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            Chapter 1

         
         Jazzy Walker watched her best friend, Charlie Cheek, trot across the barroom in an adroit Fred Astaire two-step, dodging tipsy
            patrons on his way to their bistro table in the far corner, balancing two candy cane martinis without sloshing a drop.
         

         
         Medical personnel from Twilight General Hospital across the road patronized the Recovery Room Bar and Grill, and at seven
            thirty on a Friday night, the seven a.m. to seven p.m. shift workers had descended on the watering hole en masse.
         

         
         “You look thirsty, Lambchop,” Charlie hollered over the rowdy crowd and the jukebox blasting “Santa Claus Wants Some Loving.”

         
         “Parched.” Jazzy reached for her drink, offering him a winning smile in thanks.

         
         “Ready to blow off some steam?”

         
         “You betcha! Karaoke ’70s contest here we come!”

         
         “My little ray of sunshine.”

         
         “It’s as easy to smile as frown.” Jazzy giggled.

         
         “Good Lord don’t embroider that on a pillow.” Charlie raised his glass. “Cheers. Candy cane martinis ought to fix us right up for ‘Bohemian Rhapsody.’” 

         
         They clinked glasses and grinned with the ease of childhood friendship.

         
         “So how was your week?” Charlie fished a plump cranberry from his drink and popped the tart fruit into his mouth.

         
         “Pretty good.”

         
         “Is this true or just generalized Jazzy optimism?” he asked.

         
         “Pediatric admissions are down. That’s always something to celebrate. The only new admit I had today was a tonsillectomy.”

         
         Charlie raised his eyebrows. “They admitted a tonsillectomy case?”

         
         “Minor complications. No biggie. Doc Freeman will send her home tomorrow, but the excitement came when her father almost fainted.
            I caught Dad just in the nick of time. One second later and boom, he would’ve pancaked the floor.”
         

         
         “Look at you, shero.” Charlie held up a palm.

         
         Jazzy slapped him a high five and sipped her drink. The peppermint set her tongue tingling. She wasn’t a big drinker, and
            the martini packed a punch. If she wanted to sing a song as complicated as “Bohemian Rhapsody,” she needed to slow down. She
            ran her fingers over the glass stem, wiping away condensation.
         

         
         “FYI,” Charlie said. “I ordered all-the-way nachos, so don’t be afraid to drink up. Gooey cheese will soak up any liquor.”

         
         “Yay! Thanks. I’m starving. We were shorthanded and slammed, and I skipped lunch.” Slammed because she’d been tending the
            light-headed single dad of her tonsillectomy case; a gorgeous single dad, just to be clear. Not that she noticed. Much.
         

         
         “Now the big question.” Charlie placed both palms flat. “Have you heard from Traveling Nurses? How did the second interview
            go?”
         

         
         Jazzy crossed her fingers. “No news is good news, right? I don’t expect a call until after the New Year. Holidays get in the
            way.”
         

         
         “You’ll get it.”

         
         “Here’s hoping.” She crossed her fingers. “They were very encouraging.”

         
         “Doubts?”

         
         “A little. I’ve never lived outside of Twilight.”

         
         “More reason to hightail it out of town. It’s your big chance to see the world. I’m jealous.”

         
         “Don’t be. I wouldn’t leave if not for . . .” She gulped. “Well . . . we won’t get into that. I’m going to miss everyone.
            You most of all.”
         

         
         “I remember when we were kids, and you collected travel brochures and we spent hours in your hospital room poring over them
            and spinning Eiffel Tower fantasies.”
         

         
         Yes, and until her high school sweetheart got engaged to her former childhood friend, Andi Browning, Jazzy had clung to hope that she and Danny would reunite, despite their incompatibility. When they were dating, people—Charlie chief among them—used to teasingly say, “Here comes Darkness and Light.” Once, she thought that meant she and Danny dovetailed. Now she understood that opposites had simply attracted. Not always a healthy combo. 

         
         Ahh, believing in fairy tales, legends, and myths. The downside to living in a tourist town that exploited its romantic history.
            Magical thinking. She’d cut her teeth on stories of “one true love” and reunited high school sweethearts. Such fables were
            pure bunk, and she’d stayed too long in a relationship that had run its course, because of a ridiculous belief in happily-ever-after.
         

         
         “I should have left before now.”

         
         “You weren’t ready. But the time has come.” Charlie hummed a few bars of “Time Has Come Today” and drummed the table.
         

         
         It sounded ominous.

         
         The heavy wooden door creaked open, bringing a blast of chilly December air. Jazzy turned to watch a lanky cowboy mosey in.

         
         Charlie sat up straighter and readjusted the maroon beret that matched his scrubs. “Mmm, who do we have here?”

         
         The cowboy navigated his way to the to-go counter and Charlie slumped back against his chair, disappointment tugging his mouth
            down. “Oh, it’s just Roan Sullivan. I thought we had a fresh face in town.”
         

         
         Roan Sullivan. The father of Jazzy’s four-year-old tonsillectomy patient, Trinity. The guy who’d almost fainted.

         
         “You know him?” she asked.

         
         Handsome, lean, and muscular in the wiry way of men who performed physical labor for a living, Roan was drool worthy. Dark, thick hair and soulful brown eyes. 

         
         Just her type.

         
         Jazzy recognized his sexiness when she’d taken his elbow and eased him down into the waiting room chair that morning. He smelled
            nice too, like pumpkin spice and sandalwood soap. She didn’t lust after her patients’ parents, but something about Roan stoked
            her interest.
         

         
         And her empathy.

         
         He’s a single father raising a daughter. You identify with him because of you and your dad.

         
         Roan Sullivan appeared worn and frazzled. Her heartstrings tugged anew, and her nurturing instincts flared. She ached to tell
            him Trinity would be fine. He had nothing to worry about.
         

         
         Charlie planted his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “Roan’s a cutting horse rancher and he owns a small spread halfway
            between Twilight and Jubilee, but he’s also an accomplished cowboy chef. Two years ago, he won a campfire cook-off competition
            on the Food Network and set the town buzzing.”
         

         
         “Oh yeah.” Jazzy crinkled her nose. “I remember hearing something about a local man winning a national cooking challenge.”

         
         “It was so sad.”

         
         “Winning the competition?”

         
         Charlie clicked his tongue. “No. While Roan was out of town competing, his wife scheduled a minor surgical procedure and she ended up dying on the operating table. A reaction to the anesthesia, I believe. Not at Twilight General though, thank heavens. She was in a Fort Worth hospital.” 

         
         “Oh my goodness, the poor man.” An icy chill passed through her and she rubbed her arms.

         
         She studied Roan from across the room. His back was against the wooden shiplap wall, his muscular arms folded across his chest,
            a distracted furrow creased his brow. His Wranglers fit him like a second skin, showing off muscular thighs.
         

         
         “Jazzy.” Charlie drew out her name. “What’s going on in that noodle of yours?”
         

         
         “Nothing. Why?”

         
         “You’ve got that I-need-to-fix-somebody light in your eyes.”

         
         “I do?”

         
         Charlie nodded. “It’s the same look you got when we were fourteen and you tried to kiss me before I’d come out to you.”

         
         Jazzy’s cheeks pinkened. “That was stupid of me. I didn’t understand. I thought you were cute and needed a girlfriend.”

         
         “I know. And I realize you know there was nothing in me to ‘fix.’” He reached across the table and laid his hand on hers.
            “But remember, not everyone needs fixing and even if they do, you’re not in charge of the cure.”
         

         
         “My fatal flaw.” She sighed. “Wishing everyone a safe and happy life.”

         
         “Being ever ready to help is an endearing quality.” He chucked her under the chin. “But you can’t control other people.”

         
         Yes, yes, she’d learned that lesson the hard way with Danny. Disconcerted, Jazzy slipped off the barstool.

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “I’ll just be a sec.”

         
         “Jazzy . . .”

         
         Before she reached Roan, the bartender leaned over to hand him a white paper to-go bag branded with the golden Recovery Room
            logo.
         

         
         Roan grabbed the sack and headed for the door.

         
         Jazzy popped into his path, blocking his exit. “Hi!”

         
         Roan stepped back, blinking like Rip Van Winkle. “Oh,” he said. “It’s you.”
         

         
         She’d caught him off guard. She should have listened to Charlie and kept her butt parked on the barstool. “Hey.”

         
         “Hello, Nurse Walker.”

         
         His eyes were soft and kind, and she was glad she’d come over. “I noticed you standing over here by yourself.”

         
         “Got a burger. The hospital cafeteria was already closed.”

         
         “How’s Trinity?”

         
         “She seems okay. I didn’t want to leave her, but my mom dropped by to check on us and insisted I take a break.”

         
         “Smart mother.” Jazzy waved at Charlie, who motioned her back to their table. “Would you like to join me and my friend for
            a drink?”
         

         
         “I appreciate the invite.” Roan shifted his weight and shook his head. “I don’t like leaving Trinity for too long.”

         
         “Her grandmother is with her.”

         
         “I better not, but thank you for taking such good care of her.” He paused. “And me when I got light-headed after talking to Dr. Freeman. Sorry I was such a wimp.” 

         
         “Just doing my job, Mr. Sullivan, and you weren’t a wimp. You had a stressful morning. Normal reaction.”

         
         “Please,” he said. “Call me Roan.”

         
         “Only if you call me Jazzy.” What are you doing? Stop this.

         
         “I’ve watched you with Trinity. I’m bowled over at how gentle you are with your patients. More so than the other nurses. Although,
            everyone’s been great. You’re just more.”
         

         
         She heard gratitude in his voice and saw it in his chocolate brown eyes. This was the praise she lived for. The reason she’d
            become a nurse, to help sick children and their families.
         

         
         Roan wore a red plaid shearling coat over a green Western-style shirt. He looked like Christmas itself. The smell of juicy
            cheeseburger wafted between them and when his eyes latched on to hers, it seemed everything around them halted and it was
            just the two of them in the bar.
         

         
         Goose bumps sprang up on her arms, and her pulse kicked.

         
         Roan was in his early thirties, at least ten years older than her own twenty-three years, and he possessed an air of steady
            responsibility she seldom found in men her own age. This cowboy knew his worth and made no excuses for who he was. Those qualities
            appealed to her. Jazzy liked him, this single dad who knew how to cook over a campfire.
         

         
         Flirting isn’t an option. He’s the parent of your patient. Just don’t.

         
         A patient on tomorrow’s discharge list. She had him alone. This was her chance to ask him out. How could she let the opportunity
            slip away?
         

         
         “My friend tells me you’re a professional campfire cook.” She pointed toward Charlie with her thumb.

         
         Charlie was still waving her back to the table, an exasperated but loving expression on his face that said, Leave that poor man alone, you hussy.

         
         “That’s true,” Roan murmured.

         
         “I’m sorry about your wife. That must have been so hard.”

         
         “Small town folks love gossip.”

         
         “I hate that you had to go through that.” Jazzy was itching to touch his forearm as a gesture of comfort, but his stiff body
            language warned her off. Boundaries, Jasmine.

         
         He shrugged. “It’s been two years since we lost Claire. Trinity and I are still getting used to being alone.”

         
         “Your daughter seems happy and well-adjusted. She’s a bright little girl.”

         
         Roan gave a rueful sigh. “I don’t think Trinity remembers her mother at all. Which is sad. I do the best I can to keep her
            mom’s memory alive. Tell my daughter stories, keep photos of her mom around, and show Trinity that I love and cherish her.
            I pray it’s enough.”
         

         
         “Your love is enough,” Jazzy said, thinking about how she and her dad had formed an unbreakable bond after her mother, Crystal, had abandoned them. Her situation wasn’t the same as Trinity’s, but there was more than one way to lose a mother. “It must be challenging to raise a four-year-old on your own.” 

         
         “Oh, I’ve got lots of help,” he said. “Claire’s mom is a gem, and my mother and sister, Rio, are always ready to pitch in.
            Sure, we’ve had bumps in the road like any other family, but I consider myself a lucky man.”
         

         
         “That’s a healthy attitude,” she said. “I’m glad you’re able to see things that way. Not everyone is so resilient.”

         
         “Why thank you, Ms. Jazzy. I appreciate you saying so.” He moved as if to tip his cowboy hat, then looked embarrassed when
            he realized he wasn’t wearing one and dropped his hand. “I better be getting back.”
         

         
         “Yes. Well . . .” Jazzy stuck out her hand. “Nice seeing you.”

         
         He stared at her hand.

         
         Ninny. Quickly, she retracted her palm at the same time he shifted the paper bag to his left arm and extended his right.
         

         
         She rushed to take it, but in the meantime, he pulled back.

         
         Their gazes met, and they laughed, and then they shared an awkward handshake. “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas”
            oozed from the jukebox.
         

         
         “I have an extra ticket to the annual Twilight Christmas pageant,” Jazzy blurted. She’d bought the ticket for her mom, so they could do a mother-daughter thing, but Crystal had announced last minute she was spending Christmas in Aspen skiing with her new husband and couldn’t use the ticket. “I’d love for you to be my guest at the Christmas Eve performance.” 

         
         What in the heck are you doing? Shut up!

         
         “Er . . . my family has plans for Christmas Eve.”

         
         “Oh yes. Right.” Her laugh sounded ridiculously forced, and her stomach churned. “Of course, you already have plans. Forget
            I asked. It was a half-baked idea . . .”
         

         
         “Did you ask me out because you feel sorry for me?”

         
         “No, no,” she denied.

         
         “It’s okay.” He shrugged again. “I’m used to it. Whenever women find out that I’m a widower with a young child, they pity
            me. It’s not a good feeling, but it is what it is.”
         

         
         “I do apologize,” she said, uncertain how to respond.

         
         “It’s not romantic,” he said. “And I’m not sure why women think a widowed dad is romantic.”

         
         “I don’t think that.”

         
         He cocked his head, his gaze drilling into her hard. “Thank you for the generous invitation, Ms. Walker. I’m so grateful to
            you for taking good care of my daughter. But I’m just not into pity dates. I hope you understand.”
         

         
         “Good night, Mr. Sullivan.” She wriggled her fingers and hurried back to the table to find that Charlie had eaten all the
            nachos.
         

         
         Her friend took one look at her chiding face and deadpanned, “Hey, you left me alone with a plate of all-the-way nachos, Lambchop. It’s your fault for trotting off and trying to fix a broken man.” 

         
         Jazzy opened her mouth to deny it, but her best friend dialed up his grin and said, “Again.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Roan left the Recovery Room with a wide smile on his face. It was the first time he’d smiled since Trinity’s surgery. Even
            the biggest grinch in Hood County couldn’t resist grinning at Jazzy Walker.
         

         
         Jazzy was cute as a speckled pup, but she was too young for him. She had wild oats to sow, and he was a widower with a four-year-old.
            He wouldn’t let himself admire how her golden blond ponytail bounced above her slender neck when she bobbed her head, or how
            the blue scrubs enhanced the color of her eyes. Or how her bright smile lit up an entire room.
         

         
         C’mon, he wasn’t fooling himself. Jazzy held him spellbound. But it was ridiculous to personalize her kindness. He spent the
            day watching her with other patients and parents. She gifted every one of them with the same inviting charm and warm sentiments.
            He was nothing special to her, and it was silly to believe otherwise.
         

         
         Thinking about Jazzy, and the memory of her hand on his arm when she’d kept him from passing out in the surgical waiting room, had him breathless again. She had seen him at his worst, weak and vulnerable. 

         
         He hated that.

         
         Then she’d asked him out and from the oh-you-poor-widower look on her face, he’d known she’d pitied him. Had he been too harsh?
            Worried about his reaction, Roan felt his smile slip away, and by the time he reached Trinity’s room, he was his serious self.
         

         
         He pushed open the door. His mom sat next to the bed, reading a book. Ava Sullivan looked up with a soft smile.

         
         Trinity lay sound asleep, her soft red curls stark against the white pillowcase. On the bedside table rested an empty container
            of orange sherbet, his daughter’s favorite. Sherbet that Jazzy had brought Trinity after she’d roused from the anesthesia.
         

         
         At the sweet sight of his slumbering child, Roan’s heart pushed into his throat. An IV tubing snaked from her little hand
            to the bag attached to an IV pump on a wheeled pole. His daughter looked so tiny, so vulnerable.
         

         
         He’d fight hand-to-hand combat with a grizzly bear for her. No one meant as much to him as Trinity. His love for her leaked
            from every pore.
         

         
         His mother tucked an errant strand of strawberry blond hair behind one ear. Trinity had gotten her peaches and cream coloring
            from Mom. “You’re back already.”
         

         
         “Grabbed a cheeseburger from across the street.” He held up the paper bag.

         
         “Why didn’t you stay for a beer?”

         
         “I need to have my wits about me. Trinity comes first, always.”
         

         
         His mother slipped a bookmark into her book and closed it. “You’re a wonderful dad, Roan, and far be it from me to criticize
            your parenting, but there’s a reason they tell you to put your oxygen mask on first during an airplane emergency before assisting
            your children.”
         

         
         “I’m fine, Mom.”

         
         Yawning, his mother stood and stretched for the ceiling. “Let me stay the night with her. You go home and get some sleep.”

         
         “You’ve raised your kids,” he said. “My turn.”

         
         “I respect you, son. You’ve been through a lot. Losing Claire, yet still putting one foot in front of the other and keeping
            things going. I’m proud of you.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Mom.”

         
         He didn’t need her validation, but he wouldn’t lie. It felt nice to know his mother approved of how he was handling solo parenthood.
            The road was rocky, and he couldn’t do it without the help of his family.
         

         
         “She’ll be okay,” his mother said, nodding at Trinity. “History won’t repeat itself.”

         
         “I know. This time I’m here.”

         
         “What happened with Claire wasn’t your fault, son.”

         
         Roan swallowed. “If only I’d—”

         
         “She still would have died.”

         
         “But I could have held her hand before she’d gone into surgery. Given her one last kiss . . .” He broke off, the lump in his
            throat so big he couldn’t swallow.
         

         
         His mom came over and hugged him. “Claire knew you loved her. She never doubted it for a second.”

         
         “She was all alone.”

         
         “No, she wasn’t. Your father and I were there, her family was there—”

         
         “And I was halfway across the country winning some lame-ass cast-iron cooking contest.”

         
         “Claire was proud of your culinary skills. She’d hate that you stopped competing because of her.”

         
         That was true, but Roan couldn’t separate Claire’s death from his campfire cook-off victory. He’d been on a sound set, showing
            off with his trophy as Claire lay dying. Now the idea of competing turned his stomach.
         

         
         “Mom, I don’t have time for foolish pursuits. Trinity is all that matters.”

         
         “One day, Trinity will grow up, and where will that leave you?”

         
         “Knowing I did everything I could for my child after she lost her mother.”

         
         “You’re not ready to bake again. I get it. Too bad though because this year’s Twilight Christmas Cookie Challenge is cowboy-themed.
            The contestants must use campfire cooking in their recipes. You’d be a shoo-in.”
         

         
         “I have no desire to compete in an amateur contest. It’d be pure ego on my part to take the win away from aspiring bakers.”

         
         “It’d be good for Trinity to see you as a well-rounded person. You don’t want her thinking you sacrificed your own life because
            of her. That’s a big burden for a child to carry.”
         

         
         “Mom—”

         
         “I get it, I do. I’m butting out and minding my business.” His mother fished in her handbag and took out a blue piece of paper
            and settled it onto the table beside the sherbet carton. “I’ll put the flyer about the baking contest right here, on the off
            chance you’ll change your mind.”
         

         
         He crossed his arms over his chest. “I won’t.”

         
         “Stubborn as your father.” She smiled tenderly.

         
         “Good night, Mom.”

         
         “Are you leaving, Grammy?” Trinity asked in a croaky voice.

         
         Roan’s gaze shifted to his child, who was rubbing her sleepy eyes.

         
         “Yes, I’m heading home, Doodlebug, but your daddy will stay right here all night.”

         
         Trinity propped herself up in the bed, pushing her hair from her face, yawning big. “Where’s Jazzy?”

         
         “Her shift ended and there’s a night nurse on duty,” Mom said. “Jazzy will be back in the morning. Do you need me to help
            you to the bathroom?”
         

         
         Trinity nodded.

         
         “I can help her.” Roan moved toward the bed.

         
         “I want Grammy.”

         
         Sidelined. Roan grunted.
         

         
         While his mother took Trinity to the restroom, pushing the wheeled IV pole along with them, Roan straightened Trinity’s covers
            and plumped her pillow. The acrid smell of anesthesia clung to the linens. He stepped back and his gaze fell on the flyer.
         

         
         He picked up the paper, crumpled it into a ball, and tossed it in the trash. There, temptation gone.

         
         His mother and Trinity returned from the bathroom, Trinity chattering away as Mom guided her to the bed. “Jazzy is so nice, and she smells like cotton candy. She told me she stayed at the hospital a bunch when she was a little girl and her daddy took care of her all by hisself, just like me and my daddy.” 

         
         “That’s true,” Mom said. “I knew Jazzy when she was not much older than you.”

         
         “You did?” Trinity’s eyes got big. “How?”

         
         “I taught at her school before I retired.” His mother helped Trinity crawl between the covers.

         
         “You taught Jazzy?” Roan folded his arms. While his mother had taught school in Twilight, Roan and his sister, Rio, had gone
            to school in Jubilee because they’d lived on the east side of the Hood-Parker county line.
         

         
         “I wasn’t her teacher,” Mom said. “But I knew about her situation and despite everything she’d been through, that child was
            so full of joy. She’s irrepressible. No one can keep her down for long. Not even her lifelong rival, Andi Browning.”
         

         
         “Jazzy and Andi have a rivalry?” Roan had trained a cutting horse for Andi Browning, and while the woman was a bit full of
            herself, she was also an excellent horsewoman.
         

         
         “You haven’t heard? Everyone in town knows about Jazzy and Andi.”

         
         “Mom, I’m not into gossip.”

         
         “Learning about your neighbors isn’t gossip, it’s called taking an interest. In fourth grade, Andi beat Jazzy out for the school Christmas pageant. Although she was a fan-favorite, because of her asthma, Jazzy couldn’t handle the long-winded monologues and she lost the part. Then there was the whole Girl Scout cookie kerfuffle.” 

         
         He didn’t want to indulge his mother’s tendency to spread stories, but damn if he wasn’t intrigued. “What happened?”

         
         Mom waved a hand. “I don’t know the exact details, but Jazzy and Andi were neck and neck in cookie sales, with Jazzy pulling
            ahead in the final few days, and then out of the blue, Andi gets a bulk sale that sunk Jazzy’s chances. Rumor has it Andi’s
            mom bought a big batch to ensure her daughter’s win.”
         

         
         Roan shifted his weight. “Jazzy doesn’t seem the type to let petty childhood rivalries get to her.”

         
         “Jazzy is more competitive than you’d think. The rivalry didn’t stop with plays and Girl Scout cookies. When Andi and Jazzy
            were in nursing school together, Andi slept with Jazzy’s boyfriend, Danny Garza. Danny broke off his four-year relationship
            with Jazzy to be with Andi. I’ve heard Jazzy hasn’t dated since . . .” Mom tapped her chin with an index finger and looked
            lost in thought. “My goodness, that was almost two years ago. Not too long after you lost Claire.”
         

         
         “This conversation is making me uncomfortable. I don’t enjoy talking about people behind their backs.”

         
         His mother looked hurt. “I wasn’t trying to badmouth Andi or Danny.”

         
         “No?”

         
         “Don’t look at me like that. In my book, Jazzy and Danny were never a good match. I was just telling you what happened.”

         
         Roan angled his head at Trinity. “Little pitchers. We don’t want her thinking we make a sport of judging other people.”

         
         “You’re right. Guilty as charged. What can I say? I’m team Jazzy, especially after the excellent care she’s given our Trinity,
            and I got carried away.”
         

         
         “Let’s make amends by not discussing Jazzy, or anyone else for that matter, when they’re not present,” Roan said.

         
         “You get your sense of honor from your dad. I’m ashamed of myself.”

         
         “I don’t mean to judge you either, Mom.”

         
         Kinda hypocritical, Sullivan. Don’t pretend you aren’t curious about Jazzy.

         
         Okay, fine. He was human and wondering why his mother thought Danny and Jazzy hadn’t been a good match. Or why Jazzy gave
            up on love.
         

         
         Damn, man, are you shooting for the hypocrite trifecta?

         
         Because he hadn’t dated either. Not since Claire died. And until tonight, when he’d stared into Jazzy’s big blue eyes at the
            Recovery Room and she asked him to the Christmas pageant, he’d thought his love life was over.
         

         
         At least until Trinity was grown.

         
         But now, he couldn’t stop himself from wondering, what if?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Jazzy was on her second candy cane martini gearing up for the karaoke contest. Normally, she was a one-drink-on-a-Friday-or-Saturday-night
            kind of gal, but Andi and Danny had just walked into the bar and she was distracting herself. She’d wanted to bolt, but Charlie
            wouldn’t let her.
         

         
         “Don’t give them the satisfaction.”

         
         She angled a glance at the couple. Andi was showing off her engagement ring to an adoring entourage. Once upon a time, Jazzy
            had been part of Andi’s coterie. Danny sat next to his fiancée, perusing the karaoke menu.
         

         
         A stab of jealousy went through her, sharp as a new knife. She didn’t like this feeling. Not one bit. By nature, Jazzy was
            built to choose joy. She brought smiles to faces and positive vibes to the world and that was her essence. But whenever she
            saw Andi and Danny together, her honorable intentions took a hike and Petty Jazzy reared her tacky head.
         

         
         “Whoa,” Charlie said. “What’s with the rictus grin?”

         
         “They’re entering the karaoke contest,” Jazzy said.

         
         “We’ll beat them. Danny can’t carry a tune in a titanium bucket.”

         
         “No. But Andi’s got an amazing voice. Her pipes will cancel out his.”

         
         “You have a great singing voice too, Lambchop.”

         
         She met his gaze. “Not as good as yours. We’re gonna smoke ’em like a beehive.”

         
         Charlie leaned away from her. “You’re scary when you get competitive.”

         
         “Hey, we were here first.”

         
         “I agree. The witch stole your boyfriend, and she deserves no sympathy, but they do have a right to be here. We can just go—”

         
         Now he wanted to leave? She pounded her fist on the table. “No! We’re winning this damn contest.”
         

         
         Charlie’s eyes widened. “Wait . . . is Petty Jazzy in the house?”

         
         “Maybe,” she mumbled.

         
         “Hello, Petty Jazzy. Haven’t seen you in a while. Welcome.”

         
         She stuck out her tongue at Charlie.

         
         “Oh, P.J., I’ve missed you.” Her friend winked. “You add spark to any contest.”

         
         “I don’t enjoy being this way,” Jazzy grumbled.

         
         “Wanna talk about it?”

         
         “Nothing new to say.”

         
         It had been twenty months since Danny had chosen Andi over her. She should be well over him. And, she was. In her heart of
            hearts, she knew they weren’t a good match. In retrospect, their breakup was inevitable.
         

         
         But dang. Did he have to ask Andi to marry him? The one woman who always bested Jazzy in everything?

         
         “You know why you never win to her, right?” Charlie read her mind.

         
         “You have insight?”

         
         “You’re not cutthroat enough. Whenever the finish line is in sight and you are about to win, Andi pulls the victim card, and
            your tenderheartedness won’t allow Petty Jazzy to plow her over.”
         

         
         “You think?”

         
         “Just my opinion.”

         
         Jazzy mulled over his input as she watched the excited group gathered around Andi, oohing and aahing over her ring. Andi had
            announced her engagement to Danny two weeks ago on the Pediatric Ward where both she and Andi worked. Danny was an EMT at
            Twilight General as well. The next day, Jazzy had applied to Traveling Nurses, to pursue her long-held dream of seeing the
            world. She couldn’t stick around and watch her former love marry her frenemy.
         

         
         “Hello!” The contest emcee, Nan Highsmith, was a retired nurse who now owned the bar. She was barely five feet tall and loved
            neon colors. Tonight, Nan wore a lime green tunic over fluorescent orange leggings and bespoke cowgirl boots. “Y’all folks
            ready to get your karaoke on?”
         

         
         The audience cheered and clapped.

         
         “Maybe we shouldn’t sing ‘Bohemian Rhapsody,’” Jazzy said to Charlie. “Something simpler perhaps?”

         
         “But we’re so good at Queen. And changing songs midstream could throw off our rhythm.”

         
         “If you’re new to our friendly Friday night competition, it’s not too late to enter.” Nan pointed to the whiteboard mounted near the bar. “You have ten minutes before we close the sign-up.” 

         
         A few customers went to write their names on the whiteboard.

         
         Jazzy’s and Charlie’s names were first on the list. Danny and Andi were fifth. The pair had chosen a number from the musical,
            Grease. “You’re the One That I Want.”
         

         
         Nauseated, Jazzy pushed the half-empty martini glass away.

         
         Nan explained the rules for the uninitiated, then waved in their direction. “Jazzy and Charlie, you’re up first.”

         
         Jazzy blew out her breath.

         
         “You wanna back out?” Charlie asked.

         
         “No way. Let’s bring down the house.”

         
         Charlie put out his hand, and she slapped her palm into his. They climbed onstage as the TV mounted over the bar switched
            to the karaoke screen. A photograph of Queen and the “Bohemian Rhapsody” logo appeared as Nan cued up the song.
         

         
         Charlie and Jazzy picked up their microphones.

         
         They’d sung this karaoke number so many times that Jazzy could sing it with her eyes closed, but tonight, she wanted to show
            up Andi and Danny. She would give this performance one hundred and ten percent.
         

         
         Or rather, Petty Jazzy would. She was itching to compete.

         
         Charlie started off the song, singing the intro solo. Jazzy joined in on the chorus. After that, they went back and forth, alternating between the two of them and miming Freddie Mercury’s movements. 

         
         The audience egged them on, applauding and cheering and stomping their feet. She and Charlie sang their hearts out. Six minutes
            later, they were perspiring and breathless and awaiting their scores.
         

         
         The judges awarded them 9.6.

         
         “That’s our best score ever.” Charlie lifted his hand for a high five. “We’ve got this in the bag, babe.”

         
         Jazzy slapped his palm and peeked over at Andi and Danny.

         
         Danny smiled and gave her a thumbs-up.

         
         Jazzy’s heart fluttered.

         
         Andi scowled and whispered something in Danny’s ear. His smile faded.

         
         The second pair of contestants took the stage and sang “Proud Mary.”

         
         “No competition there,” Charlie muttered.

         
         Jazzy shot another glance across the bar. Danny and Andi were smooching. Jazzy’s cheeks burned.

         
         “Stop staring at them. Concentrate on what song we’re going to sing for the final round. More Queen?”

         
         “Sure. We’re on a roll.”

         
         “Which song? ‘We Will Rock You’ or ‘We Are the Champions’?”

         
         “How about ‘Crazy Little Thing Called Love’?”

         
         Charlie cleared his throat. “You’re playing with fire.”

         
         “Fine. ‘Somebody to Love’?”

         
         “We haven’t practiced that one as much. Besides, do you really want to let Andi know you’re still hurting?”

         
         “It’s thematic.”

         
         Charlie rolled his eyes. “Let it go, woman. It’s been almost two years. Yes, I know they just got engaged, and it’s pushed
            you back into a dark headspace, but I’m pulling rank. ‘We Are the Champions.’ It’s always a crowd-pleaser.”
         

         
         The “Proud Mary” couple finished to tepid applause and a score of 7.2. Two more couples sang duets. Both passable, but neither
            came close to Jazzy and Charlie’s score.
         

         
         Jazzy grew more agitated. She couldn’t stop watching Danny and Andi, who couldn’t seem to stop kissing. Didn’t they ever have
            to breathe?
         

         
         Charlie waved his palm in front of Jazzy’s face. “Woman, what’s gotten into you?”

         
         “Andi is kissing him in public just to provoke me.” Jazzy couldn’t look away. Oh wow, she was losing it as feelings of jealousy,
            betrayal, hurt, and anger tangled up in her throat.
         

         
         “Grab your purse.” Charlie slipped his arm through hers. “We’re outta here. Forget the contest. You need an intervention.”

         
         But she couldn’t move. Her butt stayed welded to the chair. Her attention glued on her ex. Danny must have felt her stare,
            because he pulled away from Andi and raised his head. His gaze met Jazzy’s. In his eyes, she saw pity.
         

         
         For her.

         
         Danny felt sorry for her.
         

         
         Blistering humiliation blinded her, and her ears burned hot. Had Roan Sullivan felt this way when she’d pitied him?

         
         “Next contestants,” Nan called from the stage. “Andi Browning and Danny Garza.”

         
         Charlie got up and tugged on Jazzy’s arm. “Giddyup, Walker. Let’s go.”

         
         “We’re not leaving.”

         
         “Oh-kay,” Charlie mumbled and plunked back down. “I see we’ve chosen masochism over common sense.”
         

         
         Hand in hand, Andi and Danny walked to the stage. Jazzy couldn’t take her eyes off them, no matter how much she wanted to.
            Andi stuck combs in her curly dishwater blond hair, arranging it into an Olivia-Newton-John-as-Sandy hairdo. She donned the
            black leather jacket that she’d been carrying. Danny took out a comb and slicked back his dark curls, and then put on a letterman
            sweater in imitation of Danny Zuko.
         

         
         “They brought props,” Charlie said. “We should’ve brought props.”

         
         “What? Freddie Mercury armbands and ballet shoes?”

         
         “Props could put them over the top,” Charlie said. “You’ve got to give ’em credit. They came to play.”

         
         Jazzy wished she’d known that. She shouldn’t have come to the Recovery Room tonight.

         
         Andi and Danny were singing and prancing onstage as they peered into each other’s eyes in a near-perfect rendition of Sandy
            and Danny from Grease.
         

         
         When Jazzy was dating Danny, she couldn’t get him to sing karaoke to save her life. Tonight, he was acting as if he were competing on America’s Got Talent. Had he been taking singing lessons?
         

         
         For Andi?

         
         Jazzy gritted her teeth. “I’ve gotta pee.”

         
         “We can still leave,” Charlie called after her.

         
         In the bathroom, Jazzy couldn’t shake her jealousy. Not that she wanted Danny back. Far too much water under that bridge.
            She just didn’t want Andi to have him.
         

         
         No, no, she retracted that. She’d loved Danny once, and she wanted the best for him. If Andi made him happy, okay.

         
         In the meantime, she had a karaoke competition to win.

         
         Jazzy splashed some cold water on her face as the bathroom walls vibrated with the fading notes of the Grease song and she reapplied her makeup. Feeling more in control of her emotions, she ran a brush through her hair and smiled at
            her reflection.
         

         
         “You’re fine. A-okay. So what if Danny and Andi are fantastic together? It’s got nothing to do with you.”

         
         From the speakers in the bar, she could hear Nan announcing Andi and Danny had also scored 9.6, the same as she and Charlie.

         
         “We’ll take a brief break and then we’ll finish the elimination round, followed by the final round as our two highest scoring
            couples return for the sing-off,” Nan said.
         

         
         Jazzy walked out of the bathroom door and ran smack into Danny’s chest. They leaped back in unison.

         
         “Sorry,” Danny mumbled.

         
         Andi was behind him. “Watch where you’re going, Walker.”

         
         “It was an accident,” Jazzy said, terrified that she sounded defensive.

         
         Red-faced, Danny merged with the wood paneling.

         
         “He’s my man.” Andi flashed her engagement ring under Jazzy’s nose.
         

         
         “Yeah, I can see that. Congrats.”

         
         “You had your chance, and you blew it.”

         
         “Life’s one big learning curve.”

         
         “I bet you’re regretting that happier-than-thou attitude now.” Andi tossed her head, still sporting the Sandy combs.

         
         Floored, Jazzy stared. “Wh-what are you talking about?”

         
         “If you weren’t so toxic with your positivity, Danny wouldn’t have dumped you. But you are and he did . . . and ta-da.” Andi wriggled her ring finger in Jazzy’s face again. “So, thank you.”
         

         
         Toxic positivity.

         
         She remembered all too well when Danny had thrown those words at her. Her mind slipped back almost two years. Danny’s boss
            had passed him over for a big promotion. When she’d tried to give him a pep talk, he’d turned on her and said the phrase that
            had cut her to the core.
         

         
         Your positivity is toxic, Jazzy. Not everyone likes to pretend life is a bowl of cherries. Some of us prefer reality.

         
         That hurtful fight had led to them taking a break from their relationship, as Danny moved out of their shared apartment. During that time, Danny rebounded into Andi’s waiting arms. 

         
         The betrayal hurt, but she wouldn’t show her feelings, or stop having an upbeat personality. Jazzy was an optimist, but even
            so, she had to ask herself if she was a Pollyanna?
         

         
         It wasn’t the first time someone called her on the carpet for excessive perkiness. She felt ashamed again.

         
         Jazzy met Andi’s stare head-on. “I wish only the very best for you both.”

         
         Her attention shifted to Danny, who’d jammed his hands into his pockets and was studying his sneakers. How had she ever believed
            he was the love of her life; this guy who couldn’t meet her eyes?
         

         
         Danny darted a quick glance in her general direction. “We didn’t know you and Charlie would be here for karaoke, Jazzy. Otherwise,
            we’d’ve gone to the Horny Toad Tavern.”
         

         
         “It’s fine, Danny. You and I ran out of steam years ago.” She offered him a forgiving smile. “I’m thankful for what we shared
            and I’m happy you’ve found the love of your life.”
         

         
         Danny looked relieved. “You mean it?”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “Aww, Jazz.” For a split second Danny looked like someone who’d bet big at the Vegas craps table and lost. “You’re the best.”

         
         Andi pasted up a forced grin and wrapped her arm around Danny’s waist. “But she’s not wearing your ring, is she?”

         
         “I’m gonna go get us a couple of beers before the second round starts,” Danny said and wandered off to the bar.

         
         “Listen,” Andi said to Jazzy once Danny had left. “No need to keep up the happy, happy, joy, joy facade. Our engagement upsets
            you. Admit it.”
         

         
         She wouldn’t let Andi rattle her, not for all the karaoke wins in the world. “I’m not upset.”

         
         “Uh-huh.” Andi toyed with the engagement ring, spinning it around on her finger.

         
         Charlie came over, watching the exchange between them. “No supply for you here, Browning.” He made shooing motions. “Get on
            your broom and fly away.”
         

         
         Ignoring him, Andi stepped closer to Jazzy. “Well, I’m happy that you’re happy.”

         
         “Jazzy is a happy person,” Charlie said. “You can’t ruin that.”

         
         Andi screwed up her face, as if searching for a way to disprove Charlie’s claim. “Danny and I are going to win this karaoke
            sing-off.”
         

         
         “We’ll see about that.” Charlie narrowed his eyes.

         
         “Yes, we will.” Andi bared her teeth.

         
         “You’re going down, Browning,” Jazzy said, startling herself with her vehemence. “Count on it.”

         
         “Ha!” Andi said, but her forehead wrinkled slightly.

         
         “We’ll hash this out on the karaoke stage.” Charlie glowered at Andi.

         
         “I’m looking forward to it.” Andi flounced off.

         
         “Ready to get out of here now?” Charlie’s tone pled.

         
         “Not on your life. The party is just getting started.”

         
         “Oh boy.” Charlie beseeched the ceiling. “What did I get myself into?”

         
         Her exchange with Andi strengthened Jazzy’s resolve. By gosh, come hell or high water, she and Charlie were winning this competition.

         
         Ten minutes later, Jazzy had polished off her second martini while Andi was back to sticking her tongue down Danny’s throat.

         
         Nan was onstage at the microphone again. “I can feel the energy heating up at this rivalry, can’t y’all. You folks ready for
            an old-fashioned knockdown, drag out competition? In case y’all don’t know, Andi and Danny just got engaged.” Nan applauded,
            and the crowd joined in. “And Danny used to be Jazzy’s boyfriend, so you know that’s some hot kindling on the fire of this
            sizzling sing-off.”
         

         
         “Good grief,” Charlie said. “She’s overselling this. Gee thanks, Nanny Goat, for fanning the flames.”

         
         “We have to beat them,” Jazzy said. “We must pull out all the stops.”
         

         
         “Got your back, Lambchop. Let’s go.”

         
         Nan waved them onstage for their second number.

         
         Gotta win, gotta win, gotta win. The chant launched Jazzy up the steps, Charlie hurrying to catch up. Looking out across the audience, she spotted Andi running
            her palm up the inside of Danny’s shirt.
         

         
         The crowd glanced from Jazzy to Andi and back again.

         
         “Slow down,” Charlie hissed through clenched teeth. “You’re too amped. You’ll crash and burn.”

         
         Jazzy’s brain heard him, but her jealousy ignored caution. She grabbed the microphone and started off on the wrong foot, singing too fast. 

         
         Charlie did his best to make up for the misstep. She couldn’t fault him for anything except playing defense.

         
         Defense wouldn’t cut it. If they wanted to win, they had to go big and play offense. No holds barred.

         
         Fueled by the cheering crowd—and Andi groping Danny at the back of the room—Jazzy put everything she had into the performance,
            leaving nothing on the table. She was in this to win it.
         

         
         In an enthusiastic homage to Freddie Mercury, she picked up the mike stand, flipped it upside down to belt out the lyrics,
            spun wildly around . . .
         

         
         And whacked Charlie in the face with the base of the stand.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Charlie sat on the edge of the stage with his shirt covered in blood and a package of frozen peas held against his nose.

         
         Jazzy crouched at his eye level, her hands clutched to her chest, feeling wretched. “I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to hit
            you.”
         

         
         “I tried to warn you,” Charlie said, but because of his staunched nose, it came out, “I twied to warn ew.”

         
         Several people had gathered around them, including Danny. Nan, who’d supplied the frozen peas, watched from across the bar,
            head cocked, eyes assessing.
         

         
         “Jazzy smacked me pretty good like that once,” Danny said. “We were at a Black Friday sale and she was lusting after the last
            Xbox for her half brother, Justice. The crowd trapped her and when I tried to pull her out, she thought I was someone trying
            to steal the Xbox from her. She jerked away hard, and her elbow clipped my eye. I sported a shiner for two weeks.”
         

         
         Oops. Jazzy had forgotten all about that incident. “It was an accident.”
         

         
         “Which time?” Danny and Charlie asked in unison.

         
         “Both!”

         
         “She’s accident-prone,” Danny told Charlie. “A little clumsy.”

         
         Clumsy? Gee thanks, Danny.

         
         “She’s competition-prone is what she is,” Charlie grumbled, and fingered his nose. “She’ll do anything to win.”

         
         “Not anything.” Jazzy’s cheeks heated.
         

         
         “She’ll never win against Andi,” Danny said. “Andi takes no prisoners. Jazzy’s just too nice.”

         
         “Why are you over here?” Jazzy asked her ex.

         
         “Andi sent me to see if you’re conceding the contest.”

         
         “No, we are not—”

         
         “Yes,” Charlie interrupted. “Yes, we are. I’m a bloody pulp. You and Andi win. Hip-hip-hooray.”

         
         “Yay!” Danny said, raising his arms in the air like goalposts, and called across the bar. “We win, babe. They’re quitting.”

         
         “Woot!” Andi ran toward Danny and he grabbed her in his arms and whirled her as she raised her hands overhead and sang at
            an earsplitting decibel, “We Are the Champions.”
         

         
         “You’re throwing in the towel?” Jazzy asked Charlie, struggling not to sound disappointed.

         
         “You threw it in for me.” Charlie lifted the peas so Jazzy could see how swollen his nose was. “I’m lucky my schnoz isn’t
            busted.”
         

         
         Ouch. She winced. “I am so sorry.”
         

         
         “Don’t be sorry. Just stop being so obsessed with beating Andi.”

         
         “But look at her.” Jazzy indicated Andi, who’d mounted Danny’s shoulders. He was piggybacking her around the bar as Andi unfurled
            the karaoke banner and waved it behind her like a flag as her fiancé toted her from table to table.
         

         
         “You’ve got a serious problem,” Charlie said. “Why can’t you accept all the wonderful things about you? Why are you always comparing yourself to Andi? You do you, Lambchop. Folks love you just as you are.”
         

         
         It killed her soul that she’d injured her best friend. “You’re right. I screwed up and I’m sorry. Please, forgive me?”

         
         “Sorry enough to stop this silly rivalry?” Charlie asked.

         
         “Hey, Walker,” hollered Andi, from Danny’s shoulders. “We win. You lose. Suck it.”

         
         Jazzy arched her eyebrows. “Tell her that.”

         
         Charlie shook his head and put the peas to his nose again.

         
         “Hey, Walker, what say you go against me in the cowboy cookie challenge? Let me thrash you again?” Andi tweaked Danny’s ear
            to get him to turn toward the bulletin board beside the bar where the locals posted flyers announcing babysitting services,
            puppies for sale, and events in town.
         

         
         Andi plucked the baking contest flyer off the board and waved that along with the banner. “I’ll win this year’s Christmas
            baking contest again. I’d just love if you’d enter so I could give you another thrashing.”
         

         
         “She is super annoying,” Charlie said. “How was it again that she stole Danny away from you?”
         

         
         “I’m too happy, remember?”

         
         “You don’t look very happy right now.”

         
         Touché.

         
         “There is absolutely no competition in this one-horse town,” Andi complained. “You’re all so lame.”

         
         Danny, red-faced and huffing, stopped so Andi could slide from his shoulders to the ground right in front of Jazzy and Charlie.

         
         Do not rise to the bait. Do not! Jazzy coached herself. Do not enter that contest.

         
         “There’s Roan Sullivan,” Charlie pointed out. “He’s won a national baking championship. I’d say he could provide you with
            stiff competition.”
         

         
         “That guy? He’s old as dirt and a single father,” Andi scoffed. “No way that dude would enter our cookie contest. Besides,
            he cooks campfire food. I’m the reigning cookie queen! I could take him.”
         

         
         “Someone should dethrone you. If I could bake, I’d do it,” Charlie said.

         
         Andi rolled her eyes and tossed over her shoulder as she walked away, “As if!”

         
         “Okay,” Charlie said to Jazzy. “I see why you’re so hung up on beating her. She’s begging to be taken down a peg or two.”

         
         “I guess you didn’t see the theme for this year’s contest?” Jazzy called to Andi, speaking when she shouldn’t have.

         
         “What?” Andi whipped her head around.

         
         Charlie stretched his lean body long and snatched the flyer from Andi’s hand. “Look closer. It’s campfire baking. They’re holding the event at the marina pavilion.” 

         
         “Oh.” Eyes widening, Andi blinked. “Well, no matter. I’ll still win.”

         
         “You know,” Jazzy mused. “I just might enter this year.”

         
         “You?” Andi hooted. “Don’t be ridiculous. I was only joshing. You don’t know how to bake. How do you suppose you’d win? Face
            it, Walker, in competing against me, you’ll always come up second best and I really hate trouncing you, it’s so embarrassing. Wait, what am I talking about?
            I love trouncing you. Do it. Enter.”
         

         
         “The point isn’t to win,” Jazzy said. “The entry fees go to charity. That’s why I would enter. To raise money for Holly’s
            House.”
         

         
         “Not about winning?” Andi said. “Yeah, that’s what all the losers say.” Rubbing salt into the wound, Andi made the letter
            L with her hand and held it against her forehead.
         

         
         Behind Jazzy, Charlie growled.

         
         Jazzy smiled. “So, you’re familiar with campfire baking?”

         
         Andi fluffed her hair. “No, but I’ll still win. I do my best work under pressure and I’m a quick study.”

         
         “I admire your belief in your own greatness,” Jazzy said, meaning every word. Andi’s self-confidence had been the draw when
            Jazzy walked into Miss Avery’s third grade class and spied Andi sitting cocksure in the front row. They’d been friends back
            then. “It’s inspiring.”
         

         
         “What’s that supposed to mean?” Andi narrowed her eyes.

         
         “I’m jealous of the way you can stomp over other people in your relentless drive to the top and not give it a second thought.”

         
         “Stop it,” Andi snapped.

         
         “Stop what?”

         
         “Being nice. I’m trying to insult you, Walker.”

         
         Jazzy smiled. “I know and you’re great at that too.”

         
         “You’re at it again with your toxic positivity.”

         
         “And you’re entitled to your opinion.”

         
         “Hmph.” Andi snapped her fingers. “Danny, come on, we’re leaving.” To Jazzy, she said, “I’ve got better things to do. Like
            taking my fiancé to bed.”
         

         
         With a toss of her head, Andi grabbed Danny’s arm and shuttled him out the door.

         
         “Wow,” Charlie said after they’d left. “You dodged a bullet with Danny. Good thing Andi stole him from you.”

         
         “Please, Charlie.” Jazzy pressed her palms together and brought her joined thumbs to her sternum. “I know you’re trying to
            help, but let’s not put Danny down. He meant a lot to me once and if Andi makes him happy, then I’m happy for him.”
         

         
         Charlie snorted and eyed her. “You mean it?”

         
         “I do.” Danny had been her first kiss, her first love, her first everything. He would forever hold a special place in her heart, but most importantly, he’d taught her what she didn’t want from a life
            partner.
         

         
         “I’ve said it a million times before, but I’m saying it again. You’re a far better person than I am, Jazzy.”

         
         “I’m not. I’m petty and small.”

         
         “In what universe?”

         
         Jazzy tapped the flyer. “The universe where I enter the cookie contest and beat the pants off Andi.”

         
         Charlie raised his eyebrows. “You sure about that? Beating Andi in a baking contest won’t be easy. She’s a darn good baker.”

         
         “Maybe it won’t be easy,” Jazzy said, “but I have a secret weapon.”

         
         “What’s that?” Charlie tossed the bag of peas in the trash can near the stage. “I’m intrigued. What’s up your sleeve?”

         
         “I’m going to convince Roan Sullivan to teach me how to bake.”

         
          

         “Santa Claus is coming to town,” Jazzy sang as she swept past the
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