
  
    [image: Hugs, Kisses and Mistletoe Wishes]
  


  
    
      Hugs, Kisses and Mistletoe Wishes

    

    
      
        Roxy Boroughs

        S.L. Dickson

        Raine Hughes

        Ellen Jorgy

        Shelley   Kassian

        Katie O’Connor

        Sherile Reilly

        A.M.  Westerling

      

    

    
      Snarky Heart Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
        —Hugs, Kisses and Mistletoe Wishes—

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2021 by Snarky Heart Press

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its copyright holder.

      

        

      
        Published 2021 by Snarky Heart Press

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-7777555-0-8 (Digital Edition)

      

        

      
        Design and cover art by JennJ Designs

        Copyediting by Susan Vaughan, Terri St. Clair, and Ted Williams

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      To romance readers everywhere

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Introduction

      

      
        Preface

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        The Sprite Before Christmas

        Roxy Boroughs

      

      
        My Christmas Hero

        S.L. Dickson

      

      
        Love in Time for Christmas

        Raine Hughes

      

      
        Safe in his arms at Christmas

        Ellen Jorgy

      

      
        A Gentleman for Christmas

        Shelley Kassian

      

      
        Gingerbread Dreams

        Katie O’Connor

      

      
        A Wish Upon a Christmas Knight

        Sherile Reilly

      

      
        Evelyn’s Beau

        A.M. Westerling

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      "Hugs, Kisses and Mistletoe Wishes...A Sweet Christmas Romance Collection. Celebrate the magical holiday season with this special gift straight from our hearts, eight enchanting love stories to cherish all year long."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      Eight Alberta romance writers have combined their talents to publish this blockbuster eight-novel collection under the single title: Hugs, Kisses, and Mistletoe Wishes.

      The idea was born during the pandemic, when the writer friends held weekly Zoom meetings to share creative advice and moral support. A fun project for the group members and a great way to give something back to their loyal fans.

      Romance novels can range from sexy to historical to fantasy (apparently even vampires fall in love) but in keeping with the season, the eight writers decided to stick with “sweet romance,” the kind of charming feel-good love stories that everyone from teens to grandmothers will enjoy.

      The group agreed on a giveaway price of ninety-nine cents for all eight books in the digital collection—their gift to romance readers everywhere.

      Romance is the most popular fiction genre, with millions of readers reading tales of love every day around the world (and contrary to popular opinion, sixteen percent of them are men).

      The collection is described as: Straight from our hearts to yours, eight enchanting love stories to enjoy during the holiday season and all year long. Each contains a romantic “mistletoe moment,” and an uplifting, happily-ever-after conclusion.

      You may also seek out other romance novels published by the eight individual writers represented in this Christmas collection: Roxy Boroughs, S. L. Dickson, Raine Hughes, Ellen Jorgy, Shelley Kassian, Katie O’Connor, Sherile Reilly and A. M. Westerling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      The authors wish to express their gratitude to those who supported them during the writing of these novels.

      Our friends, family, and writing colleagues from Calgary RWA who cheered us toward the finish line.

      Our cover designer for her infinite patience while designing a cover we absolutely love.

      Our beta readers and editors for assisting us in crafting our stories into works of fiction that we’re incredibly proud of.

      And Mickey Mikkelson for giving us the courage to shine in front of an audience.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Sprite Before Christmas

          

          Roxy Boroughs

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve, Faith Bridges sat on her living room window seat, half-packed boxes towering around her.

      She twisted the top off the lone bottle of wine she’d found in the pantry, poured a shot into her glass, swallowed a bracing gulp, and opened the manila envelope she’d received from the lawyer’s office the previous week.

      Divorce papers.

      Her name appeared on the document alongside her husband’s. Her soon-to-be ex-husband, Noel. An appropriate name, since they first met during the Christmas season, some twelve years earlier. And everything about this time of year reminded Faith of him.

      The word Noël popped up in lights on the sides of buildings throughout Seattle, where she worked, and Puyallup, the much smaller city to the south, where she lived. Noël appeared in glittery red lettering on Christmas cards. Heck, she’d spent years singing the word in various carols she helped write and perform.

      Could she survive future Christmases without thinking of him?

      Maybe one day, hearing and seeing his name wouldn’t bring such an ache to her heart. But this year, with their parting so recent, a tight knot formed in the center of her chest, and her eyes overflowed at the most inappropriate times—while shoveling snow, while waiting in line buying Christmas presents, and now while packing up what remained of her relationship with him.

      She heaved a sigh, took another sip, and set her glass beside the wine bottle at her feet. The sooner she signed the papers, the sooner she and Noel could get on with their lives—separately.

      Faith scanned the clutter of boxes, packing tape and newspaper wrappings for a pen. Darn, had she already packed them?

      She poked through her purse and came up with a Sharpie, which she’d purchased for labeling the boxes. Hardly the correct writing instrument for signing an important document. Unless you happened to be the forty-fifth President of the United States.

      She’d buy a pen the next time she went out. Until then, she needed a safe place for the papers. Boxes blocked her from the couch, wing chair and side table, which she’d pushed against the wall for more space. Setting the papers on top of one of those boxes would be dangerous. She might accidentally pack them. Instead, she placed them beside her on the window seat for safekeeping. The built-in fixture certainly wasn’t going anywhere.

      She swiveled around, stretching out one jean-clad leg on the burgundy cushioned seat, and peered through the glass into the side yard, her reflection captured in the pane—dark circles beneath her green eyes. The snow-covered cold beyond seeped through the window and kissed her cheek, her breath fogging the transparent barrier and blurring the twinkling red and gold lights from the neighbor’s tree.

      Faith and Noel usually decorated too—stringing lights from the big pine at the front of the house, selecting another tree for inside at one of the many Christmas tree farms in the area, and trimming it together with all the ornaments they’d gathered over the past decade.

      Not this year, though. No point with the move. And truthfully, Faith didn’t feel very festive. She topped up her glass, the spicy tannins in the Malbec failing to warm her.

      Flitting from one area of the house to another, she made slow progress. She packed a few clothes before wandering into the empty room at the top of the stairs.

      The small space, painted a soft yellow, was the first one emptied of its contents. A year ago, now. Noel had done it on his own. Without her knowledge. That act had led to a bitter argument. Their last.

      The anger had subsided during their time apart. Only the hurt remained—a wound to her heart that wouldn’t heal. But it was her stomach that now grumbled in protest.

      Sadly, she had no food in the house. There was no point grocery shopping so close to the move. All she had on hand in the way of edibles was a box of mini candy canes she’d bought for her music therapy clients at the end of their sessions. The festive treat wasn’t an appealing combination with red wine. Faith wandered back down to the main floor, found the candy box, ripped the wrapper off a cane and stuck it in her mouth anyway.

      She resumed packing, reaching for the family heirlooms she’d set aside on the bench seat of her electric piano. Faith ran her fingers over the Christmas stockings her mother had quilted for Noel and her their first year as a married couple. Their names were embroidered on the cuff.

      Beside them lay her mom’s Christmas songbook. Faith had learned about music at her side, singing along as Mom played.

      The other book was a well-loved copy of The Night Before Christmas her mom used to read to her every year when she was a kid—its maroon cover worn, its pages dog-eared and yellowed. She’d imagined reading it to her own children. Her own grandchildren.

      Another broken dream.

      Faith dabbed her eyes with the sleeve of her oversized gray sweatshirt—an old one of Noel’s that she’d claimed for doing laundry and cleaning. When she’d first worn it, the garment still held Noel’s scent, that woody-citrus fragrance she recognized as him. Now it smelled of a bargain dryer sheet.

      He’d moved out the previous Christmas, crashing at his brother’s house in the room above the garage. Now that Faith and Noel planned to sell their home, divvying up their possessions was a must. The furniture, the household linens and the dishes—everything had to go.

      “The glasses too, of course.” She lifted her wine in a toast before downing the remains.

      The clock on the fireplace mantel chimed its last quarter hour before midnight, signaling her to pick up her pace. The old timepiece, another heirloom from her mom, was yet one more item to pack. In fifteen minutes, Christmas Eve would turn into Christmas Day, and per her separation agreement with Noel, she had to be out of the house on December 26.

      She smoothed the hair from her face. “Good. A new start is exactly what I need.”

      She’d never understood Noel’s suburban dreams, or the affection he felt for his birthplace, Puyallup—pronounced pew-ALL-up. Faith’s personal emphasis was on the pew! Named after an indigenous tribe, the word meant ‘generous people.’ Sadly, that description didn’t extend to Noel’s parents, who’d fought Faith’s union with their son from the start.

      Sure, Puyallup houses were more affordable than Seattle ones. Faith loved Pioneer Park and the views of Mount Rainier to the southeast. And was an enthusiastic screamer when riding all three rollercoasters at the Washington State Fair every summer—her hands raised high above her head proving her bravery, the wind rushing through her hair, wild and free.

      But none of that mattered. As soon as she got her bearings, she’d leave P-Town, move back to Seattle, and create the life she’d always planned for herself.

      Faith poured another splash of wine and drank without tasting it. She’d hoped it would numb her from her task. Packing made the divorce real.

      With Noel away, she could almost pretend he was at work, creating delectable dishes for his clients, as he once did for her. Selling the house meant she couldn’t pretend anymore. That and signing those papers would make their divorce final. Not the biggest failure in her life.

      The biggest failure had caused the divorce.

      She twisted the gold wedding set on her ring finger. She’d been reluctant to remove the bands, telling herself that they prevented unwanted flirtations from men.

      Faith hadn’t dated, wasn’t ready. Probably never would be. She was still young, only thirty-two, without a gray strand in her strawberry blonde bob. But she’d never marry again.

      She hoped Noel would. Though things hadn’t worked out between them, he deserved another shot at happiness. In their brief conversations, he hadn’t mentioned seeing anyone. But Tiffany, the manager of his catering business, had always been in the picture.

      Faith wiggled her rings some more. She got them halfway over her knuckle, then thought better of removing them. She already felt like a failure. If she lost them in the move, she’d feel even worse.

      She sought out her jewelry box, which she’d brought down from her bedroom earlier in the day. Apart from her wedding set, she didn’t own any expensive items. However, the small vintage jewelry box, with its rosewood inlay, contained a few sentimental pieces. All priceless, in Faith’s estimation.

      She reached for the box and, unlocked, it flew open, scattering its contents all over the floor.

      “Darn!” Working with kids and young teens for so many years had taught her restraint in swearing, but she let out a curse now.

      Sinking to all fours, she began picking up the items and putting them back in the box—silver dragonfly earrings, crystal studs, and a small charm bracelet she’d worn as a child.

      A cry escaped her lips when she saw her Christmas pin—the one she’d worn every year she’d been with Noel. She’d always loved the small resin depiction of the female Christmas sprite. The tiny fairy had silvery wings, a sprig of holly in her snow-white hair, and held a miniature sheet of music in her tiny hand, with the opening line of “Have a Holly Jolly Christmas” printed on it. As for clothing, she wore a red tunic and green and white striped stockings on her legs.

      One of which was now broken.

      Faith found the missing foot and fitted it against the sprite’s ruined leg, but the parts didn’t align properly. A piece was missing. She ran her fingers over the floor but couldn’t find it.

      “Must have slipped between the grooves of the laminate. Poor little sprite.” Faith couldn’t put it back together any better than she could fix her broken marriage. “We weren’t the right fit either.”

      She crunched the last of the candy cane with her back molars. “I wish it were different. That Noel could see things through my eyes.”

      Faith found her purse on the window seat and rummaged in it for the bandages she’d bought. Experience had taught her that packing cardboard boxes could result in nasty papercuts.

      She wrapped a small adhesive bandage around the sprite’s injured leg, securing the broken piece in place so she wouldn’t lose it in the move. A temporary fix, of course. As soon as she found her own place, she’d buy some putty and mend the sprite properly. In the meantime, she’d stay with friends, while her stuff went into storage.

      Faith eyed her makeshift repair job. Hardly perfect, but it would do for now. She set the pin back into her jewelry box and did a doubletake. For a moment, the sprite’s expression seemed to change, her brows knitting together.

      Man, she was losing it. A lack of sleep had her eyes playing tricks on her. Faith yawned and checked the clock again. Surely, she’d been packing longer than fifteen minutes. Still, the timepiece seemed stuck, its hands hovering just before midnight.

      “Must need winding.” She’d work a bit more, then make a fresh start in the morning.

      Finishing her current job, she fished around her purse for the key to her jewelry box so she could lock it—securely, this time—when the windows began shaking and the wind outside whistled down the chimney of her gas fireplace.

      “Funny, there wasn’t a weather warning on my cell.” And Faith had never known a winter storm to hit so fast.

      She retrieved her phone from the rear pocket of her jeans but, before she could scroll the internet for weather warnings, the front door blew open and twinkling snow swirled into the living room to the accompaniment of tinkling bells.

      Faith shoved the phone away, ran to the foyer and threw her full weight against the door—a door she thought for certain she’d secured earlier. She huffed, puffed, and grunted as she struggled to close it, as if battling a tornado.

      With a burst of effort, the door snapped shut and she flipped the lock for good measure, leaning on the heavy wood and panting from the exertion. Only then did she think about those bells. Must have been a neighbor’s wind chimes jangled by the peculiar squall. Didn’t people store those musical ornaments inside over the winter?

      She took a step, the melting snow on the floor soaking her thick cotton socks. No handy rag or old towel in sight, and since her feet were already wet, Faith pulled off her socks and mopped them over the foyer’s stone tiles, absorbing the worst of the mess.

      One bare foot skidded on the slick floor, and she feared landing in an awkward and painful split. Arms flailing, she recovered and avoided falling on her face, slammed onto her butt instead. Moisture seeped into the rear of her old denims.

      “You are so out of shape.”

      Faith spun around on her derriere. She’d been thinking the same thing, but hadn’t said the words.

      Someone else had.

      It was a female voice that mocked her—a high-pitched one she didn’t recognize. Faith scrambled to her feet but, scanning the room, saw no one.

      She was definitely losing it.

      “Don’t you see me? I’m right here.”

      Faith scrutinized the area again. She didn’t have a radio; had already unplugged the TV. Could the words be coming from someone outside? Did the wind carry her neighbors’ conversation from across the street?

      “Down here,” the voice directed.

      Faith dropped her gaze and immediately backed away in shock. A winged being, no bigger than her thumb, hovered above her jewelry box.

      “What’s the matter? Don’t you trust your own eyes?”

      Faith didn’t because, not four feet from her, the Christmas sprite was alive, free of her backing and looking a little worse for wear. The sprig of holly from her hair dangled over one eye. She fanned herself with her miniature sheet music, her tiny wings beating fast as a hummingbird’s.

      Faith examined her half-empty bottle of wine. Was she drunk? Hallucinating?

      “You’re seeing everything clearly,” the sprite answered, as if reading her mind. “Maybe for the first time.” She landed on the floor and stamped her foot for emphasis, then hobbled around in a circle. “Owie, owie, owie.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “O-kaaaay?” The sprite wrung out the word until it dripped with sarcasm. “Seriously? I feel about as good as you look.”

      Faith touched a hand to her head. After that fierce wind, her hair stuck out like a porcupine’s quills. Automatically, she smoothed it down before stopping herself. What did it matter how she looked to her strange visitor? Faith’s safety was at risk. Who knew what this creature could do?

      Cast a spell over her? Bite her on the ankle?

      “Sorry that gust messed with your coiffure.” The sprite smirked. “But it’s all your fault. You’re the one who locked me up in that dark, musty box for a whole year. I was dying for some fresh air!” She flapped her arms for emphasis, the sheet music crinkling in her grasp. “Then, on top of everything, you broke me.”

      “I-I-I’m sorry. I tried mending you as best I could.” Was she really conversing with a fairy? Faith considered diving into the snow outside to clear her head.

      The wee humanoid tapped a finger to her chin. “Yes…you did try,” she said, grudgingly. She rolled up the music sheet and slipped the scroll into her belt. “Very well. Apology accepted. But on one condition. Find something I can use as a cane.”

      “Like what?” The Sharpie was too big, Faith’s car fob too awkward. What else did she have in the house that would do the job?

      Peering around the room, Faith spotted the perfect thing. She reached into the box of treats and pulled out another mini candy cane.

      The sprite accepted it and took a few practice steps. Given her pint-sized frame, the cane reached past her head, like the hooked stick a shepherdess might carry, but it did provide her with some support.

      “Yes. Yes, indeed. This will work quite nicely. And if I get peckish, I can always give it a nibble.” She chuckled at the joke. “Thank goodness you broke only my leg and not one of my wings. In that event, we wouldn’t be able to journey beyond these four walls.”

      “That is a fortunate—” Faith stopped mid-sentence, as her brain caught up to her mouth. “What? We’re going someplace? Where? Why?”

      “To see about that wish of yours. The one you made earlier. You want someone to change, yes?”

      “Change Noel, you mean? Make him see my point of view?”

      Holly bowed, signaling her agreement. “Now, where should we start?” The sprite cocked her head for a moment and then snapped her fingers. “I’ve got it. We’ll begin at the beginning.” She held out a tiny hand, inviting Faith to grasp it.

      Faith retreated and rubbed her eyes. Was she dreaming? She’d been under so much stress lately, fretting over the divorce and the packing, she hadn’t managed a full night’s sleep in weeks. Months, even. Maybe she’d dozed off, her sleep-deprived brain producing the fairy-tale entity before her.

      She pinched her arm to make herself wake up, but when she opened her eyes, the sprite was still there. And her arm was sore, to boot.

      If she couldn’t force herself to consciousness, maybe a power nap was exactly what she needed. She’d recently seen an article on the internet explaining that dreams were the subconscious mind’s way of helping you deal with problems in your waking life. And if there was one thing Faith could use right now, it was a bit of help.

      She reached out to the sprite, then snapped her hand back. “Wait. Before I go with you, I need you to answer one question.”

      The sprite’s snowy brows lifted. “Yes?”

      There were so many things Faith could ask. Are you for real? What magical powers do you possess? Can you give me the winning lottery numbers? Overwhelmed with the alternatives, she settled for the standard, “What’s your name?”

      The sprite smiled. “I’m Holly, of course.” She straightened the sprig in her hair. “Holly Tinselberry.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Holly. I’m—”

      “Faith Bridges,” Holly continued. “We’ve been acquainted a long while—twelve years this week, I believe—so I know all about you. Now, take my hand.” She held it out to Faith again. “Time’s a-wasting.”

      With nothing to lose, Faith did as she was told. For a dream, the sprite’s hand felt oddly real—warm and solid. Before she could dwell on the anomaly, Holly waved the candy cane and tinselly bits of silver, pink, red and blue spun around them.

      “It’s so pretty. Like a snow globe.” Somehow, the twinkling specks buoyed Faith. She felt light, weightless. As her feet left the floor, she shrieked.

      “What’s happening?” She flung out her arms, steadied herself and was soon flying—beyond her living room window, beyond her neighborhood and completely beyond her control.
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      She’d barely found her balance when her stomach dropped, as if she were on an airplane experiencing turbulence. Her vision cleared and Faith found herself standing in downtown Seattle. Christmas lights decorated the leafless trees alongside the street.

      “Wow!” It was at least an hour’s drive from Puyallup to the big city. “How did you get us here so fast?”

      “Magic, of course.” Holly flew onto her shoulder. “But where we are isn’t as important as when.”

      “When?” Tall city buildings blocked the early sun’s warmth, casting shadows on the sidewalk. Had Faith lost several hours? Was it Christmas Day already?

      She stepped in front of a middle-aged woman bundled up in winter gear and bogged down with packages.

      “Excuse me. Could you please tell me—” Faith didn’t finish the question. She was rendered speechless when the pedestrian kept walking… right through her!

      She screamed, clutched her torso and found it intact. “What the—?”

      “No one can see us. Or touch us,” Holly announced, matter-of-fact. “We’re merely spirits here.”

      “Spirits?”

      Shoppers scurried along the sidewalks, their scarves fluttering behind them, but Faith felt no breeze. Her feet were still bare, but the patches of snow on the concrete sidewalk didn’t feel cold.

      “We’re dead?”

      Holly whacked Faith with her candy cane. “Does that feel dead to you?”

      “Ouch!” Faith recoiled and rubbed her ear. “You should come with a manufacturer’s warning.”

      “Harmful if swallowed?” The holly sprig on the sprite’s head shook as she laughed. “Poor Faith. I understand this is all new to you. Let me explain. Imagine you’re still in your living room, but wearing one of those virtual reality headsets kids use for gaming.”

      Not only kids. Some of Noel’s fully grown buddies were into that stuff. “So… you’re telling me this isn’t real?”

      “It’s real, all right. Want proof?”

      Faith nodded.

      “Then use that head of yours for something other than a hat stand. You’ve got a cell phone, don’t you?”

      Faith fished it out and checked the time. Ten to ten in the morning. She noticed the date, blinked and looked again. What the heck? According to her phone, it was three days before Christmas.

      “You moved us backward three days?”

      “A little further than that.” The sprite crossed her arms over her chest and rocked on her heels. “Check your newsfeed.”

      Faith read the headline, did a quick calculation in her head and sucked in a breath. “Twelve years ago???”

      Holly blew onto her wee nails and buffed them on her tunic. “Thank you. Thank you very much,” she said, impersonating Elvis.

      “How did you do that?”

      The sprite beamed. “Practice. ‘Blue Christmas’ is one of my favorite songs.”

      Faith looked heavenward, searching for strength. “I wasn’t talking about the Elvis-thing—”

      “You mean the Elf-is-thing,” Holly replied, hooking her thumbs into her belt.

      “Either way, the impression was only passable, if you want the truth. More to the point, how did you transport us back more than a decade?”

      “Oh, that.” Holly shrugged. “Time is different in the sprite world. A day can seem like a year. A year, like an hour. We can move backward and forward. Of course… such travel is not without its costs.”

      Days? Months? Years? It was all too much for Faith to digest. She needed to focus on the immediate situation. “What are we doing here?”

      “Look and see yourself… twelve years ago.”

      Faith followed the line of Holly’s outstretched hand. She blinked, hardly recognizing the younger version of herself, running across the street, a ukulele case in hand. She felt so far removed from the action, she could have been watching an actress playing her.

      Her style screamed artsy back then. Cute red ankle boots, black polka dot leggings, a short flowing dress in a retro paisley, and a faux fur jacket—unbuttoned. Her hair hung curly and free, reaching halfway down her back. The ensemble came topped with a big, floppy hat.

      “It’s surprising you weren’t arrested that day.”

      “For jaywalking?”

      “For fashion failure.”

      Annoyance brewing, Faith eyed her companion. “Like you’d be on the cover of Vogue.”

      “Maybe not. But I have been featured in Spritemopolitan.”

      Faith was lost for a rebuttal and her jaw hung slack. Holly pointed her candy cane at the scene unfolding before them and Faith’s attention refocused on her younger self.

      “I was always running late back then. Going from music rehearsals to my seasonal job.”

      As if to prove the point, in a mad dash, past Faith slammed into another pedestrian. She muttered an apology and kept running. Right into trouble.

      Present-day Faith saw what her younger counterpart failed to notice—a bus alongside her, kicking up slush. “Watch out!”

      Younger Faith didn’t hear the warning. And just like twelve years ago, a six-foot arc of dirty, gray slush hurled at that paisley-wearing girl and soaked her to the bone.

      “I remember that day,” Faith told Holly. “I was so embarrassed. So frustrated. So…wet.”

      With another swirl of the sprite’s cane, Faith found herself inside the department store where she’d worked that Christmas, so long ago.

      Her past self came into view, dripping and harried, without a moment to spare. She disappeared into the back room and emerged a moment later, minus her coat. Her wet feet, clad in equally wet leggings, squeaked in the sensible flats from her locker. Thankfully, the retailer’s signature red apron covered her soiled clothes.

      “That year, the store set up a special area for male shoppers, looking for something for the ladies in their lives,” Faith explained to Holly. “That section boasted items a man might buy for a woman—whether it be his girlfriend, his wife, his sister, or his mother. We had perfume, scarves, gloves, jigsaw puzzles, ornaments, shortbread cookies—you name it.”

      Back in the day, the scented candles on the end of the far aisle had tickled Faith’s nose with cinnamon, pine and apple spice. Though she couldn’t smell them now, in her spirit state, she’d never forget those fanciful fragrances. Every time she caught a whiff of something similar, it immediately reminded her of the holidays.

      She watched her younger self pass by a display with Christmas pins, running a gentle finger over one of them—the brooch she loved.

      “Yes, you’ve known me for quite some time,” Holly said, as if reading her mind again.

      Faith couldn’t deny it. Her favorite pin back then was of a Christmas sprite with holly in her hair. The same creature that had come to life and now fluttered around the cash desk, where she could properly survey her domain. However, this chatty sprite looked a little aged, a little haggard.

      Not unlike Faith, herself.

      Spellbound, she observed the scene from the past as she might a film. Though in this three-dimensional experience, she absolutely identified with the protagonist. Remembered every thought and relived every emotion along with her.

      Faith’s younger incarnation ran around the sales floor, preventing a toddler from toppling over a Christmas tree and summoning up a kind word for a rude customer who pontificated on the commercialization of the season.

      Just as past Faith breathed a sigh of relief, she noticed a tall young man with curly hair approaching. His dark-rimmed glasses gave him an unassuming quality. A studiousness.

      “Hello. Something I can help you find?” she asked.

      “I’m looking for a gift for a young woman.”

      “What’s she like?”

      The man smiled. “That’s my problem. I haven’t really met her yet.”

      Maybe the woman was a blind date. Or maybe he was a crazed stalker. Either way, Faith was going to earn her pay and find him the perfect present.

      “Let’s talk price range then. Did you have an idea of how much you’d like to spend?”

      He rubbed his jaw. “Mmmmm. I hadn’t really thought about it.”

      She studied his clothes to assess his funds. He wore a double-breasted navy pea coat—a wool, or wool-blend. The tailored garment showed off his trim build, while the worn jeans and sneakers gave him a casual, approachable appeal. But those leather gloves he’d stuffed in his pockets looked expensive. So did his burgundy cashmere scarf. She’d seen a similar one in the men’s section of the store that cost more than a week’s groceries.

      He probably wasn’t much older than she was. She pegged him around twenty-five or twenty-six. Old enough to have started on his career path, at least, and earning a steady wage.

      “I can give you a few ideas.” She led the way to the department’s accessory section. “We have some lovely scarves, in an assortment of colors and prices, geared for any budget.”

      Each scarf was looped around a long rod, allowing customers to browse easily. The man picked up the end of one, letting the silky material slide through his fingers, as he might caress a woman’s hair.

      “These are nice, but I don’t know what color she’d like.”

      Faith pointed to their best seller. “This one could work.” The background was sheer with multicolored Christmas trees imprinted on it—green, red, purple, teal. “It’ll go with just about anything.”

      “Do you like it?”

      She would have liked a pair of dry socks. But footwear was in a different section of the store.

      “We sold out of my favorite—a cream-colored scarf with black musical notes printed across it. But people really like this Christmas tree one I showed you. We probably sell four or five a day.”

      “You’re into music?” he asked, focusing on her instead of the scarf.

      “Love it. I play the piano, the guitar and the ukulele. I sing too.”

      “Let’s hear something.”

      Faith gulped. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Sing something for me.”

      Seriously? He expected her to launch into song in the middle of a department store? Was he mocking her?

      True, Faith spent most of the day singing along to the canned Christmas music. Not at full voice, of course, and not when customers were around, but when she was alone—dusting, straightening the shelves, or counting the till at the end of her shift.

      “I usually sing harmony with my friend when we perform together.”

      “But you know the melodies, right?”

      Did he honestly expect her to switch from backup vocals to take the lead? Going from a Florence Ballard to a Diana Ross?

      A muted “Jingle Bell Rock” played over the speakers, the old Bobby Helms version. Led by her customer’s encouragement, Faith swallowed her shyness and picked up the song mid-verse. The more she sang, the more her confidence grew. When she finished, he clapped.

      “You’re good. Too good to be working in a department store. You should be on TV.”

      She lowered her chin, but couldn’t cool the sweet blush of pride that heated her cheeks. “Until the networks call, I’ve got some gigs performing carols at Christmas parties. I’m saving up for school.”

      “What program?”

      “Musical performance. I’m auditioning to get in next fall.” She told him about the college she hoped to attend.

      “I received my diploma there. Sounds like you’ve got a great future ahead of you, Faith.”

      Automatically, she touched her nametag. It put her at a disadvantage. He knew her name, but she didn’t know his. Would it be too personal to ask?

      Before she could, Faith noticed another customer at the payment counter. She excused herself and rang in the order. When she returned to the young man, he’d wandered over to the jewelry section. As she approached, he picked up a pin. Her favorite one.

      “What about this?”

      Faith’s first thought was to talk him out of it. The pin was the only one of its kind left, and the store wouldn’t be reordering. Not at this late date. Next Christmas, there’d be new stock, and a different fairy to mark the season.

      The piece wasn’t overly expensive, but Faith couldn’t spare the money. Her job was peddling the merchandise, not talking customers out of a sale.

      “It’s my favorite item in the store,” she admitted.

      “Then it’s exactly the right thing for me.”

      She stood tall, keeping her shoulders from slumping. Selling her favorite pin to another woman was the last thing she wanted to do. Helping a customer was good, she told herself. Cash in the till was even better. Her employment at the store was specifically seasonal but, if she did well, maybe they’d keep her around after Christmas. She led him to the counter, rang in the purchase, and took his money.

      “Could you gift wrap it?”

      Faith could hardly ignore the FREE GIFT WRAPPING sign at the desk. She puffed a stray hair away from her face, slapped on her perky salesclerk expression, and wrapped the gift. Even added a nice bow.

      “Would you like a bag?”

      “No, thanks. I don’t need one.”

      She walked around to his side of the counter and handed him the present. He took it from her, holding it for only a few seconds before giving it back.

      Had he changed his mind? Decided he didn’t like her wrapping job?

      His eyes crinkled at the corners. “I hope you enjoy it.”

      She gave him a blank stare. “I don’t understand.”

      “The present is for you.”

      Her gaze wandered from him, to the gift and back again. “Me? But why?”

      “Consider it a random act of kindness.”

      Lord knows she could use one. Her feet were still wet and cold, but the warmth in his hazel eyes melted her.

      “Merry Christmas, Faith.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and strode away.

      Faith held the present close to her chest. “Thank you,” she called after him. “Thank you—” Darn. How could she get his attention, when she didn’t even know his name?

      “Wait!” She ran to him. “Who are you?”

      His gaze met hers, in an exchange that did funny things to her stomach. Made it fizz. “Noel. Noel Bridges.”

      “Thank you, Noel Bridges. I’ll treasure it. Always.”

      Present-day Faith smiled wistfully as past Noel walked away.

      “You didn’t do a very good job of treasuring me,” the sprite said, shattering the moment. “I have to use this cane because of you.”

      Faith’s smile withered. Poor Holly did look worn out, her tunic a little faded. Did it get scuffed when she fell on the floor and broke? “Sorry.”

      “Apology accepted. How about one for Noel?”

      Turning, Faith shook off the sentimentality of the past and returned to the real world. Well, as real as it could be when she was talking to a fairy sprite. “What do you mean?”

      “The reason I’m here is because you wished Noel would be more understanding. Seems to me, he was very perceptive. Saw exactly what you needed and delivered. And there’s something you don’t know about that day. Something he never told you.”

      Holly flourished her candy cane again and the scene Faith had just witnessed went into a fast rewind. Past Faith speed-walked backward to the till, unwrapped the gift, showed Noel the scarves, shrugged on her outside coat, and sprinted in reverse until she was outside on the street.

      “Why are you showing this to me again?”

      “Watch.” Holly pointed.

      Faith saw her younger self once again coil away from the splash, emerge dry and bump into that pedestrian. But this time, she looked at the man with whom she’d collided. Really looked.

      Double-breasted, navy pea coat. Burgundy cashmere scarf. Glasses.

      She lifted her hand to her lips, mouthing a silent, Oh. The man she’d bumped into on the street was Noel.

      “He saw you get sprayed with slush and followed you into the store to see if he could help. Bringing up the bus incident would have embarrassed you, so he didn’t mention it. Instead, he performed an act of kindness. He saw you touch the pin—me—as you did every day. Bought you the gift, hoping to turn a negative into a positive. To bring you joy. To make you happy.”

      Faith wrapped her arms around herself. “Noel did that?”

      “Pretty observant, huh? It’s almost as if he understood… your point of view.”

      Was the sprite smirking? Before Faith could call her on it, Holly brandished her candy cane. Multi-colored bits of shiny confetti fell around them and, again, they were airborne, as Holly whisked Faith away to another unknown time and place.
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      “A year later, you and your musical partner had a gig at a big Christmas party.”

      They landed with a jolt and Faith stumbled with the sudden return to gravity. When the twinkling specks of magic cleared, she found herself standing outside a four-story brick warehouse, one of many built in downtown Seattle at the turn of the last century. Once the site of a busy manufacturing company, it currently housed a couple of arts groups and several businesses, including the tech firm that had hired them to provide entertainment for the evening. Every employee, their spouses and their children would enjoy a Christmas luncheon, live entertainment, a visit from Santa and gifts for the kiddies.

      Faith caught sight of her younger self entering the building, holding a garment bag like a shield in front of her. It contained the Santa jacket and pants they’d picked up from the costume rental company. Beside her, Bastian, her singing partner, carried his guitar and a duffel bag, which held all the other items for his quick change into the jolly ol’ elf—hat, wig, beard, gloves, belt and black spats with white faux fur trim that fit over his regular boots.

      Lanky and ginger-haired, Bastian was the least likely Santa around. Thankfully, his costume came with a padded belly.

      With another wave of Holly’s cane, she and present-day Faith materialized in the small office the musical duo had used as a changing room those many years ago, revisiting the events as they happened.

      Bastian donned his red sequined show vest over his black dress shirt and paced while performing his vocal warmups—from gentle humming to full-throated arpeggios. Between his ascending “la-la-la-la-la-la-las” and his descending “me-me-me-me-me-me-mes,” he tried coaxing past Faith to join in. “Now that we’re here, you have to sing.”

      “I promised I’d help schlep your stuff in, and hang around to help schlep it out at the end, but I just can’t face going on stage. Ever again.”

      He stopped in front of her. “What about our great harmonies? Please, Faith. The act won’t be the same without you.”

      “It’ll be better.”

      He frowned. “Self-pity doesn’t become you.”

      Faith covered her hot cheeks with her hands. Bastian was right. Self-pity wasn’t attractive. Still, she couldn’t help but feel like a failure. All year she’d practiced her audition material to get into the music program she’d coveted. Only to bomb because of an attack of nerves.

      “Come on. This is a company gathering. No pressure.”

      “What if I forget the words?”

      “To ‘Jingle Bells’? Is that possible?”

      “I forgot the words to my audition songs.” Lyrics she’d sung a hundred times. Now, the thought of performing left her mouth dry and her stomach in knots.

      “You wanted it too much, let it trip you up.” Bastian picked up his guitar and tuned it. “This is an easy gig. If you forget the words, we’ll joke about it.”

      “Now I’m a joke?”

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it. Do this for me. Get back on that horse and conquer your fear. I’ll be with you, singing along. In fact, the whole room will probably be so busy singing, they won’t even hear us.”

      An urgent knock put a halt to Bastian’s wheedling. He set his guitar on one of the office chairs and opened the door. There in the hallway, a handsome young man wearing a chef’s smock peered out at her from behind dark-rimmed glasses.

      By golly, the guy looked familiar. Faith was sure it was the same man who’d bought her that sprite pin at the department store last Christmas.

      She wasn’t certain he recognized her. After her failed audition, she’d chopped off her hair to her shoulders, and switched out her artsy wardrobe for quiet colors—black leggings and a drab, oversized, olive sweater. It was the kind of ensemble guaranteed to avoid attention, to render her invisible.

      The man in front of her looked too flustered to notice her lack of fashion sense, anyway—face flushed, forehead glistening with sweat and brows pressed together in a crease. “I’m so glad you two are here. I need you to go on early.”

      Faith’s partner stepped forward, offering his hand. “I’m Bastian Fry, this is Faith Jenkins, and you are…?”

      “Noel Bridges, the caterer. And I’m in a jam.”

      Faith doubted he’d intentionally made a culinary pun.

      “Two of my staff called in sick, the appetizers are delayed and the guests are getting restless.”

      “We can certainly go on sooner,” Bastian began, including Faith in the plan. “But we have only so many songs in our repertoire. If we start early, we’ll finish early, which will mess up the timing you gave us for your supper courses.”

      Noel removed his glasses and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Man, oh, man. It’s my first catering gig and maybe my last. This night is turning into a disaster.” He looked back at them, his hands stretched out, palms up, imploring. “Could you uh… improvise?”

      Seeing the guy at his wit’s end, grasping at straws, would have cracked the most hardened heart. Faith wanted to help. “Maybe I can fill in as a server?” In the last year, she’d moved from retail work to waiting tables. The hours were more flexible and the tips helped stretch her budget.

      “How can you serve tables when you’re on stage singing?”

      Bastian aped Noel’s quizzical expression. “Yeah, Faith. He needs you to sing.”

      Could she?

      Faith glanced at her winter coat where it lay on the office desk. There, on the lapel, was the sprite pin Noel had given her a year ago. With one kind deed, he’d transformed a terrible day into a special one. A special day, a special week, a special month, a special year. Every time she looked at the pin, she remembered his thoughtfulness and it never failed to cheer her.

      This was her chance to repay him. But did she have the guts?

      She swallowed hard. “It won’t be a disaster. We’ll make it work.” The thought of performing turned her hands to ice, but the look of relief on Noel’s face made her warm inside.

      Bastian grabbed his guitar and she followed the two men down the hall. The clinking of glasses and muted conversation grew louder with each step. At the end of the passageway, Faith caught a glimpse of their performance space, a room with white plaster walls and a high ceiling. A series of short risers formed the makeshift stage.

      And beyond? All those people waiting for her to fail.

      Faith was thankful she’d left her ukulele at home. Her hands were shaking so badly she couldn’t have played. But she wished she’d thought to bring her sequined vest so she’d match her partner and look a little festive.

      She mentally rehearsed their first number, mouthing the words to “Jingle Bell Rock.” Before she reached the second line, she stopped short. Wasn’t it the same song she’d sung for Noel in the department store last Christmas?

      “Are you ready,” Bastian whispered.

      “I hope so.”

      “Then let’s do this.”

      Noel touched a bank of switches on the wall, dimming the lights in the audience area. Faith took a deep breath and stepped onto the stage with Bastian, amid scattered applause. As her eyes adjusted, she froze.

      There had to be fifty large round tables, each topped with a red square cloth over a white circular one. Every table boasted a glass centerpiece, filled with red and silver baubles. Every seat was occupied, and every eye gazed up at them expectantly.

      With an opening chord on the guitar, Bastian introduced their act and launched into their first number.

      Not expecting to sing, Faith hadn’t warmed up and her voice was a little rough at first. By their third song, those butterflies in her stomach eased. The finger tapping she caught in the audience helped too. Several people in the first row drummed out the beat of the song on their tables. A few mouthed the lyrics along with them.

      She and Bastian performed all the old favorites, pop songs like “Last Christmas” and the standards like “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree.” In between, they told a few jokes.

      “You know what kind of Christmas songs dogs like?” Bastian asked the kids in the audience. “It’s ‘Bark, the Herald Angels Sing,’ of course.”

      After their rendition of “O Holy Night,” Faith continued their rehearsed banter. “Bastian, I thought I’d have to sit on your shoulders for that last song.”

      “Why?” he asked, straight-faced.

      “To hit the high notes.”

      Bastian drummed a rimshot on his guitar. The audience laughed and groaned in equal measure.

      With their repertoire dwindling, and knowing they needed to fill time, Bastian introduced a couple of seasonal ditties the two of them had written together. The choruses proved catchy enough that the folks joined them in song during the final repeats—a surefire ego boost for any fledgling composer. At the end of their set, they launched into “Blue Christmas,” she and Bastian both doing silly Elvis impersonations.

      Remembering Holly’s earlier imitation, present-day Faith looked at the little sprite as she played air guitar while gyrating her hips like The King.

      Faith giggled behind her hand and turned back to the images from the past in time to hear the whoops and applause that met her and Bastian’s performance all those years ago.

      “Thanks, everyone,” he said after their bows. “We’re going to take a short break—”

      Out of the corner of her eye, past Faith caught movement. Standing by the kitchen door, Noel stretched his hands apart, as if he were pulling at invisible taffy. The universal sign to stretch it.

      “—and do a little something special for the younger people in our midst,” Faith continued, hijacking Bastian’s line.

      She borrowed his guitar, hitched the strap over her shoulder and adjusted it. “I invite all the kids to sit on the floor here by me.”

      Some children scampered up to the stage right away, and sat cross-legged in front of her. Other kids needed coaxing. Their parents took them by the hands and escorted them.

      Faith led them in song, performing all the numbers she remembered from her mother’s Christmas music. Numbers she knew they’d be able to join in and sing along: “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” and “Deck the Halls.”

      Her worries over forgetting the lyrics vanished. She was too busy encouraging her audience to participate with percussive noises—tapping their water glasses with spoons to make the ringing sounds for “Jingle Bells,” and stomping their feet for the “Thumpity thump thump” lines in “Frosty the Snowman.”

      When Noel gave her an okay sign from the kitchen, she wrapped up the final number and received a resounding applause and three curtain calls.

      On the way back to the dressing room to join Bastian, she heard someone call her name.

      Turning, Faith spied a petite Asian woman dressed in a tailored business suit. The deep magenta of the material was echoed in the woman’s lipstick, and accentuated her brown eyes and the straight dark hair that brushed the base of her neck. Because of her high cheekbones and perfect skin, Faith couldn’t judge the woman’s age with any accuracy. Somewhere between thirty and forty-five was her best guess.

      “I know you’re busy, but I didn’t want to miss the opportunity to thank you in person.” The Asian lady produced a business card and handed it to Faith. “I’m Haysoon Kwon, and I’m thrilled you agreed to perform at my party.”

      “Your party? I thought we were performing for a tech company?” The words were out of Faith’s mouth before she could retract them. Hot blood burned her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’ve always associated tech companies with men. People like Steve Jobs and Bill Gates.”

      “Believe me, I’ve used that expectation to my advantage on more than one occasion.”

      Ms. Kwon’s chuckle reassured Faith that she hadn’t made a total idiot of herself. She laughed along with her newly discovered employer.

      “I pride myself in my ability to spot potential, Faith. I see it in you.”

      “Me? I don’t know anything about technical—”

      “But you do know music. And you have an innate talent to connect with young people. I just witnessed it.”

      Faith had to admit, encouraging the kids to sing along had been her favorite part of the show.

      “I’ve been successful enough to begin paying it forward, and I have a venture in the works that I think may interest you. It’ll be a few years down the line, but would it be all right if I contact you then?”

      A business venture? For a musician? “Sure. I don’t have a card on me.”

      “Not to worry. When the time comes, I’ll find you.”

      Faith admired the woman’s easy confidence. Ms. Kwon returned to her party and Faith tucked the business card in her pocket. She entered the dressing room, eager to tell Bastian about the intriguing hallway encounter.

      Before long, Noel knocked at the door again. This time with an envelope containing their payment. And accompanied by two plates heaped with turkey, stuffing, cranberry sauce, Brussels sprouts, and roast potatoes. An assortment of Christmas cookies and gingerbread cake followed for dessert. Faith couldn’t remember when she’d had a tastier meal, but it was far too much food for her to eat in one sitting, especially between performances. Thank goodness Bastian had a hollow leg.

      “At the rate you’re inhaling your supper, you won’t need that Santa belly.”

      Appetites sated, they went back on stage for their second set. Halfway through, Faith realized she wasn’t the least bit nervous. She was actually enjoying herself, feeling she was right where she belonged—on stage, performing.

      At the end of their last song, “Santa Claus is Coming to Town,” the audience rewarded them with a standing ovation.

      While Noel served the guests dessert, Bastian donned his Santa costume and, with Faith performing elf duties, they handed out the provided presents to the kids. Faith had never heard so many oooohs and aahhhhs in her life, along with squeals of glee.

      At the end of the night, still buzzing with adrenaline, Faith helped Bastian pack away his Santa suit.

      “It went really well, Faith. Our best show ever.”

      Boosted by their success, she had to agree and smiled with satisfaction. They left the dressing room, Bastian carrying his costume and Faith carting his guitar. On their way to the exit, they passed the banquet hall. The audience was long gone. Only their debris remained—dirty plates, napkins on the floor and wrapping paper everywhere. In the middle of it all, a lone figure hovered, cleaning up.

      Noel.

      He’d lost that frantic edge he’d had earlier, though his hair remained adorably mussed. He looked tired, but happy.

      “You go on ahead, Bastian.”

      “You sure? The sun’s gone down. I don’t want you walking alone after dark.”

      “I’ll be fine. I can call a cab. Can you manage all your stuff?”

      “I was a juggler in a past life.” His mouth quirked up at one corner. “I’ll take the costume. I have to drop it off at the rental place to avoid extra charges. If you’d hold on to my guitar, I can pick it up the next time I see you.”

      “Sure. No problem.”

      He gave her a quick peck on the cheek and headed to the exit. Faith watched him go, then let her attention stray back to the man tidying up, as he was joined by a second person—a dark-haired woman with big green eyes, her makeup runway model perfect.

      The two hugged, the woman smiling at Noel as if he weren’t the caterer, but a tasty dish she wanted to consume. Faith felt like an intruder on their moment. And a little foolish to have lingered.

      The beautiful woman shrugged on her coat and took the same exit as Bastian. Faith was about to follow, when Noel’s voice stopped her.

      “I thought you’d gone.”

      She turned, holding the guitar case by its handle and swaying to and fro. “Just about to.”

      “Gives me a chance to thank you and Bastian in person.”

      “Sorry, he just left.”

      “You can pass it on, then. Really, it’s you who saved me. You’re the one who occupied the kids for so long. Without you, I would have had a revolt on my hands.” He kept his focus on her, while stacking another set of dirty plates.

      “No one stayed to help you clean up?” His stunning co-worker could have remained behind. Though, from what Faith had observed, the woman was less interested in menial labor and more interested in dessert. Especially if that dessert was Noel.

      “It would have put me over budget on staffing. Besides, there’s not much to do. I have to pack up the dishes and return them to the rental company, haul the dirty table linens to a different provider, and box up the raw perishables. I’m taking them to the food bank, with Ms. Kwon’s blessing.”

      Not much to do? Working alone, he’d be here most of the night. Faith peeled off her coat and tossed it in the nearest chair. “I can stay and help.”

      “I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering. You know that song, ‘Sing for Your Supper,’ Noel?”

      He shook his head.

      “It’s from The Boys from Syracuse, a Broadway musical by Rodgers and Hart. It’s based on Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors…” She stopped herself mid-prattle. He was well-mannered enough to listen with polite interest, but she didn’t want to push it.

      “Anyway, the point is, that supper you served us was amazing. We certainly didn’t expect it—not on top of our payment. Helping out is the least I can do.” She rolled up her sleeves, dumped the uneaten food from the nearest plate into the handy garbage bin and stacked the dish in a plastic bus tub.

      “You really enjoyed the food?”

      “It was delicious. I’m surprised folks didn’t lick their plates.”

      He beamed, managing to look proud and humble at the same time. “Thanks. Catering is a new side business. My dad owns Gusto’s.”

      “Wow—that’s a really popular restaurant.”

      “My older brother is destined to take it over when my dad retires. I’m trying to carve out my own path in the food industry. Tonight’s success is a stepping stone for me. Failure wasn’t an option. I’d never live it down.”

      He laughed off the comment, as if it were no big deal, but Faith suspected his family demanded a lot from Noel. Maybe he did too.

      “How about you?” he asked. “Do you have folks here in Seattle?”

      “My mom.”

      “It’s just the two of you?”

      “My dad died when I was little. A construction site accident.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks. I wish I’d gotten to know him. My mom always tells me what a great guy he was. She’s still very much in love with him.”

      “Wonderful to have that kind of devotion in your life.”

      Had he experienced it himself? She’d always hoped that one day she’d find her special man. A rather difficult proposition given her dating track record. She’d tried an online site, but quickly backed off when several men shared photos displaying portions of their anatomy best left covered.

      Working together, Faith and Noel cleared the plates, making general conversation about their respective Christmas plans—him with his family, her with her mom, Bastian and his father. All the while, she dropped hints, trying to discover if he recognized her from the previous year.

      “Got all your Christmas shopping done?”

      “I’m a typical guy. I do it Christmas Eve.”

      “Any particular store you’d recommend?”

      “Sure. The one where we met.”

      The dish Faith held slipped out of her hand, but Noel swooped in and caught it before it crashed to the floor.

      “I shocked you, huh? Didn’t think I’d remember?”

      “I wasn’t sure. I recognized you right away but—” Swift one, Faith. Great job of acting aloof. She picked up another plate, careful to hold it in both hands. “It’s so weird meeting you again like this. One of those strange coincidences in life.”

      He nodded to the coat she’d flung in the chair. “I see you’re still wearing that pin.”

      “It’s my absolute favorite.”

      He grinned and her tummy did a funny flipflop. When he took the plate she held, his hand brushed hers, and Faith’s stomach performed a full-on somersault.

      Noel’s smile faded and his hazel eyes darkened. Had he felt the same connection? The same thrill? Or had he picked up on her reaction to him and balked?

      He deposited the plate in the plastic tub with the others, his gaze never leaving hers. “What’s the deal with you and Bastian? Are you two an item?”

      “Gosh, no.” Faith chuckled, thankful for the release of nerves after that intense moment. “He’s like a brother to me.”

      “You’ve known him a long time?”

      “Since primary school. His dad’s a minister. And a widower. He and my mom traded off childcare duties, so I spent a lot of time with Bastian. He’s a friend. My best friend, in fact.”

      “Just friends? You sure?”

      “Positive. Bastian isn’t the least bit interested in me.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s a man and you’re a woman. A very attractive woman.”

      Heat rose into Faith’s cheeks at the compliment. She cleared her throat and found her voice. “I’m not his type.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because we both have a crush on Robert Pattinson.”

      Noel’s brows puckered as he considered her statement, then relaxed as the message sank in.

      “Is that a problem?”

      “That he’s not interested in you? I’m rather pleased about it.”

      “I mean, does it bother you that he’s gay?” Because, if it did, their evening was over.

      “I have an uncle who’s gay. My mom’s brother. She’s not thrilled about it, which is sad, because he’s a great guy.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m not gay.”

      She laughed. “No, I didn’t think you were. Not with the way your pretty colleague looked at you.”

      “Tiffany?” He tilted his head to one side, the gesture reminding Faith of an adorably perplexed puppy. “She’s an employee. That’s all.”

      “I think she’d like to be more.”

      “Not with me. She’s not my type.”

      “You have a type?”

      “I sure do.”

      The twinkle in his eyes made Faith warm all over. Was he flirting with her, or was it merely wishful thinking on her part? Probably the latter. Best to play it cool.

      “I’ve never been in this building before. They’ve done a great job repurposing it. And this room is really lovely, with the wood trim and the high ceilings.” She noticed a series of black and white photos along one wall. Leotard-clad ballerinas stood on point—the picture of grace and elegance. The images were obviously shot in this very spot. “I can see where the parquet flooring would make this a great dance space.” Darn, she was rambling again.

      “You’re right. It’s the perfect ballroom. A shame to waste it.” He held out his hand to her. “May I have the pleasure?”

      Surprised by his gallantry, Faith giggled. “We don’t have any music.”

      “You’re a singer. I’ll rely on you.”

      He crossed to a bank of switches and, with a touch, the lights in the room dimmed. He returned to her and placed her left hand on his shoulder. Slowly, they began to sway, her heart fluttering from his nearness.

      “You’re not singing.”

      “I think I’ve run out of songs.”

      After the program she and Bastian presented that afternoon, what was left? Lady Gaga’s “Christmas Tree”? No. Too sexy. Likewise for Luther Vandross’s “The Mistletoe Jam (Everybody Kiss Somebody).” How about “Santa Baby”? Nope. Too materialistic.

      Faith was no Mariah Carey. Fortunately, she didn’t need the chart topper’s whistle register to sing “All I Want for Christmas is You.” She started the song with a slow, easy andante.

      This caterer knew his swing moves—rock, step back followed by a triple step, the two of them mirroring each other’s footwork. When the tempo of the song increased, he added twirls. During the instrumental part of the song, she hummed.

      “I love your voice.”

      “You almost didn’t hear it today.”

      “Why? Sore throat?”

      “Sore ego.”

      He looked at her quizzically, so she continued. “Last year, when we met, I was saving up to enroll in a musical program.”

      “You mentioned that.”

      “I did?” And he remembered?

      Noel straightened his arm, swung her away from him and then brought her in close again. “And?”

      “And I’m impressed. You’re a great dancer.”

      “Thanks, but I was asking about school.”

      Faith fumbled the following triple step. “I didn’t pass the audition.” She stopped dancing and focused on her feet, unable to meet his eye. “I had dreams that Bastian and I would be the next Sonny and Cher…minus the skimpy costumes.”

      “You still can. I’m pretty sure both Sonny and Cher were high school dropouts. They didn’t let that stop them. They went after their dreams.” Noel scooped a hand under her chin and brought her gaze to his. “You should too—no matter what anyone else thinks. You didn’t get into college, so try again. Or find another way to reach your goal.”

      “I guess I wanted validation. A diploma would help my confidence level. Prove someone else believed in me. Help me believe in myself.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I believe in you.” He twirled her around, making her laugh. What was it about this guy? It was impossible to feel down around him.

      He stopped in the middle of the room, dipped her, and brought her up slowly, holding her to his chest. Then he looked up. Right above them, dangling from a string, was a sprig of mistletoe.

      “Did you
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