiscal year! She tried not to think of the pile of invoices on her desk waiting to be sated.

      And, speaking of invoices, she had almost stepped on a yellow envelope lying by the front door, probably slipped through the mail slot because today was a holiday. No stamps, marked with a too-familiar triangular logo.

      Oh, not again! Her mother was not six months in her grave, and that horrid promoter kept pestering her with offers, week after week! She picked up the envelope.

      But the format was different, not a long business envelope this time. More like a greeting card. Not wanting to waste her time, she ripped it open.

      Yup, a smiling Santa, with the words Have yourself a nice Christmas, in scarlet letters, no signature. Like those impersonal, industrial low-grade cards her last employer had sent, two months before firing her.

      She ground her teeth, a habit her mom had stamped off.

      Not a team player, the company’s HR clean-cut man had said. Well, Beth certainly hadn’t wanted to play her supervisor’s games, after hours.

      Your values do not align with ours. That had been for questioning their delocalization of hardware plants to some Asian subcontractor. And it was maybe linked to said supervisor calling her a lesbian after she rejected his advances.

      Then she felt an icy cold fear trickling over her spine.

      Over the word nice, someone had scrawled “last” in a tone of red ink to match the inscription.

      A threat?

      Beth recalled all those one-star Internet reviews piling one over the other in the late summer, an impossible number for a place with only three (very neat and clean) guest rooms. Small is beautiful, her mom had said. Never before had those three rooms been empty.

      Beth longed for her tiny apartment in Chicago, but the sky-rocketing rents had cemented her resolve to come here. She had revelled in the Appalachian landscape in full glory, and the happy travelers’ happiness after a day’s hike. Then, not long after the first envelope landed with an offer, the flow of visitors had dwindled to a few drops, and the ski resort mountain loomed larger than ever.

      Her fingers were leaving spots on the crisp cardboard. She took slow breath after slow breath to keep her dark emotions at bay. Beth smelled something burning in the small restaurant kitchen, the cake and biscuits, with… was it a hint of seared chocolate?

      Cursing her distraction, she flung the card and spun on her flat running shoes to check the state of the kitchen nation. The pot of bubbling fudge was bleeding chocolate over the range; the cookies in the oven were turning a too-dark shade of brown.

      She donned the mitts and rescued cookies from the inferno and poured as much of the fudge into another pot. She would have been proud to serve the guests, but none had materialized yet.

      Her mother had fairy fingers on the pans and pots and her gingerbread cookies had just the right among of ginger. Now Beth had to work double, eying the empty tables at the dining room.

      Outside, darkness had fallen. A garland of lampposts turned the ski slopes into vanilla tears, inhabited by the moving specks.

      This would be a good hour for guests to come in. No advanced reservations had been made, but she would be perfectly content to greet stray tourists.

      She went back to her own room in the basement to refresh herself and change into a pair of midnight blue pants, choosing with it her favorite pullover, angel-blue with knitted white flurries.

      Like a silent prayer to call up the snow.
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        * * *

      

      Beth’s wish had still not been granted an hour later, as she tidied the kitchen for, sigh, another empty, guest-less night. She wasn’t in a mood to wash the dishes and let the plates and scrubbed trays stew in the soapy water.

      A double bang echoed, muffled by the house, followed by a velvety floof.

      Fireworks, already? The promoters really wanted to impress their guests! But wasn’t it too soon? Then her weary eyes caught the orange glow that silhouetted her Christmas tree.

      Beth rushed to the front window, all sluggishness chased away by the spectacle. The bases of both maples were engulfed in flames.

      Her mom-and-pop maples.

      The threat bounced in her skull as she grabbed a pan. Then she ran outside, hoping against all reason to catch the perps red-handed.

      Beth, pint-sized, without any training, holding an emptied fudge pan, shot between the flaming trees, through the framed entrance, lungs and feet pumping, bad knee forgotten.

      The cold air clogged her throat as she huffed, already out of breath (when she had been, so long ago an up-and-coming athlete.) She reached the regional road just in time to see a pair of taillights speeding away, the car melting into the traffic that came and went from the mountain.

      Of course she hadn’t had time to read the license number.

      Now, a host of small fiery tongues was licking the coarse bark of the maples. She smelled the velvety murmur of a fuel fire. The vandals had spread accelerant over the base of the trees. They may have spread some higher because a few flames threatened the lower branches.

      She pivoted on the dry grass and ran inside, almost slipped over the horrid card, and freed the foot-long red ABC cylinder from its space under the main counter. The fuel fire was a B type, which her dry chemical extinguisher should kill.

      She hoped so.

      She pulled the lever, like she had seen on the internet tutorial. The top lever would not budge, what had she forgotten? She felt out of her depth. The bark crackled, the bubbling sap under it hissing angrily.

      Fact was, Beth had never used the extinguisher, and neither had her mother, a testament to the cook’s ease of managing cooking oil.

      Her maple would burn. She eyes the pan, left in the snow. Grabbed it.

      Ignoring the frenzied or excited cries of the skiers who had spotted the burning trees, she ran toward the thick crest of snow lining the trail. The war-sized cannon was now silent, but it had spread enough snow to form a white buff at the edge.

      She used the same pan to sweep the icy crystals, then ran back to the trees, and cast it over the murmuring flames. Melted water was not the best to douse the flames, but it coated the bark for a few precious seconds. How long would that fuel burn?

      Beth pulled her phone from her pant’s pocket to call the fire department. She incinerated the thought, her fingers frozen over the dials.

      The firefighter truck would take a half-hour to get there, and they would only find the trees turned into a crisp with dead burnt grass all around. Plus, her
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