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THE PROMISE OF FROST
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An adventurous kitten, a curious dog, and a matchmaking eight-year-old guarantee this will be a holiday to remember.

Luca Tannon’s new neighbour is a sexy but surly single dad. Which is all for the best since she’s focussed on reclaiming her life after a toxic long-term relationship.

Caleb Frost won’t let anything distract him from ensuring his son’s first Christmas as the child of divorced parents is perfect. And that includes the irritatingly intriguing woman living next door.

Everything is going as planned...until it’s not.
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SUBSCRIBE TO BRENDA’S newsletter and you’ll immediately receive three sexy bonus reads! You’ll also be able to tag along with her dog-walking adventures, find out what she’s reading when she should be working, and other randomness...along with all her writing news, of course! 
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TO THE NEWEST MEMBERS of our family – may this first Christmas be only the start of a lifetime of memories.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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​Luca Tannon looked out the window above her kitchen sink and froze.

“Oh, shit,” she whispered, and raced outside. “Hold on, little man, I’m coming!”

Silhouetted by the low winter sun, a boy lay stretched out on a branch high up in the tree that grew in her neighbour’s yard but overhung the wooden fence separating their spaces. He gave her one quick, half-frightened look, then inched forward determinedly. Just out of his reach, a small black kitten hissed and screeched, staring down at Fergus barking his head off from the ground below.

“Fergus! Quiet!” she commanded. 

He ignored her, every scruffy hair on his wiry body vibrating with excitement. His vociferous protest at the alien invasion echoed through the crisp air.

The tree was in the farthest corner, and the snow reached to her knees. Her thick woollen work socks did little to keep out the chill and were already damp, but she hadn’t dared stop long enough to put on boots.

Sliding to a halt next to the frantically barking Fergus, she held her arms out. “Don’t worry. If you fall, I’ll catch you. Can you back up? Just take it easy.” 

The branch the boy clung to was about three metres above the ground, with nothing in between to break his fall. Luca told herself he wasn’t in grave danger, but the consequences could still be nasty if he slipped. 

Over Fergus’s continuing growls and yaps, the boy said, “I’ve got to get Waldo. He’s scared.” He pulled himself forward another inch and the branch bowed.

“Don’t go any farther!” Luca said. “It might break.”

The boy’s movement had set the thinner, more flexible twigs at the end of the limb waggling. The kitten crouched lower, unconcerned by its precarious perch, and rained more invective down on Fergus, who returned it in full force. The cacophony was deafening.

From an invisible source on the other side of the fence, she heard an irritated male voice shout, “Owen Frost! What are you doing?”

“I’ve got to get Waldo, Dad,” the boy said. His small face was pinched and tearful. He wore a red toque and a puffy navy-blue jacket, but his hands were mittenless. “He’s stuck in the tree.”

“What is he even doing out?” A door banged shut and quick, crunching steps approached. “I told you he needed to stay inside until he got used to us.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I wanted to show him the snow.” The boy—Owen—wiped his cheek with one hand, his weight tilting on the branch, and Luca gasped.

“Can’t the scolding wait until your son is safe?” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the continuing feline-canine battle.

A man’s head and shoulders appeared above the fence. He scowled down at her from dark eyes over-arched by equally dark eyebrows. His head was bare and the icy December breeze that swirled down the neck of Luca’s flannel shirt tugged and teased at the brown and silver strands.

“Can’t you shut that dog up?” he said. “I can barely hear myself think.”

Stung at the contempt in his voice, she said defensively, “He’s never seen a cat before. He probably thinks it’s a squirrel, and he hates squirrels.”

“I don’t care if he thinks it’s a Grade A steak,” Owen’s father said. “The cat will never come down with that mutt making such a ruckus.”

He was right, of course, but she’d been more concerned about his son than the cat. Snagging Fergus’ collar, she dragged him, protesting all the way, into the house. Keeping an eye on the scene in the back corner of her yard, she tugged off her wet socks and slipped her bare feet into a pair of tall, fur-lined winter boots. As she watched, Owen’s father put both hands on the top edge of the fence and vaulted lightly into her yard. She was too far away to hear what was being said, but she could see Owen talking, using one hand to gesture in a way that made her breath catch. As she returned to the yard, he sat up, straddling the branch. Taking the last few metres at a run, Luca said, “Careful! Hold on tight now.”

The boy’s father shot her another darkling look. “He’s fine. He shouldn’t be up there, but it’s just a tree.”

“But he might—”

He glared at her and she shut her mouth with a snap. 

“He’s not going to.” Looking back at his son, he held his arms out, much like Luca had before. “Hold onto that branch above you and swing your leg over so you’re sitting just like on a chair.”

Owen did as instructed. “What about Waldo?”

“I’ll get him next,” his father said. “Now, jump.”

Before Luca could draw a breath, Owen slid fearlessly off the branch, landing in his father’s arms with a whoop. “Hey, that was fun!” he said, all trace of upset vanished. “Can I do it again?”

“No!” Luca and his father said in unison. With Owen safely on the ground, she offered his father a grin of shared relief. He continued to glare angrily, as if it were all her fault, and her smile faltered.

​
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CALEB FROST KNEW HE was being a jerk, but he hadn’t yet recovered from the fright of seeing Owen insecurely balanced several metres off the ground. Now his son was safe, he could admit the branch was thick and sturdy, but until this moment all he’d been able to envision was wood snapping beneath his son’s light weight, sending him plummeting to the snow-covered, frozen earth below.

The last thing he’d wanted to do, though, was let Owen know how scared he was. It was easy to see his son had been on the verge of freezing in fear, no thanks to the well-meaning but cossetting actions of Luca Tannon. Speaking and acting calmly and confidently while his son dangled from the limb had taken up all his energy, leaving none for social niceties.

He gripped Owen on the shoulder, feeling how thin and fragile the bones were, and swallowed down the urge to shout. “The next time Waldo climbs a tree,” he instructed, “you come and get me. Do not try and rescue him yourself.”

“Aww, Dad...”

“Promise me, Owen.” 

His son rolled his eyes. “I promise.”

Caleb was keenly aware of Luca watching their exchange. Her gaze flicked back and forth between them but she remained silent. Despite the winter weather, she wore no jacket, just a heavy flannel shirt. A grey ball cap with the words Apex Transport stitched in black on the crown covered her short hair, and her worn, grimy jeans were marked on the thigh with what appeared to be grease. 

Gritting his teeth, he prepared to do his best to repair the situation. Turning to Luca, he said, “I’m Caleb Frost. This is my son, Owen.”

“Luca Tannon,” she replied with a sharp lift of her chin. 

He didn’t bother explaining he knew her name already. The postal delivery person had an irritating habit of leaving her mail in his box. She didn’t know that, though, as Caleb had plenty of time to correct the mistake without risking any personal interaction while she was at work. She was always out of the house well before five every morning and didn’t return until around three, sometimes later.

It wasn’t creepy he knew so much about her, he assured himself. He hadn’t searched out the information—he was just naturally observant. 

“Thank you for trying to help,” he said stiffly. Her green eyes narrowed and he realized how ungrateful that sounded. He was really making a muck of this. Maybe if he’d introduced himself four months ago when he’d moved into the duplex, this wouldn’t be so awkward.

Owen stared anxiously up into the tree. “What about Waldo, Dad? He’s still up there. I don’t think he knows how to get down.”

As if responding to his name, the kitten picked his way delicately along the branch toward the trunk of the tree and hopped down with a feline insouciance that Caleb had to admire. “Well, he’s figured it out now. Here, go get him.” He lifted Owen with two hands under his armpits and swung him over the fence. “Ready?” His son nodded and Caleb let go. Owen vanished, and a moment later he could hear him calling to Waldo.

Luca was staring at Caleb with raised eyebrows. “There’s a gate, you know.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder to the gap on the far side of her house. The fence he’d just tossed Owen over was an extension of the wall the two connected homes shared.

He shrugged. “This was faster. But I’ll go that way if you don’t mind.” He’d managed to scramble over the fence when his adrenalin had been pumping, but was pretty sure he’d make a fool of himself if he tried to do it again.

She matched his gesture. “Whatever floats your boat.”

Her casual dismissal shouldn’t raise the hackles between his shoulders, but it did. It wasn’t only his fault they hadn’t yet met. She had expressed no interest whatsoever in knowing him, either, offering only a cool hello neighbour nod on the rare occasions they’d seen each other.

Which was exactly the way he wanted it, of course. Since the divorce, his focus had been on helping Owen adjust, and that’s where it needed to remain. 

Snow clung to his jeans and damp seeped through the breathable material of his running shoes. He’d hastily donned the nearest footwear after Luca’s dog’s frenzied barking had alerted him to Owen’s predicament. He had nothing against dogs—well-behaved ones, at least—and he felt a little guilty at his rudeness regarding her pet earlier.

“What’s your dog’s name?” he said, by way of an olive branch.

“Fergus. Don’t worry, I won’t let his barking bother you again,” Luca said coldly. They’d reached the side gate. “Goodbye.”

He’d really made a mess of things, but he couldn’t leave Owen and Waldo alone any longer. Look what had happened in the five minutes he’d been on the phone with a client. “Goodbye.”

She nodded and turned her back, disappearing around the corner of the house before he’d even opened the gate.

Once out of the yard, he made sure the latch locked securely behind him, not wanting to be responsible for Fergus escaping. A concrete sidewalk led across the front of Luca’s house and, as he squished damply along it, he noted the meagre string of Christmas lights framing the front window and the knee-high plastic Santa set on the stoop. 

He passed her tiny, bright green compact car and stepped through the metre-wide strip of snow that separated his parking area from hers. His and Owen’s half of the duplex was a stark contrast to Luca’s.

Well, stark was probably the wrong word.  

Caleb might have been overcompensating for the fact this was Owen’s first Christmas as the child of divorced parents. Lights edged the gutters, the window, and the railings leading up to the front door. An enormous inflatable snow globe almost blocked the view from the window, but as he climbed the steps, he could still see the gaudily decorated Christmas tree in the front room.

Inside, he removed his soaked shoes and socks and padded barefoot to the kitchen. The laundry room was tucked between it and the back entrance, and he tossed his footwear into the dryer, setting it thumping on a low setting to get the worst of the wet out. 

The back door opened and Owen, obviously none the worse for wear, raced in. He trailed a thin, bright red leash, and Waldo followed, a black and white streak as he pounced with ferocious delight on his wriggling victim.

“Take off your boots!” Caleb bellowed before Owen went any farther. His son screeched to a halt, kicked so hard his boots thudded against the wall leaving damp smudges, and sprinted down the hall, the cat in pursuit. 

Caleb made sure the exterior door had swung shut behind the playmates and straightened the boots and shoes in the small back entry area. Then he returned to the kitchen, where the bits and pieces of not-yet-started gingerbread houses littered the table. He and Owen had barely begun this Christmas tradition when Caleb had been called away for a quick phone consult with a new, nervous client—and the rest was history.

The disarray contrasted sharply with the neatly organized kitchen, and Caleb felt a twitch between his shoulder blades. “Owen! Come finish your house. I want to get these done before dinner.” He glanced at the clock on the stove. It wasn’t yet four. Luca must have barely gotten home from work when all the excitement started. 

His son skidded around the corner from the hall into the kitchen. “Waldo’s using his litter box,” he said breathlessly. 

“Good.” The kitten had only joined the family the past weekend and was proving to be neat and tidy. Caleb didn’t agree with pets as Christmas gifts, but could admit his timing on giving in to Owen’s persistent wishes might have had something to do with the holiday season.

“Can we make three houses?” Owen knelt on one of the kitchen chairs and reached for a gingerbread wall. “Do we have enough stuff?”

“I think so. Why?” Caleb helped him run a line of icing down the tinfoil he’d wrapped around a stiff cardboard sheet. Together, they placed the wall into it. “Hold this for a bit while I add more icing along the edge.”

“I want to give one to the lady next door. She looked kind of scared when she saw me on the branch.” His tongue stuck out of the corner of his mouth as he concentrated on holding the wall steady. “I wasn’t scared, though. ’Cause I’m a boy.”

Mildly shocked yet wholly amused at that chauvinistic statement, Caleb said, “I’m a boy and I was scared. We were both worried you’d fall and get hurt." He felt a twinge of remorse. She’d been protecting his son, and all Caleb had done was snap at her.

“Like I was worried about Waldo?”

“Something like that.” They placed the second wall. “So, you want to give her a gingerbread house to apologize?”

“Everybody likes gingerbread houses.”

“True.” It would be a nice gesture, Caleb thought. And maybe it would help Luca forgive him for his own boorish behaviour, as well as the fright his son had given her. “Okay, let’s do that. We’ll have to make it extra special.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​Luca pulled into her driveway after work the next day and stared at the gaily wrapped present sitting on the front stoop next to her vaguely pathetic Santa. 

December dusk fell by midafternoon in northern British Columbia, and the outside light she’d left on to welcome her home sparked glints from the shiny silver wrapping. The timer she’d set had also illuminated the string of lights around her front window, but her side of the duplex paled in comparison to the Frosts’. Next year she’d have to do better.

Her Grinchiness was one more thing to lay at Trent’s door.

Shoving aside the unwelcome thoughts of her ex, she gathered her lunch kit and thermos mug from the passenger seat and squeezed out of her tiny car. The guys at work always teased her about it, laughing that it would fit in the cab of her tractor-trailer unit. They were right, but she didn’t need anything bigger to boot around town in. Why not drive something she could practically park in her pocket and ran for several weeks on one tank of gas?

As she neared the package, her curiosity grew. Taped to the box was a computer printed message that read To Ms. Tannon. THIS SIDE UP. Open here. An arrow pointed to a tab sticking out from the top edge.

She opened the door and put her kit and mug on the top shelf of the closet before bending to undo her heavy, steel-toed work boots. Shaking them off, she shrugged out of her jacket and the reflective safety vest she wore over it. Only then did she step back outside to retrieve the package. Kicking the door shut, she headed to the kitchen, placed the box on the counter, and went to release Fergus from his pen by the back door where he spent his time when she wasn’t home.

He greeted her with friendly barks, his dust mop tail wagging vigorously. She gave him his expected scrub around the ears in greeting and then left him loose so he could reconnoiter the yard and do his business. 

In the kitchen once more, she studied the box, knowing if she opened it, she’d solve the mystery of what was in it, but savouring the anticipation a while longer. She was that person on birthdays and Christmases—the one that took forever to open her gifts. Her parents always laughed indulgently and said she’d been that way all her life, but it drove her siblings and Trent mad. Had driven Trent mad. What did and didn’t irritate him was no longer her concern, thank goodness.

She gripped the small tab as directed and pulled.

The front of the box lowered, rather like the ramp on the trailers of the transport trucks she drove, revealing a gaudily decorated gingerbread house.

Smiling widely, but more mystified than ever, she worked her fingertips under the tinfoil base and slid it forward. The walls were crooked and the chimney leaned at a gravity-defying angle. Every inch on one side of the roof was covered in candy in a random pattern, while on the other side red and green Smarties alternated in tidy rows. Mini candy canes drunkenly lined a neat path made from dark chocolate shavings.

A scrape and whine at the back door let her know Fergus was ready to come in. She opened it and he bounded by, heading straight for the wicker basket in the living room where his toys were kept. A rhythmic squeaking began, and she knew he had settled onto the couch with his favourite squishy.

Nothing about the gingerbread house revealed who had sent it. Peering inside the box again, she discovered an envelope stuck to the side. She peeled it off and opened it. It contained two short notes, each in a different handwriting. The letters of the first were scrawly and unformed, the words filling the entire page. She read:


Dear Ms. Tannon,


I am sorry I scared you when I was in the tree. I wasn’t scared but my dad says sometimes grownups get scared for kids even when the kids are okay. I hope you aren’t mad at me. 


Sincerely, Owen Frost



The second was written in tiny, cramped writing that was nevertheless clearly legible. It reminded her of the text she’d seen on blueprints and engineering schematics. 


Ms. Tannon, 


Please accept this small gift as an apology for









[image: ]


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SN f{* St

" ASEASONED- AND
SEASONAL - NOVELLA
L B A e

W
o/( /zr_o st

BRENDA MARGRIET

(,.,;v: gy )





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





