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        The Christmas Compromise

        (Morgan’s story)

      

      

      Morgan Reed is excited to return to her hometown of Christmas Mountain, Montana, and open her beauty salon, but when she arrives to her rented business space she’s shocked to find it already occupied by Dallas Parker—her brother’s best friend, the guy she had a childhood crush on, and the one her mom blames for their family’s greatest tragedy.

      

      With their landlord out of the country and unreachable, Morgan and Dallas must open their businesses together. But, no worries, all small towns need a combo furniture store/beauty salon, right? Ugh. As they work together, Morgan tries to keep her emotional distance but time and off-the-charts chemistry soon turn a childhood friendship into a blossoming romance.

      

      Unfortunately, just when their relationship develops into something deeper, an unexpected crisis re-opens her family’s old wounds and the blame is on Dallas once again. Will Morgan’s sadness and fear pull them apart, or make her realize Dallas has always been her heart’s true safe harbor?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ‘Twas the Kiss Before Christmas

        (Faith’s story)

      

      

      Faith Sterling relishes experiencing the great outdoors in style, so her job at Silver Bells Luxury Tours in Christmas Mountain, Montana is ideal. Sure, business has been slow of late, but hopefully the influx of tourists for the holiday season will give them the much-needed boost in sales they need.

      

      Adam Kline is a city-boy who inherited Silver Bells Luxury Tours when his dad passed away. Adam regrets not spending more time with his dad due to his busy work schedule heading a PR firm in Manhattan. Since the store is a painful reminder of that fact, he wants nothing more than to sell it.

      

      But Adam doesn’t count on Faith, who’s determined to show him how fantastic her small mountain town is, and convince him to keep the store and his dad’s dream alive. Soon, Adam is thinking about more than the future of the store—he’s thinking of a future with Faith.

      

      Will the enchanting outdoor excursions be enough to convince Adam to take a chance on keeping the store open? More importantly, will a little Christmas magic help Faith and Adam remember that business is business, but love is what matters most of all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Sugar Plum Christmas

        (Lacey’s story)

      

      

      City girl and former foster child Lacey Lane arrives in Christmas Mountain to do research for a hit reality dating show she produces. If the location gets approved for filming then she’ll receive a bonus that will allow her to buy her own house—a forever home after a lifetime of moving from place to place.

      

      Jacob Curtis is a small-town guy who doesn’t want his hometown exploited for ratings. Lacey might think he’s her tour guide, showing her all the best places to film her show, but he has a different agenda: show her all the reasons the town wouldn’t appeal to her TV audience. 

      

      Lacey catches on quickly to Jacob’s goal to undermine her research and soon they’re engaging in a dance that takes them from one end of Christmas Mountain to the other. Before long, she’s charmed by the town and its people, including Jacob, who is funny, heartfelt, and honest. For once in her life, she’s slowing down long enough to focus on things other than her career. 

      

      But when it’s clear Lacey and Jacob have developed feelings for one another, Lacey is torn. Regardless of where the show is filmed, will she return to the city to buy her dream house? Or will she stay in Christmas Mountain and make a home with the man of her dreams?
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      As I drove down the highway toward my hometown of Christmas Mountain, my heart fluttered with anticipation—a second later, however, an ice-cold feeling of anxiety rushed through my veins. I was coming home to Montana on my own terms to live my own life, but as soon as my mom found out about my change in career paths a war would ensue.

      My mouth went dry thinking about the impending conversation with my mom. I’d tell her the truth. She’d be disappointed in me. I’d feel bad. Then I’d revert back to pleasing her. . . .

      Except, no. Not this time.

      I gripped the steering wheel hard. I was twenty-six years old and entitled to make my own decisions. Besides, it’s not like I could keep my new beauty salon a secret in our small town even if I wanted to. While I’d lived in Florida, I’d kept my secret running on two years now—the ginormous fact that I’d passed on the MBA program and used my inheritance money to attend the beauty academy instead.

      I couldn’t keep living a lie, though. It wasn’t fair to my parents or to me. And it certainly wasn’t fair to my brother, Connor, who I’d told after swearing him to secrecy. Plus, I was excited about opening my own beauty salon and wanted to share that joy with my family. The decision had been made: I’d tell my parents the truth at dinner tonight.

      My stomach roiled. Never in a million years would my mom approve of me becoming a cosmetologist. She’d rather set her eyelash extensions on fire, watch her Cadillac Escalade do a high jump off a cliff, or trade her 5500-square foot cabin with its breathtaking views of the Rocky Mountains for a tent.

      I wasn’t exaggerating, either.

      Actually, if my mom had things her complete way, I would’ve married my high school sweetheart, Thomas Brand IV, worked a few years at Reed Bank—which they owned outright, all three locations—popped out a couple of children and then joined my parents’ country club. It took her months to recover when Tom dumped me right before high school graduation. I’d been hurt over the unexpected breakup, but ended up having to console my mom instead of the other way around.

      Ever since we lost my older sister, Grace, in a terrible accident when I was young, I’d felt like I had to be twice the daughter for my parents—especially for my mom, who held my big sister in the highest regard, one that I never seemed able to reach. My stomach knotted thinking about that tragic day by the cliff, so I quickly pushed it from my mind.

      In my defense, I’d tried it my mom’s way most of my life in order to make her happy. But if I’d gone for my MBA like she’d pushed me to do, then something inside me would’ve shriveled up and died. I needed to come home and come clean. It had been eight years since I’d left for college and I couldn’t stay away from my beloved hometown forever.

      I’d missed Christmas Mountain.

      And I’d received a sign that it was time to come home.

      At the end of October, I received a letter from my school choir teacher and mentor extraordinaire, Melody King. In her own handwritten words, she’d revealed the devastating news that she was terminally ill due to a kidney cancer. I’d cried myself to sleep that night. I mean, Ms. King couldn’t be more than sixty years old. Way too young to die. My eyes started to burn from imagining a world without that vibrant woman still in it.

      I dabbed at the corners of my eyes, before returning both hands to the wheel. I needed to concentrate on the road or I wouldn’t be arriving home shortly or anytime thereafter. But two minutes later, I felt my mind drifting back to my brave mentor.

      Ms. King had always been there for me and for my besties from the middle school and high school choir teams. And if her final wish was for the seven of us to sing “I’ll be Home for Christmas” together once again for her at the annual Christmas extravaganza? Well, I for one would not let her down.

      Guilt kicked me in the chest as I thought of my besties from the choir team: Ashley, Emma, Faith, Lexi, Joy, and Carol. Even though we’d sworn to be best friends forever in our bracelet ceremony by the Falls in sixth grade, I hadn’t seen any of them since we’d been arrested after high school graduation (long story). Well, Lexi and I used to keep in touch over the phone, but it had been years since I’d talked to her. That was crazy to think about. She probably thought I went into the MBA program liked I’d planned. Shudder.

      I could only assume that Lexi and the rest of the team were returning to sing for Ms. King, as well. Not that I’d talked to any of them yet. I’d been too busy planning my own return. But I remembered our best friends bracelet ceremony like it was yesterday. I also remembered after graduation, I’d made a big speech to my friends about how I was going to face my mom, refuse to major in accounting, confess my real dream to her, and ask that she finally accept me for who I am rather than as a disappointing substitute for Grace.

      But, nobody stood up to Ivy Reed and won.

      So I’d caved like a coward.

      Driving along the highway, I fingered the pink, hand-woven-out-of-string besties bracelet on my left wrist that was safely tucked under the Rolex my parents had sent me for my birthday in August. I’d vowed in sixth grade never to take this bracelet off and I never had. Even though we’d been apart for years, my friends still meant the world to me. My vision blurred as my mind flashed back to our bracelet ceremony by the waterfall.

      My heart squeezed as a hot tear slipped down my cheek. I swiped it away and shook my head so hard that my dark hair fell behind my shoulders. I missed my high school besties and wished I’d kept in touch after I went off to college to get a degree in accounting (snooze). I hoped they knew that the words we’d chanted that night still held a special place in my heart.

      As if feeling my pain, my SUV let out a low groan at the incline, but I figured it was more likely a reaction to not being used to these steep mountain roads. I cleared the lump in my throat and patted the dashboard. “Don’t you dare die on me,” I warned. “If you can handle Florida humidity and salty air then you can deal with some uphill climbs.”

      I hoped.

      Christmas Mountain, Montana sat just over the next hill and Miami was far behind me. My heart drummed in my chest. Almost home. I’d loved Miami for many reasons—the sun, the beach, and the electrical pulse of the place—but I’d never felt rooted there.

      I drove up the next rise then downward into a little dip and then the small town of Christmas Mountain spread out before me, surrounded by the Rocky Mountains. The road wandered around the side of the snow-topped mountain like a slim gray ribbon. The trees held glorious color and I spotted pines and Douglas firs. The side of the mountain towered over the road as it weaved through a series of turns until I came to a relatively flat stretch.

      The downtown section of Christmas Mountain came into view and looked only slightly different despite the years that had passed. The road became a broad avenue that was separated by a center divider, which was decorated with neatly trimmed bushes. Wooden benches sat on the sidewalks and I knew if I kept driving past downtown then I’d run into the Christmas Mountain Community Center, home of the annual Christmas extravaganza where my besties and I had performed for years.

      Quaint shops lined the quiet street beneath cheerful awnings. I passed the feed store, antique store, bookstore, florist, coffee shop, and more. My mouth watered as I spotted the barbecue place on my left. There’s nothing in the world like good barbecue and that place made some of the best chopped pork and Brunswick stew I’d ever eaten, served with sliced bread and a sauce that would light your face on fire if you took too large a bite. Yum.

      Speaking of dinner, my parents were probably wondering what had happened to me since I was running so late. But I’d be at their house shortly and then I’d tell them about my career change. My stomach clenched. Or, not.

      No, I couldn’t keep this secret from them any longer.

      As if on cue, up on my right I spotted the former home of Coraline’s Classic Beauty Salon, soon to be replaced by my very own C.M. Salon where I’d offer full hair services, manicures, pedicures, and facials. My heart rate kicked up and my gaze flew to the window of the business space I’d rented. Pride and joy hit me hard. I checked the time, sighed, and found myself pulling the SUV into a parking spot out front.

      Dusk had fallen and I rationalized that my parents had better things to do on a Friday night than hold dinner for me. I definitely wanted to tell them about the salon, but it suddenly seemed better to wait until I fixed it up a bit. The more professional the salon looked when I showed my mom, the more likely she’d be at ease that I’d made the right decision.

      I shot my mom a text that the trip took longer than expected, so I’d meet up with them tomorrow instead. This new plan would work much better. Plus, I should get to my friend Ruby’s townhome—the place where I’d be living—at a reasonable hour. But, I mean, no harm in taking a quick peek at my business space, right?

      I jumped out of the car, my feet landing on the sidewalk.

      I’d played a kind of Tetris while packing my belongings into the back of my SUV and should probably get home to unpack everything, but I ignored the responsible side of my brain and hurried toward the building, my smile growing wider with each step.

      Mine. All mine.

      I fumbled in my purse for the keys Coraline had mailed to me after I’d leased the place from her. Then I unlocked the door. The hinges squealed, making me grimace. I had to get that fixed before opening day in two and a half weeks. I also had to put up my “coming soon” sign in the window for advertising.

      But first, I needed to check out my dream space in person. I flipped on the light switch, but nothing happened. Huh. Bulb must’ve burned out. No matter. The streetlights from the outside sent enough light through the front window for me to look the place over.

      I crossed my fingers, hoping the photos Coraline emailed me hadn’t done the closed-salon justice. My gaze darted around the wide and long room, confirming the photos had indeed been accurate. Ick. I added “changing the décor” to my mental “to do” list because there was no way I could leave the scratched-up black-and-white checkered tile flooring or the orange—yes, orange—salon chairs in place. The heavy, old-fashioned gilt-trimmed mirrors made me chuckle, but the drooping and dusty plastic plants were certainly no laughing matter. Yikes.

      I drifted through the front room to the stockroom in back, trying to envision the changes I’d make. The faint scent of disuse filled my nostrils as I eyed a shelf filled with abandoned hair products that looked like they’d escaped from the nineteen-fifties. I stared at the bottles, wondering if it would be safe to toss them into the trash or if I’d need a hazmat team to dispose of them.

      Suddenly, I heard a squealing noise coming from the front of the business space. My body tensed. Had I locked the front door after I entered? I couldn’t remember. This was a sweet small town, not the big city, but still. My gaze flew to the stockroom door and I listened hard. Nothing. Maybe I’d imagined the noise. I let out a breath just as a second squealing sound ensued.

      The definite timbre of footsteps followed.

      Oh, no. Someone was here.

      Next came a strange high-pitched scraping sound, and goosebumps prickled up my neck. What could that be?

      I squatted in a defensive stance and looked around, hoping to spot a broom or something I could use as a weapon. Coraline was an older, single woman. Surely she’d kept a baseball bat handy, right? But there weren’t any makeshift weapons in sight. With no other options, I grabbed a dusty bottle of toner and uncapped it. Maybe I could toss the liquid into the intruder’s eyes and blind him as I raced out. Why, oh why, hadn’t I taken martial arts as a child?

      But I refused to be killed in the stockroom of a sadly out-of-date beauty parlor. I had to make an escape. My heart pounded in my chest as I shadowed the wall and tiptoed out front, holding the toner bottle like a missile ready for launch. It was now or never.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I peered around the corner into the dim room just as the lights flashed on illuminating a well-built man in cowboy boots sauntering casually toward a ladder in the center of the room. My eyes took in the tight-fitted jeans over muscular legs and the broad build beneath a gray t-shirt, with sinewy arms to boot. At least the man—intruder or not—wasn’t wearing a cowboy hat or I’d have to yell, “Yee-haw!”

      Instead, the toner bottle slipped from my grip and dropped against the floor, bouncing with a thud-thud-thud. The man’s head whipped in my direction and familiar caramel-brown eyes met mine. Then the corner of the man’s mouth slowly curved upward.

      “Morgan Reed,” he said, his low husky tone a statement and not a question.

      “Dallas Parker?” I asked, my belly doing a flip. I knew that look he was giving me. It had set my heart racing back in high school and it seemed to have the same effect eight years later.

      “Now we’ve gotten the names out of the way.” He chuckled, moving away from the ladder and walking toward me. He took me in, shaking his head. “The last time I saw you it was plaid skirts and headbands. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

      “It’s me,” I said, lamely. Then I glanced down at my dark-washed jeans and high-heeled black boots. Yeah, a definite outfit change from my days at Christmas Mountain High. Dallas looked different, as well. He was still tall, toned and trim, but wisdom flashed in those caramel-brown eyes now. His dark hair was much shorter these days and he looked older, but it was definitely Dallas Parker—my older brother’s best friend, my secret childhood crush, and the man my mother blamed for our family’s greatest tragedy. “W-What are you doing here?”

      He was also the guy who had punched my boyfriend in the jaw at the end of senior year when he’d caught us making out at Kissing Bench right next to the waterfall.

      “The question is what are you doing here?” he asked, stopping inches in front of me. “Other than dropping a bottle of . . . what is that, anyway?”

      “Hair toner.” I glanced at the bottle sheepishly. Then my gaze shot to the ladder in the center of the room, which I now noticed sat beneath a light fixture. He’d changed the light bulb. That was the noise I’d heard, not that of someone I needed to douse in the eyes with toner. Wait, why was Dallas changing the light bulb in my new salon? Maybe he’d become some sort of property manager, or something. “I heard a strange noise and thought you were an intruder. I guess you were just changing the light bulb in my shop.”

      His brows rose. “Wait a minute. Did you say your shop?”

      “Yes,” I said, my voice tight since I could see surprise written on his face. Why was he so shocked? I was perfectly capable of running my own business, thank you so much. And why did his sexy vibe affect me after all this time? So infuriating. I cleared my throat, determined not to let him see how he affected me. I picked up the bottle from the floor, dropping it into a nearby garbage can. “I’m opening my own beauty salon, so I leased this space. I assume you’re the, um, property manager? Thanks for changing the light bulb for me.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he said, his tone suddenly condescending as he held his palms up and shook his head. “You must be in the wrong building. I’m the one who rented this place. I’m opening up a furniture store.”

      Chills vibrated through me. What the . . .?

      Visions of opening my own beauty salon evaporated before my very eyes.

      “Um, I don’t think so.” My hands thrust to my hips. “No way, you must be in the wrong place. I rented this beauty salon from Coraline of Coraline’s Classic Beauty Salon and look around you, Dallas.” I gestured wildly. “This is clearly a beauty salon, not a furniture store.”

      “I don’t see that much beauty in it, to be honest.” He looked around at the garish décor. “Those chairs are the same color as the antacid I usually drink after a plate of ‘cue and slaw. Coraline clearly wanted me to make my mark on this place.”

      I sucked in a hard breath. He wasn’t wrong with his antacid description, but those orange chairs were mine to use not his. “Let me worry about the color of my chairs.”

      “They aren’t your chairs, Morgan. I rented this business space, not you.”

      I choked and grabbed the purse I’d dropped on a small counter next to one of the antacid-colored chairs. I dug around in it. “You must’ve had too much beer with your ‘cue and slaw, Dallas. You didn’t rent this place. See, I have the lease right here.”

      “Let me read that.” He took the papers I thrust at him, his fingers brushing against mine and sending tingles up my arm. His gaze met mine as a shiver rolled through me that I hoped with every fiber of my being he didn’t notice. The corner of his mouth hitched up. “Missed me, huh?”

      “You wish,” I said, kicking myself for not having a better retort. Whatever. Anyone with eyes could tell the man was attractive. Not my body’s fault for reacting that way. Not like I was going to throw my arms around him and kiss him.

      Although the thought wasn’t exactly unpleasant. . . .

      “Maybe I do wish.” His gaze simmered as I glared at him, but this only seemed to make him more amused. Finally, he unfolded the pages and scanned them. His forehead creased. Then he handed me my papers and dug around in his back pocket. “Check this out.”

      “What?” I asked, making sure not to let my fingers graze his as I took the papers from him. I skimmed through quickly, my heart sinking with every word. The address was correct. The dates were correct. Which meant we’d both rented the same place from Coraline. “This isn’t possible.”

      “It’s clearly possible.” He shrugged and then sauntered over to a shelf sitting on the floor and resting against the wall. He picked up a hammer and began banging nails into the wood.

      Was he seriously decorating my salon?

      “Stop that,” I said, marching up to him. “You can’t put that shelf up in my salon.”

      “It’s my furniture store,” he retorted between hammer blows. “Look, I don’t know what happened here, but my store opens in two and a half weeks and it’s going to take a lot of work to get it done.”

      “My salon opens then, too,” I said, my heart sinking. I tapped my toe against the floor as he finished hanging the shelf on the wall. “Fine, I’ll use that shelf to display products. Hair gel and shampoo and conditioner.”

      “I’m confused.” He turned to face me, the corner of his mouth lifting. “How exactly are you opening a beauty salon? Didn’t you go to school for accounting?”

      Yikes! I’d been back in Christmas Mountain for all of half an hour and I was already being asked the questions I dreaded most. Wait. He knew what I’d majored in? My heart fluttered in my chest. I’d be lying if I denied the massive crush I’d had on him most of my teenage years. But I was a grown woman now and his sexy smile wouldn’t work on me.

      I crossed my arms. “Yes, so?”

      His eyebrows rose. “Why are you opening a beauty salon if you got a degree in accounting?”

      “I . . .” I dragged in a breath and then sighed. “None of your business. Okay?”

      “I don’t have time for this.” He blew out a breath and turned away again. I couldn’t help noticing how well his jeans fit. He bent over to pick up another shelf and I lost my breath. The ring of the hammer against a nail snapped me back to my senses.

      “Stop hammering,” I said, my fists balling at my sides. “This is my life you’re playing with. My salon opens on the eighteenth of December. I’ve already paid for advertising and everything.”

      He set the hammer aside. “It’s money I can’t afford to lose either.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” I said, racking my brain. “I mean, clearly I need this particular space more than you do. This doesn’t look anything like a furniture store. And since when did you get into furniture? I heard you were in the military.”

      Oh, no. His sexy smirk was back.

      “You’ve been checking up on me, Morgan?”

      I spluttered. “No. Of course not.”

      He gave me a wicked grin. “You sure? It sounds like you’re carrying a torch for me.”

      “The only thing I’ve been carrying for you is toner, which I’d planned to throw in your face. I obviously should’ve done that. You’re . . . a menace.”

      His brows came together. “Name one time I was a menace.”

      “How about the time you punched my boyfriend in the face?” I blurted.

      He paused a moment and then shrugged. “He deserved it.”

      My jaw dropped open. “Tom was a straight-A student, a good athlete, and the entire town liked him. Maybe you were jealous.”

      He didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by my accusation. In fact, he looked amused. “Would you have liked it if I’d been jealous?”

      “No, of course not.” Well, maybe a little.

      “I’d like to say this has been fun, but the scowl on your face tells me you don’t feel the same way. But I can’t afford to delay fixing up my furniture store. So, you’ll have to scowl at me while I work.”

      “You’re impossible,” I said, as he turned his back to me again. What was he doing opening a furniture store, anyway? Well, that actually did make sense considering he and most of the men in his family had worked in the sawmill until that terrible incident happened with his uncle. I pushed that out of my mind, though. “You can’t open your furniture store here.”

      He faced me again, letting out an audible breath.

      “Well?” I asked. Then we stood there staring at each other for what had to be several minutes. I wasn’t going to budge on my dream, but I was beginning to feel exhausted.

      “It’s late.” He pulled a cell phone out of his pocket and checked the time. “But this is Coraline’s mix-up, so we’d better just call her and she can sort this out.”

      “Good idea.” I hoped she’d side with me once she realized the mistake. Taking the lead so she’d hear my voice first, I whipped out my own cell phone, tapped on her phone number, and then turned on the speaker. The phone rang and I held my breath as we waited for her to pick up.

      A click sounded. “This is Coraline. I’m sorry I can’t take your call, but I’m retired now and on the adventure of a lifetime. An African safari. Feel free to leave a message. I’ll be back in town Christmas Eve. Cheers!”

      This was not good.

      I glanced at Dallas. He looked back at me.

      “There has to be some solution here,” I said, biting my lip.

      He raked his hand through his hair. “I can think of one.”

      “You’re willing to concede and leave me to my salon?” I laced my hands in prayer position, put on my cutest smile, and nodded my head causing my hair to fall against my cheek.

      “Not going to happen.” He shook his head, reaching out and tucking my hair behind my ear. His fingers grazed my jawline, leaving a wake of tingles along my sensitive skin. Then the corners of his mouth curved upward. “We’re going to have to compromise and share the space for now.”

      “We are?” I asked, watching him nod. I wanted to disagree, but with Coraline gone until Christmas Eve the obvious solution was to open our businesses together. I’d just have to ignore his sexy smile and make some rules, like no tucking my hair behind my ear.

      Then on Christmas Eve, one of us would get the boot.
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      I left the salon late that evening and then drove through a set of stone gates and up a short hill to the address of Ruby’s townhome. I parked in front of a brick building with white windows that overlooked a small, snow-filled front yard. After that encounter with Dallas, I needed a friendly face.

      I’d no sooner cut off the engine than the townhome’s front door flew open and Ruby Curtis came running out. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a high ponytail and she wore a blue sweater, jeans, and boots. Her pretty face and blue eyes lit up as she hurried to where I was getting out of the driver’s side and then pulled me into a welcoming hug.

      Ruby and I had been friends since elementary school. She was just as dear to me as my besties from the choir team with whom I’d exchanged the bff bracelets. Ruby had been two years ahead of us in school and had been in Dallas and my brother Connor’s grade. Her parents, Randall and Betty Curtis, owned the Sugar Plum Inn—a bed and breakfast near the Falls, which had been around forever.

      Ruby’s parents’ first real date was to The Nutcracker ballet and her mom loved the Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy. Since that night, her dad nicknamed his wife his “sugar plum fairy” and insisted on the name for the inn. So sweet.

      “You’re finally here!” Ruby squealed into my ear. “I was getting worried, but figured you’d stopped off to see your folks.”

      “Actually, I stopped by the salon,” I said, hugging her hard as a feeling of dread fell over me from thinking about the lease mix-up with Dallas. I fought to shake it off.

      Ruby released me and we stood there smiling at each other. Finally, she reached for the bag I held. “Let me help you with that . . . wow.” She gestured toward my SUV and the stacks of boxes inside. “You fit all of that in there?”

      I gave her a rueful grin. “Yeah, I’m terrified that if I remove one thing then all of my stuff will come flying out.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Like that time we opened the closet door in the prop room at Christmas Mountain High?”

      “I’ve missed you.” I laughed at her story and hugged her again. “And I remember how we almost quit the drama club over the chaos caused by that prop room closet. Nothing like getting buried in an avalanche of wigs and old makeup.”

      Ruby squeezed me back. “It’s good to have you home again. I worried we’d never get you out of Florida. Although I did have a fun time visiting you there.” She stepped back, her gaze scanning me. “Those boots are gorgeous and you look amazing. Nobody’s going to recognize you from your high school days.”

      “I’m looking forward to catching up with old friends,” I said, wondering what they would think of my new look. When I’d left Christmas Mountain, I’d been doing my best to live up to the perfect good girl image and expectations my mom had for me. It had been all plaid skirts, pressed white blouses, and headbands. I never would’ve worn black boots with a heel, tight jeans, or the now-standard pop of fuchsia on my lips. “How are your parents doing?” I asked.

      “Same as always. They eat, sleep, and breathe the inn. Bookings have been slower these days due to the decrease in tourism, but the bed and breakfast is doing well enough.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I said, my stomach growling. My cheeks heated and I put a hand over my belly. “Sorry, I forgot to stop for dinner.”

      She chewed at her bottom lip. “Maybe we should relax before unpacking then. Want a sandwich?”

      “Yes, please,” I said, following Ruby inside her townhome.

      The kitchen and living room were an open concept and Ruby’s personality was stamped everywhere. Vases on small tables held fresh flowers. There were antique rugs on the hardwood floors. Paintings of mountains hung on the walls next to those incredible windows. The kitchen countertops were granite, accented by a subway tile backsplash and stainless steel appliances.

      Ruby went to the stovetop. “I’d just finished making this grilled cheese when you pulled up. We can split it. You still like tomato basil soup, I hope?”

      “I do.” I smiled, loving that my friend knew me so well.

      “Would you like some iced tea?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Is it sweet?”

      “Oh, no.” She paused in the act of ladling soup from the stove into oversized bowls that I recognized as her grandmother’s Spode. “I forgot you’re a Southerner.”

      I blinked at her. “Come again?”

      “You lived in the South, so you probably don’t drink plain iced tea anymore.”

      “I love iced tea,” I said, dropping onto a barstool.

      She set a steaming bowl and a plate on the counter in front of me. “Not that Florida is totally the South. It’s Florida.”

      I groaned inwardly. The argument over whether or not Florida’s part of the South had been raging for decades. “Either way, I still drink plain, unsweetened iced tea.”

      “Good,” she said, hurrying to the fridge and pulling out a white pitcher. She filled two glasses with ice, poured our tea, and then took a seat next to me.

      I scooped up a spoonful of soup, which smelled delicious. “Mmm.”

      “Made it from scratch,” she said, fiddling with her napkin for a minute. “You tell your mom about the salon yet?”

      I shifted on the stool. “Um . . .”

      She sighed, spooning up some soup. “Morgan, she’s going to be hurt that you didn’t tell her.”

      “I’m trying to avoid her getting hurt.” I squirmed. I hadn’t told my parents I was moving in with Ruby, either, but that was the least of what they would be upset about. “You know how controlling my mom can be. I think she’ll take the news better if I get the salon set up first in a way she’d approve of.” I sighed. “She might talk me out of my dream if I’m not careful to present it the right way at the right time.”

      My friend gave me a sympathetic smile. “Your secret is always safe with me.”

      “Thanks.” I sipped the iced tea, wanting to change the subject. “Unfortunately, I have bigger worries right now than my mom being upset with me.”

      “Like what?” she asked.

      I swallowed a bite of sandwich. “You won’t believe what happened when I stopped by to check out the business space I rented.”

      She dipped her spoon into the bowl. “Don’t tell me the ceiling caved in. That place has been empty for months.”

      “Worse,” I said, dabbing my mouth with the napkin.

      “What’s worse than a caved-in ceiling?”

      “Dallas Parker,” I said, flatly.

      She choked on the tea she’d been drinking. “Sorry, not what I’d been expecting you to say. Dallas, huh? What gives? I knew he’d moved back in town, but I haven’t seen him.”

      I lifted the spoon for my soup and groaned. “He has a lease for the same business space I rented for my beauty salon.”

      She blinked. “I’m confused.”

      “Me, too.” I stirred my soup slowly. “It turns out that Coraline, the landlady, somehow made a mistake and rented the business space to both of us.”

      Ruby gripped the edge of the island like she was afraid she’d topple off the stool otherwise. “She rented the same space to both of you? No way.”

      “Yes way.” I nodded, scooping up more of the delicious soup.

      She shook her head. “What on earth could Dallas possibly want with a beauty salon?”

      “His plan is to turn Coraline’s Classic Beauty Salon into a furniture store.” I squeezed the spoon in my hand and then tapped it relentlessly against the counter with a tink-tink-tink. “Can you believe he won’t give up the business space? I thought he’d joined the Marines.”

      “Don’t take your frustration out on the silverware.” She took the spoon from me, set it down on the countertop, and patted the handle. “See? All better now.”

      I threw her a look. “You’re not helping.”

      She chewed her fingernail thoughtfully. “Dallas did leave for the Marines after high school, but he’s been back in Christmas Mountain almost a year. Bought a place with some acreage outside of town. Keeps to himself, so I don’t hear much about him. Furniture store, huh?”

      “That’s what he said.” I took the last bite of my sandwich, chewing slowly. “I mean, clearly the space won’t work for his needs. It’s set up as a beauty salon. For my purposes, I only need to give the place a facelift. I’ve already paid for advertising and my salon opens in two and a half weeks. I can’t afford the time arguing with him about who deserves the space more, because there’s so much I have to do before opening day. The salon chairs are orange. Need I say more?”

      “Like a perky orange or an antacid color?”

      “Antacid.” I groaned, tucking my chin to my chest. “I know this leasing situation isn’t Dallas’s fault, but my salon is currently orange. Oh, so orange . . .”

      “The orange!” Ruby threw her palms up, and then burst out laughing. “Don’t you remember when our moms took us to Coraline’s that time the upscale salon was booked and we had to have our hair done for the school drama production? I almost went blind in that place.”

      Despite everything I burst into laughter. “Yes, I remember having our hair done there. I don’t remember the orange being so overwhelming.”

      She leaned in closer. “How is Dallas going to sell furniture in an orange-colored beauty salon?”

      “Right?” I nodded, finishing the last of my soup. “It looks like someone froze the nineteen -fifties in there.”

      “You need to call your landlady,” she said, stacking our empty plates and bowls before taking them to the sink.

      My shoulders slumped. “We tried. She’s out of town and on a safari until Christmas Eve.”

      “Really?” Ruby’s eyebrows went up. “That’s amazing. I mean, that’s a once in a lifetime adventure right there. I wonder where she’s on safari?”

      “Somewhere in Africa,” I said, remembering how Ruby had always wanted to travel. “Do you know what Dallas suggested? He said we should share the space and open our businesses together.”

      She rinsed the dishes and then put them in the dishwasher. “Is the space big enough for both businesses?”

      “It’s a big place,” I said, remembering the layout. “But I can’t have him hammering nails while my clients are getting their hair done. Or having a facial. A salon is supposed to be relaxing. I spent extra time and tuition money to become a fully licensed esthetician, hair stylist, and nail technician. A furniture store and a beauty salon don’t mix.”

      Ruby nodded. “You’re right. That’s way worse than a caved in ceiling.”

      I dropped my head in my hands. “What am I going to do? There is no other appropriate space available for rent. Plus, I already purchased ads from the Christmas Mountain Herald as well as online ads. I paid for my own website and even social media pages are ready to launch for my grand opening. On top of this, I still have to deal with my parents.”

      Ruby clapped her hands. “I know what will cheer you up.”

      “The news that Dallas Parker has fled town?” I asked, watching her shake her head. It had been a long shot. “What then?”

      “Guess who I heard is coming to town for Christmas?” she said, using a singsong voice.

      I was so not in the mood for a guessing game. “Just tell me.”

      “I’ll give you a clue.” She smiled, wiggling her brows. “Someone handsome who you dated in high school and were totally gaga for . . .”

      That narrowed it down to my ex, Thomas Brand IV. I hadn’t been popular with boys in high school. I’d been dubbed Miss Goody Two-Shoes with good reason.

      “Tom Brand?” I asked, wondering how the return of my ex who dumped me was supposed to cheer me up. Maybe for extra cheering she’d burn my favorite boots.

      “Yes, Tom!” Ruby put an arm around me. “You two were so cute together when you were young love birds. Wouldn’t it be sweet if you reconnected and you married your high school sweetheart? I heard he’s landed some high-salaried job. Why did you two break up again?”

      “He dumped me,” I said, my voice deadpan. “Right after Dallas Parker punched him in the face.” Suddenly, I pictured Dallas and his sexy smile. Shiver. I shook my head, trying to chase the vision of Dallas that kept lingering in my head. “Ah, getting dumped. Thanks for the walk down memory lane. I’m totally cheered up now.”

      “I’m sorry for bringing up Tom.” Ruby patted my shoulder, clearly not getting that I was upset about the fact that I was mentally drooling over my nemesis, not because Tom dumped me eight years ago. “I didn’t mean to bring up something painful,” she said.

      I waved my hand dismissively. “Tom was a long time ago. I’m way over him.”

      “Dallas really punched him in the face?” she asked.

      I nodded. “When he caught us making out on the Kissing Bench at the Falls.”

      Ruby’s eyes went round and wide. “No.”

      “Yes.” I twisted my fingers together. “Dallas ruined my relationship and now he’s ruining my life again. Tom never really said why he wanted to break up with me, but I think he was scared Dallas would sock him again.”

      “Why would Dallas do that?” Ruby watched me shrug, and then she shook her head. “Dallas has always had a bit of a bad boy reputation. But we had a lot of fun with him in our younger years. And he’s your brother’s best friend.”

      “We did have good times,” I said, remembering how Ruby, Dallas, Connor, and I would hang out and go for adventure walks. But that was before my mom blamed him for the accident that cost Grace her life. I shook my head to clear the thought. “I don’t know what to do about the salon, Ruby. Dallas has a signed lease and so I can’t throw him out.”

      “Not unless he wanted out,” she said.

      An idea hit. “Wait a minute. . . His furniture store will probably be super manly right? Like him?” I rolled my eyes, unable to believe I’d just said that aloud. I plunged onward. “What if I make it hard for him to want to be there? I can decorate the beauty salon super feminine, so he’d want to find a new space. I mean, men don’t usually want to be anywhere near a beauty salon anyway, right?”

      She raised a shoulder. “I’m sure that’s true. I can’t picture your brother wanting to hang out at your salon for a mani/pedi.”

      “Right?” I laughed, making a mental note to let my brother know I’d arrived in town.

      Ruby’s phone beeped from where it sat on the counter, plugged into the USB port. She lifted her phone, checked the screen, and groaned. “Work email coming through. I set up an alert on my phone. It’s late, so it must be important. I’d better check the email.”

      I felt a pang of guilt. “I haven’t even asked how you like your new career.”

      “I never thought I’d own a doggie spa and training business, but I love it. Keeps me busy practically twenty-four-seven, though,” she said, holding her phone up as evidence to her statement.

      “You were always good with animals growing up and always dragging in some stray as I recall,” I said, looking around the kitchen. “I’m surprised you don’t have a house full.”

      “I would if I could but this is a rental with a no-pet policy in place.” She muttered as she checked her email on her phone. “I hate to leave you with the SUV to be unpacked, but I have to call my manager at the kennel. He’s having an issue and wants to get my take on it. Apparently some dog needs an obedience and manners class.”

      “Maybe I should send Dallas over to you for some lessons in manners,” I joked, thinking of how he’d tucked my hair behind my ear without asking. Not that I’d hated it, exactly.

      She giggled. “Or an aggression class, since he punched your boyfriend in the face for no reason. Speaking of. . . I wonder what made him do that. Maybe he had a crush on you and wanted you all to himself.”

      “I doubt it,” I said, remembering Dallas never had trouble getting dates.

      “Just saying that I wouldn’t be surprised.” She gave me a knowing look. “Anyway, I’ll come help you unpack when I’m done with the call. Glad to have you home.”

      “Thanks, Ruby,” I said, wishing my arrival home had gone more smoothly. With the luck I was having, next I’d probably get a concussion from falling boxes in my SUV. Maybe if I had a serious injury then Dallas would feel sorry for me and let me have my salon space back.

      As I walked out the front door, I pictured myself with a white bandage around my head, staring up at Dallas pathetically, trying to appeal to his sensitive side. An image of those caramel-brown eyes looking down at me with concern made my belly flutter. I imagined him tucking a lock of my hair behind my ear, his fingers running along my jawline before he pressed his lips to my forehead. My chest warmed and I could see myself lifting my mouth to his. . . .

      Suddenly, my foot caught in front of the other one on the icy pathway and I found myself falling face-first onto the front lawn. I landed with a “Harrumph!” The moisture from the dew-covered grass began seeping into the front of my pants in a very cold way, thanks to it being December and all. I inhaled the earthy scent, before lifting my nose from the ground.

      This had to be the universe’s way of telling me to stop thinking about Dallas Parker. That would be hard to do if we were sharing the same business space. Maybe he would leave if I took my idea and started “beautifying” the place in a big feminine way. If I didn’t want to fall on my face again, it was certainly worth a try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I had breakfast with Ruby before she went to work. Then I spent the rest of the morning unpacking and catching up on paperwork for my new business. Later that afternoon, I drove into town, which was buzzing with people on the sidewalks.

      I pulled into a parking space a few doors down from the salon and got out, ducking my head as I spotted a couple standing near one of the old-fashioned style lamps that ran along the sidewalks. The man and the woman each held a wreath in their hands, making it look like they were about to start decorating downtown for Christmas.

      I didn’t recognize the couple, but you never knew who knew whom in this town and I didn’t want anyone to tell my mom they’d seen me downtown. I’d shamefully texted her this morning, making up an excuse as to why I couldn’t meet my parents for breakfast at Prancer’s Pancake House. Guilt seeped over me, but I needed to improve my salon to increase my odds of a favorable outcome when I told them my plan. If they saw I had the potential for a capable business, then hopefully they’d support my decision to change careers.

      I strode past the couple on the sidewalk and the wind kicked up a chill as I rushed toward the door, key already in hand. I’d just turned the key in the lock when I heard a familiar female voice call out, “Morgan Reed? Is that you? Yes, it is you, Morgan.”

      Oh, no. I flinched, recognizing that nasally voice even though I hadn’t heard it in eight years. I steeled my nerves, plastering on what I hoped passed for a smile and not a grimace as I turned to face Addie Wilcox.

      Addie was the mother of a girl my brother had dated back in high school. She was also a major gossip and everyone in town knew it, which was why her cocktail parties were always packed. She rushed toward me with a large wreath in her hands and a curious look on her face.

      “Mrs. Wilcox, nice to see you,” I lied. My teeth clamped together as Addie puffed to a halt and surveyed my old jeans, thickly soled shoes, and dark hoodie before her eyes flicked upward to my long, dark hair, which I’d put up in a messy knot since I planned to be cleaning all day. “Are you on the town’s Christmas decorating committee this year?” I asked, hoping to divert her from asking questions about me.

      “Spreading cheer, as always,” she said, glancing from me to where I’d been heading. The woman was way too astute. “What on earth could you be doing at Coraline’s Classic Beauty Salon? I mean . . .” Her gaze drifted up to my hair and she made a clucking noise. “I can see why you would come here but, honey, Coraline’s is closed. She’s been retired for months. She’s on an African Safari until Christmas, which . . . good for her! She could use a break being a single woman at her age.”

      “Huh.” My brain screamed to run, run fast, run anywhere else but here. The last thing I needed was Addie Wilcox knowing anything about my salon, because if she found out then everyone in town would know. “I . . . love your hair, Mrs. Wilcox. It’s so well kept.”

      “Thank you, honey.” She patted her Farrah Fawcett ‘do, which looked a bit too heavily hair-sprayed. “Your mom was over at the country club last week, but I don’t recall her saying anything about you coming back to town for the holidays.”

      “Er . . .” I floundered for a moment and my horror escalated when a black truck pulled to a halt in the recently vacated space in front of the salon.

      Dallas got out of the driver’s side looking unnervingly hot in a dark brown leather jacket. My belly flipped and I started to sweat. He didn’t seem to notice Addie or me on the sidewalk. He just walked around to the back of the truck, let the tailgate down, took some monstrous contraption out, and then started carrying it toward the front door of the salon.

      Addie nudged my arm. “Isn’t that Dallas Parker?”

      “Yes, I believe so,” I said, desperately hoping he didn’t look this way. What if he told Addie I was opening a beauty salon? My parents would be so hurt if I didn’t tell them first and I would be totally to blame. My gut clenched.

      Addie shifted the wreath in her arms. “I knew he moved back to Christmas Mountain. Word is he’s been hiding out in that cabin he purchased outside of town.”

      Um, not so accurate. He wasn’t hiding out. I only wished he were in hiding right now. Instead of heading straight my way. I had to do something. I grabbed Addie’s wreath from her hands and ducked behind it. “This wreath is lovely. And I adore this scent,” I said, shoving my nose into the pine needles and inhaling, hoping to hide my face.

      “Yes, well, I’d better get back to decorating.” Addie squinted around the wreath, giving me a weird look before pulling it away from me as Dallas approached. Addie leaned toward me. “Hey, I believe your folks are having dinner at The Chop House tonight. I’ll be dining there as well. Maybe I’ll stop by their table to let them know how good it’s been to run into you,” she said.

      “Lovely to see you, too.” My stomach knotted. I needed to call my brother fast. If anyone could get Mom and Dad to agree to have dinner somewhere else it would be him. Dallas stepped onto the sidewalk. The thing he carried appeared heavy and his thick leather jacket showed off the strength in his arms as he toted the contraption.

      I had the wildest thought just then. A man carrying that load would probably be able to tote me pretty easily, too. Maybe toss me over his shoulder and walk right off with me.

      My face heated and my pulse raced alarmingly fast. No! This was my nemesis. I shouldn’t have hot thoughts about him. What was happening to me?

      Dallas set the contraption down on the sidewalk and pushed it toward the front door, next to where Addie and I stood.

      He glanced at us for the first time and his mouth stretched into a smile. “Good morning, Morgan. Would you hold the door open for me?”

      I glanced at Addie, who was watching with avid eyes. “Sure, Dallas. Nice to see you again,” I said, cringing at the strange look he gave me. Groaning inwardly, I yanked the door open and he entered my salon, giving me another odd look.

      To my relief, someone called for Addie to hurry up with that wreath and she dashed off with a quick goodbye. I waited until she’d turned her head, then I pulled the door of the salon back open and slipped inside in time to see Dallas plugging the machine he’d brought into an outlet.

      I strode over to him. “What do you think you’re doing? What is that thing?”

      “It’s to take the tile up.” He gave me a grin and I noticed he’d removed his jacket, revealing one of those tee shirts that showed off his well-defined arms. Wowzers. “Unless, of course, you enjoy the antique diner ambience and want that tile left on your half of the floor,” he said.

      “Not exactly,” I admitted. But I didn’t want him to do a single thing to my floor except cross it on his way back out the door. “I doubt the landlady will let us uproot the tile.”

      “She gave me permission in my lease. I can make any necessary repairs and remodels as long as I pay for them. I don’t have the funds to hire someone to take up the floor, or lay another one, and no way am I willing to live with this.” His gaze flew to the scratched up black and white checkered floor, before looking back at me quickly. I couldn’t blame him for looking away fast. That tile was enough to make any person dizzy.

      “Okay, you have a point. The tile is terrible,” I agreed. And now that I thought about it, I had that provision in my lease as well. I couldn’t let him put in a new floor before I ousted him from my space, though. Then I’d owe him a big chunk of money. “I can help renovate and do an equal share. How about if I clean and take down those mirrors?”

      “With what I’m doing, everything would be dirty again right away. Cleaning now won’t do us any good.”

      “Oh.” I gulped, my belly doing a flip at the way he’d said “us.” I needed to get a hold of myself. He was just a man after all. . . Make that a very sexy man, who was handling heavy machinery with ease. Shiver.

      “Should we even keep those mirrors?” He leaned in close to me as he eyed them.

      My breath caught in my throat. My entire body went taut as his fingers brushed mine. I felt tingles along my skin, making me wonder what his entire hand would feel like against my flesh. Not a good thought, Morgan. I had to get away.

      I stepped back so fast my feet tangled together and I fell backward into an orange chair. When my bottom hit the seat, a large cloud of dust puffed up around me, making me cough. I wiggled my nose as tickles wound inside my nostrils until I finally sneezed hard. How embarrassing.

      “You all right?” He held out his hand, pulled me to my feet, and then glanced at our entwined fingers. He lifted his gaze to me. “You must’ve gotten too close to Addie’s wreath.”

      “I guess so.” I reluctantly removed my hand from his—even though it had felt warm and cozy there—and then rubbed my nose. Addie Wilcox and her wreath. First, she’d made me worry about her telling my mom where I was and now her wreath had set off my allergies. So much for her claim of spreading good cheer as she decorated for Christmas. “I’ll get my supplies from the SUV,” I said, dusting myself off.

      I started toward the door, doing my best to act dignified after my fall into the antacid-colored chair. I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror and groaned. It was hard to be dignified when you have massive dust on your booty.

      I went to the car and fetched the cleaning supplies I’d brought with me, keeping one eye out for Addie the whole time. The decorating crew had moved further down the street toward the town square, but there was no guarantee she wouldn’t see me. The woman had eyes like a hawk. I held the box up high to hide my face as I went back into the salon.

      Remembering Addie’s comment about The Chop House, I set the things down, whipped out my cell, and dialed my brother’s number. No answer. I decided not to leave a message. This situation was way too complicated and I needed to hash it out with him. I tucked the phone into my pocket and saw Dallas fiddling with the tile-removing machine.

      I moved out of the way as he reached for a button. The machine came on with a loud rumble. “How long is this going to take?” I asked.

      “Hours,” he shouted back.

      Great. What should I do? Deciding I should salvage the mirrors, I used a screwdriver to remove the old-fashioned frames from the wall. Pieces of the sheetrock crumbled as I removed the mirror. I released a long breath as I realized I’d have to patch the large screw holes. Then I could paint the walls in a neutral color.

      The machine behind me whirred and whined, a thin and high sound that set my teeth on edge. I still wasn’t sure we should keep the mirrors, but I couldn’t just stand there while he was working. I bent to check out the base of the orange chairs. They seemed fine. But what did I know? It’s not like they needed a cut and color, something I was actually qualified for. Maybe I could replace the top portions of the chairs. That would save both money and time since they looked like they still functioned fine.

      I gave the foot lever an experimental press. The chair came upward with a harsh grating sound and suddenly started spinning like a top.

      I shrieked and fell back, holding the screwdriver out like it would somehow ward off disaster. But the chair only spun faster. A pair of hands came from behind me, drawing me back up against a hard and lean body. With my heart pounding, it took me a minute to realize my back rested against Dallas’s chest.

      “What did you do?” he asked, his mouth pressed beside my ear.

      “I-I just tapped it,” I said, flushed. I’d pressed the foot lever and now I was pressed against Dallas’s body with his hands gripping my arms. Was it hot in here?

      He pulled me away from the chair, which was whirling faster than ever. “Any idea how to turn it off?”

      I glanced down at the foot lever. “The lever?”

      He released me and I brought my hand to my forehead, feeling dizzy from the interaction. Dallas rushed forward, stomping down on the lever. The chair stopped spinning and I exhaled in relief. That relief was short-lived when the chair started sliding up and down, whining loudly as ominous black smoke puffed out of the base. Uh-oh.

      I stared at the orange chair in horror. This was way worse than acid indigestion. I was so sure that the entire salon was about to go up in a literal puff of smoke that I couldn’t even move.

      With a high-pitched whine, the machine startlingly cut off with a loud crack and pop and then the lights went out. All was suddenly quiet.

      Dallas turned to me, his eyebrows rising. “I think the chair is protesting its color.”

      I appreciated he was trying to make a joke to ease the mood since I felt beyond humiliated. I was supposed to be helping, not causing chairs to freak out. “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about it.” He touched my arm, giving me a reassuring smile. “Let me check the breaker box to see what’s going on.”

      He strode to the back room, his legs clad in those tight jeans and I followed, watching him open a metal box on the wall. His eyes narrowed in concentration and there was dirt smudged on his left cheek. He looked all rugged and insanely sexy. My heart threatened to jump right out of my chest as he leaned against the wall, his shirt tightening along his upper body. Yum.

      “This is not good,” he said.

      I had to agree. I mean, I was ogling him like he was a Dutch baby, one of those delicious pastries they sold over at the barbecue place and which I never could resist. Gulp.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice unsteady.

      “I reset the breaker but it keeps popping. Probably a short-circuit. We need to get an electrician to look at this.”

      Anxiety hit me like a freight train. “How long before the power can be turned back on?”

      He began flipping switches. “Depends on how fast someone can come out. I’ll make a call. Everything I need to do requires power. If an electrician isn’t available then there won’t be anything more to do in here today.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t want to admit it but he was right. I sighed. My toe kicked across the floor. An idea came and I brightened. “I could take the chairs out without the power on, but I’m sort of afraid to touch them now.”

      “It’s
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