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Chapter 1 - Friday, Dec. 4th 
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"This is the last box, Deni.  Where should it go?"

"Leave it on the stage.  I'll take care of it."

"Are you sure?  You have a lot left to do.  Is there anything else I can do to help?"

"You can get to your seven-thirty show on time by getting out of here."

"But this party starts at seven!  You only have two hours to finish."

"True, but I don't have anywhere else to be.  The rest of the ballroom looks fabulous!  I only have the stage to finish, set the cake booth when the delivery arrives, and then grab the ice sculpture out of the freezer.  I have more than enough time.  However, if you don't hit the road now, you'll never find a parking spot.  Tell that lovely girl of yours I'm sorry for missing her play.  I'll make it up to her this weekend."

"Oh, you didn't?  Tell me you didn't give in to her charm."

"Me?  Well, I may have promised her hot chocolate and Christmas decorating this weekend."

"I should've known she'd talk you into putting up the office Christmas tree.  She knows how to push your buttons."  Tandy laughed.

"Only because I love her so much!  Now, get out of here before you end up missing the play.  Thanks for all your help, Tandy!  As always, I greatly appreciate it."

"Make sure you lock up the back hall and side door after me.  I think everyone else has already left, and I don't like the idea of you being here by yourself."

"I'm not alone.  Mr. Fun is in the back."

"You mean Eddie?  He's definitely a bundle of fun and a whirlwind of hugs and kisses."

"You should know!"  Deni chuckled.

"Maybe he likes you," Tandy suggested.

"No he doesn't!  Eddie is smitten, but not with me.  We both know you're the one who holds his interest."  Deni waved off the ludicrous notion.

"If you say so."  Tandy winked, knowing Deni was right.

Tandy and Eddie had hit it off instantly and been flirting endlessly ever since Deni introduced them.

"Regardless, neither he nor I can leave anytime soon.  We have to work on the final details for his company's executive retreat being held here this weekend."

"Okay, so you won't be alone.  That doesn't negate the need for caution.  Lock the back and side doors."

"The front door will be open."

"True, but hotel staff can screen people who enter that way."

"Fair point.  I'll lock up.  Do you have my keys?"

"Catch!"

Tandy sighed as if she were talking to her six-year-old.

"Don't go off into any dark corners by yourself, Deni."  

"Yes, Mom!"

Deni laughed and caught the key ring on her fingertips for a moment before it slipped and fell to the floor.

"It's raining.  Be careful on the roads when you leave."

Deni heard Tandy's well wishes as she bent over to retrieve her keys.

"Good luck tonight!  My gut tells me you're going to need it."

Tandy waved as she hurried out of the grand ballroom of the Seelman Historic Hotel.

"I can always use a dose of luck," Deni laughingly admitted.
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"EXCUSE ME, MA'AM."

Ris cleared his throat to gain the attention of the brunette in the sparkly, red blouse and snug fitting blue jeans with a bright blue butterfly embroidered on the back left pocket.

"Yes?"  Deni turned her smile on the man who'd walked up to stand a few feet behind her.

Rather than answer, the man stood staring at her as if she had elf ears and an elephant's trunk.

"Yes?"  Deni repeated.

"Um..."  The man blinked and shook his head, trying to recall what he needed to ask.

"Drawing a blank?  I hate it when that happens.  One moment you have the words on the tip of your tongue and the next... poof!  Nothing."

"Yeah."

"Well, you must be here for a reason.  You walked by more than one sign indicating the Highmont Christmas party being held in here.  I'd guess your quest involves that event.  Since it doesn't start for a few hours and I know you aren't one of the vendors, then you must be associated with the company."

"I am."  The man continued to stare with a blank expression on his face.

"I've got it!  You're looking for someone; a meeting perhaps?"  Deni prompted to deflect how much this man's gaze unnerved her.

"I'm sorry.  Yes.  I'm looking for the man in charge of planning this event.  He asked me to meet him here at five."

"Man?"  The request puzzled Deni.

She took a moment to scrutinize the dark-haired man towering a good eight inches taller than her: strong jaw, bright blue eyes, and nicely tailored, dark gray suit.  Unfortunately, the handsome face was unfamiliar and didn't provide a clue to his identity.

"I'm fairly certain the event planner is a woman.  Are you certain you're meeting a man?"

"Yes.  I'm supposed to be meeting the man organizing the employee party about to take place in here.  I overheard you discussing the decorations with your friend."

"Were you eavesdropping?"

"No.  I walked in at the end of your conversation.  It would've been rude to interrupt, so I waited."

"That was kind of you.  Thanks!"

"Have you seen him?"

"Can you tell me this man's name?"

Deni had already guessed whom this guy was here to see, but since she'd apparently chased the original question from his mind, she felt obligated to help him get back on track before his meeting.

"I'm looking for Edward Castoff."

"Eddie?  Oh sure!  He's in the back; right through that door."

Deni pointed at the door to the right of the stage.

"I didn't get your..."

"Thanks!"  The man hurried toward the door without another word.

"...didn't get your name.  Well, you're welcome.  It was nice to meet you, too," Deni mumbled jokingly when he was out of earshot.
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"EDWARD, ARE YOU BACK here?"

"In here, Ris."

Ris saw Edward poke his head out of an office door and motion that he'd be out as soon as he got off the phone.  Ris walked down the hall and stepped into the office.  While he waited for his assistant to finish his phone call, Ris looked at the two large poster boards stuck to the wall adjacent to a large whiteboard.

One foam board displayed a layout of the ballroom including seating, a dance floor, a row labeled the fun stuff, and a buffet line.  Presumably, these were plans for the annual Highmont employee Christmas party.

The second board displayed a detailed depiction of the stage.  Here he saw a setup for photos where employees could sit in a sleigh against a wintry backdrop.  He also saw a place for toy donations and another for gifts to the employees.  However, the one section of the stage that made Ris bite his bottom lip was the piano with an asterisk beside it.  A note read live band & intro song.  He had repeatedly told Edward there wouldn't be an opening song this year.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Ris.  I had to make sure the delivery van made it to the front door with the employee gifts.  He should be pulling up at the main entrance now."

"Do you need to meet him out front?"

"No.  I texted Deni.  She'll take care of it."

"Is everything else ready for tonight?"  Ris asked, trying to ignore the sight of the piano on the stage diagram.

"Yes.  It's going to be fantastic!  Deni is a miracle worker.  Wait until you see the ice sculpture.  It's amazing!"

"Why does the board say small?  I thought we ordered a large sculpture.  That's one tradition Dad and I both enjoyed.  The artist always captures the true joy of Christmas.  I remember three years ago the sculpture depicted me and my parents out front of the warehouse."

Ris recalled the pleasant memory and then quickly set it aside.  Such memories only reminded him of how alone he now felt, especially at Christmas.

"I've always loved the ice sculptures, too.  So do the employees.  People take pictures beside them every year.  Unfortunately, by the time I got around to placing the order, there wasn't enough time to get a large one.  I thought I'd blown it because small was the best I could do," Edward explained.

"How small?  What design did you choose?"

Ris didn't want his employees to think he'd gone cheap on them.  This party was for them.  He wanted the staff to know how much he appreciated the hard work they did throughout the year.  Going cheap simply wouldn't do!  He felt as if he owed the employees the best Christmas party he could provide.

"Well, it's not tiny.  Small, by definition, is eighteen inches tall."

"That won't even be visible across the room."

"Wait!  I said small by definition."

"Explain."

"Naturally, I asked if there were any chance to get a larger design.  As fate would have it, another customer cancelled his order of a medium sculpture because the event got cancelled.  Since we are repeat customers, I was offered the abandoned piece."

"Someone else's hand-me-down?"

"Sort of, but you're going to love it!  I promise!  The final sculpture is two and a half feet tall.  After a few minor adjustments, it now seamlessly combines our original small sculpture with the medium design.  It's truly beautiful work!"

"I'll have to take your word for it."

"I have to say.  This is the most fun I've ever had planning the Christmas party!"  Edward beamed an excited smile.

"How so?"

"The new event planner, of course.  Pure genius!"

"If you say so."

"Wait until I introduce you!  You'll understand.  I can't imagine putting together another event with anyone else!"  Edward exclaimed.

"We'll see about that when the invoice arrives."

"We're under budget, and she charges half of what you've paid in prior years.  Her work stands head and shoulders beyond that of our previous planners.  If I were Deni, I'd charge more.  Don't you remember?  You approved the estimates."

"Okay.  Why did you need to see me?"

"Rehearsal?"  Edward dared to broach the subject.

"I said no!  Don't start this again."

"I understand it's tough for you, but it's what they would've wanted, Ris."

"We aren't having this conversation and don't ever mention my parents again in an attempt to manipulate me!  Is that the only reason you brought me down here?"

"No.  I need your final approval of the details on the whiteboard behind you."

"Isn't it a little late for that?"  Ris turned to look at the handwritten list.

"We allowed time to make adjustments, if needed."

Ris read each bullet point and found nothing objectionable except the first line item.  He grabbed a dry erase marker and crossed the opening song off the list, replacing it with the words welcome toast.

"Adjustment made.  Anything else?"

"Honestly, I thought the review would take longer.  You've always taken an active role in the party."

"I don't have time this year," Ris stated firmly.

"Ris, is there nothing about the party that interests you?"

"I'll be back at seven to give the toast."

Ris turned abruptly and left Edward standing alone in the office.
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"HEY, EDDIE!"

Edward looked up from where he'd been resting his head on his arms for half an hour, ever since Ris left.

"Hi, Deni."

"Why so glum?  Isn't this supposed to be a Christmas party?"

Deni walked around and pulled Edward out of his chair.  Then she twirled herself under his arm and spun, laughing the entire time.

"You know...  Christmas carols, dancing, stuffed bellies, cheerful smiles, holly jolly and Ho Ho Ho."

Deni turned one last time and then spun Edward until he finally cracked a smile.

"All right!  You win.  Who can stay sad with your infectious good mood only a few feet away?"

"Nobody!  No frowns allowed at this party, Mister!"

"You're absolutely right!  One Grinch doesn't have to ruin it for everyone else."  Edward's smile returned.

"Good, because I need your help.  The employee gifts are in boxes on the floor.  They need to be stacked in the snow mound on the far right of the stage."

"You need an extra set of hands?"

"Actually, I need both of your hands to take care of it while I run down the road to the bakery and pick up the goodies for the charity cake booth.  Apparently, their delivery van broke down before it got out of the parking lot."

"Would you like me to go get them?"

"They won't fit in your tiny car.  My SUV is much better suited for transporting two dozen pastry boxes.  Please, Eddie?  Be my hero and do this for me?"

"It'll cost you."  Edward flashed a mischievous grin.

"How much?"  Deni asked warily.

"You left out the most important part of any Christmas party."

"I did?  What did I forget?"

Edward pointed and looked up.  Deni followed his gaze and saw him dangling a twig of mistletoe over their heads.

"You're persistent!  I'll give you that.  However, I told you I'm not fond of that tradition.  Who wants to kiss a stranger who tricked you into standing beneath the twig of a parasitic plant with poisonous berries?  How could that possibly end well?"  Deni stepped back to avoid such a kiss.

"Wow!  I guess when you put it like that, it isn't exactly romantic or festive."

"Not in the least!"

"I dare say, Tandy found the tradition very much to her liking."

"Then dangle that twig over her head!"

"Who killed the fun of mistletoe and put bad memories in your head?"

"It's a long story, and we're short on time.  Are you going to help me?"

"Of course, I am.  Don't think I'm giving up on the mistletoe.  You're adorable, and I'll have my traditional Christmas kiss from you before we're through," Eddie teasingly insisted.

"Don't hold your breath, Romeo!  Let Tandy have mine.  You two can enjoy your tradition, but I'll pass.  I'll be back as soon as I can.  Hopefully, I won't be longer than thirty or forty minutes, depending on traffic."

"Be careful, Deni.  It was raining last time I looked, and the temperature is falling.  We might even get snow tonight."

"Wouldn't that be great?  I love snow!"

"You would!  Go on.  Get out of here.  I'll take care of the gifts."

"Thanks, Eddie!"
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"THANKS FOR UNDERSTANDING, Deni," the older lady said as she and her husband helped Deni load the last of the boxes into her SUV.

"Come inside out of the rain for a minute," Oscar invited with a wave of his hand.

"I don't have time."

"Nonsense!  You can spare five minutes.  Come on," Greta insisted.

"All right, but only five minutes."

Deni followed the older couple inside the bakery with a large sign over the door that read Butter Bakers.  They led her behind the sales counter and into the kitchen.  There, a blonde man, approximately her own age, was kneading dough at a counter.

"Billy, come say hello."

The man turned and smiled.  He brushed his hands on his half apron and walked over to join the trio.

"Deni, do you remember our son, Billy?"

"It's nice to see you, Deni."  Billy extended his hand.

"Billy?  Wow!  You've changed since I last saw you."

"Fifteen years will do that."  Billy laughed.

Billy hadn't seen Deni since elementary school.  His parents had moved out of state to take care of his grandparents.  When they returned six years ago, Billy stayed behind to attend culinary school and start his career.  He'd also fallen in love with a woman who happened to be from his own hometown.  That's what brought Billy back now.

"The time has been good to you.  Your parents are always bragging about their son, the amazing executive chef."

"Don't believe everything they tell you.  If it were up to them, I'd be the king chef of the world."

"Billy moved home to help us with the bakery.  Isn't that great?"  Oscar announced.

"That's wonderful!  Your parents are always so busy.  I'm sure they'll appreciate the help."

"I'm not sure how much help I'll be at the outset, but eventually I'll learn the ropes."

"Don't be modest, Son.  Billy is an amazing chef!  He even studied pastry in France for two years.  Personally, I think that's what his girlfriend likes about him."

"Then, I can't wait to taste one of his desserts."

"That's why we brought you back here.  Billy, get her one of the Mellow Bites."

"Mellow Bites?"

Deni peeked around Billy as he pulled a square dish out of the refrigerator, eager to see what it was.

"Please, try one," Billy offered.

Deni picked up a black and white cube topped with a dollop of pale green frosting.  She bit into the luscious French vanilla cake on the top layer, tasted an unexpected zing of citrus in the next layer, and ended with the fudgy chocolate of the best brownie she'd ever eaten.  Deni couldn't help but swipe her finger through the rich frosting to get the delightfully mild flavor of mint.

"OMG!  This is delicious!"

"Perfect!  That's exactly the reaction we were hoping to get.  We're going to add these to our menu for New Year's."

"You won't be able to keep them on the racks.  I'll gain ten pounds just thinking about them until then."  Deni laughed.

"You like them that much?"  Billy asked.

"Yes!  If this is your creation, then I'm going to be more of a regular customer than I am now."

"That's saying something, Dear.  You're already our biggest fan."  Oscar smiled.

"I am, indeed!  Now I'm Billy's biggest fan, too."

"Well, at least his second biggest fan."

"Thank you for the treat, but I do have to get moving.  I don't want to be late with those desserts."

"Be careful."  Greta hugged Deni.

"I will."

"Oh, if you're headed back to the hotel, you may want to take the side road and approach Main Street from the west.  The news said something about an accident at the intersection two blocks from here.  Traffic is backed up out front," Oscar shared.

"Thanks.  I'll do that.  See you soon."

She pulled up the hood on her waist-length, black raincoat and headed toward the door.
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DENI SAT PATIENTLY in the line of traffic on the back road as a heavy rain plopped down in giant drops.  At least traffic along this stretch of road was moving, if only at a snail's pace.  Oscar had been right about the backlog two blocks over.  Deni could see it was bumper to bumper without moving at all in the time she'd moved at least a quarter mile.

As she finally approached the turn for Main Street, Deni noticed a black luxury car on the side of the road with the emergency flashers blinking.  She saw a man leaning over the upraised hood, getting soaked in the downpour.

Deni pulled her car to the shoulder and parked a few feet behind the disabled vehicle.  Grabbing her large umbrella, she got out and walked up to the front of the disabled car.

"Hello," Deni said as she held the umbrella over the man's head.

"Hi."

"Do you need help?"

"I've already called roadside assistance for this."  The man waved at the engine compartment and the smoke sizzling up from within.

"Unfortunately, they can't get here for an hour.  The way traffic is piling up, it'll probably be longer than that."

"I wish I knew about engines, but I don't.  I could take you to a service station if you'd like."

"Thanks, but no.  I need to be with the car when the service arrives.  As bad luck never runs solo, I also happen to have a flat tire.  The service said the tire guy would be at least two hours due to the weather and increased number of calls this evening."

"Do you have a spare in the trunk?"

"I thought of that, too, but there's no jack."

"Murphy's law caught up with you tonight."

"Indeed!  You'd be an angel if you happen to have a tire jack in your car that I could borrow.  I'm Paul, by the way."

"Deni.  It's nice to meet you, even under these circumstances.  So, let's see if we can change your luck for the better.  I have a tire jack.  Hold this."

Deni flipped her hood onto her head and handed Paul the umbrella.

"I'll be right back."

"Wait!"

Paul followed and held the umbrella over her head.

"There's no need for you to get drenched.  We'll walk together."

Deni stopped and turned by the driver's door of Paul's car.

"It's okay.  My hood will keep me dry.  I'll only be a minute."

As Deni began to turn again, the back driver's side door unexpectedly flew open.  A man stepped out as the door slammed into Deni's back, knocking her off balance and causing her to stumble into the slow lane of oncoming traffic.

"Paul, is there anything...  Look out!"

Ris bolted forward and yanked the lady backward in time to prevent her from becoming roadkill via box van.  As it was, her left hand took a solid shot at thirty-five miles per hour from the mirror on the passenger's side of the van.  Ris couldn't be certain, but she might've hit her head on the van, too.  The driver didn't bother to stop; probably didn't even realize he'd hit her.  

"Paul!  Get that plate number and call the cops!"  Ris hollered as he pulled the woman to the opposite side of the car.

Ris tried to catch hold of her left arm as she waved it gingerly and muttered what he assumed were a variety of colorful swear words.  Her eyes were squeezed shut and her brow furrowed at the severity of the pain.

"Hold still.  Lady, please stop squirming, and let me see your hand!"  Ris finally managed to catch her left elbow.

"Ow!"  Her voice barely generated a whisper as she looked up into the man's handsome face and bright blue eyes filled with worry.

For those first few seconds, time seemed to stop around Deni.  Nothing moved; no sound could be heard.  Those blue eyes held her gaze as securely as Fort Knox kept its gold.  Searching eyes revealed more than concern.  His eyes assured her everything would be all right.  Deni felt a rush of security and comfort in this man's touch.

"I have the plate number, but I doubt it'll do any good.  The driver will likely deny hitting her.  I doubt I would've realized it had I been driving," Paul admitted as he held the umbrella above Ris and Deni's heads.

Both Deni and her hero blinked, and time began to flow normally again.

"It doesn't matter whether the driver realizes it or not!  He is responsible for her injury," Ris snapped.

"Not entirely," Paul corrected him.

"What?"

"Your door, Sir."

"Oh... yeah.  I guess so."  Ris had to admit the truth.

"The police said they'd get here as soon as they could.  Since the lady isn't seriously injured, they didn't want to dispatch an ambulance in this traffic jam."

"Who says she isn't seriously injured?  That isn't their call to make!"

"I agree, but that's what they told me."  Paul shrugged.

Ris returned his attention to the lady.

"Ma'am, look at me.  Aside from your hand, are you all right?  Are you hurt?"

Liquid milk chocolate eyes caught his as Deni tilted her head up to see who'd asked.

"I bumped my head, but it's my hand that hurts."

"May I have a look please?"

Deni let the man take her by the forearm and walk around to stand in the beam of the headlights.

"I can already see a knot and discoloration.  Can you bend your wrist?"

"Yes, but it hurts worse when I do."  Deni tested her movement.

"How about your fingers?  Can you try to move each one individually?"

Deni did as he asked, relieved to see each finger respond despite the additional pain it caused.

"You were lucky!  If Ris hadn't snatched you back, that van would've been the end of you," Paul stated.

"Thank you for that, Mr. Ris.  I appreciate it.  I'll be sure to avoid standing near any car doors next time I find myself strolling along the side of the road."  Deni offered a tight smile in an effort to put a positive spin on the painful encounter.

"I'm sorry.  I had no idea you were there.  What were you doing anyway?  Why were you standing in the rain?"  Ris asked.

"Deni stopped to offer assistance."  Paul spoke up to mitigate the accusatory tone of Ris' question.

"Assistance!  That's right."  Deni snapped the fingers on her uninjured hand.

"I was going to get the tire jack for you.  This time, you should probably come with me.  I don't think I'll be able to lift it with one hand."

"Forget about our flat tire.  You need to let a doctor take a look at your hand."

"I'm sure it'll be fine, Paul.  As you saw, everything still works.  The pain will fade soon enough."  Deni turned toward her SUV hoping they'd let her be.

"At least let me keep the umbrella over your head.  The last thing you need is to be rewarded with a cold for your kindness.  Ris, you may want to wait in the car."

Paul retrieved the tire jack from beneath the front passenger's seat of Deni's SUV and proceeded to change the flat.  Ris stepped up directly behind Deni and held the umbrella over her and Paul.

"Eureka!  One problem down; one to go," Paul announced as he stowed the flat in the trunk and returned the jack to its rightful place for Deni.

"Are you sure you want to stay with the car?  I'm more than happy to drop you somewhere," Deni offered once more as she accepted her umbrella from Ris.

"Are you, by chance, going anywhere near the Seelman?"  Paul wondered.

"Do you think it's wise to drive when you're in so much pain?"  Ris added.

"I'll be fine to drive and yes.  I happen to be delivering all of those baked goods in the back of my car to an event being held there this evening."

"Highmont Christmas Party?"  Paul asked with a knowing smile.

"Yes.  Are you familiar with it?"

"You could say that.  I do need to stay with the car, but perhaps you could take Ris with you.  He is supposed to attend that party.  If I give him even the tiniest excuse, he'll skip it entirely."

"I have plenty of room, but we should get going.  I don't want to be late."

"Thanks again for stopping.  You're an angel."  Paul gave Deni a friendly hug.

"Take care, Paul.  Shall we hit the road, Mr. Ris?"

"What about the police?"  Ris reminded her.

"Oh.  I forgot.  Maybe we should call and tell them not to bother."

"Don't do that.  I'll have them file an incident report when they arrive.  Let me snap a photo of your hand and our cars so we have proof that you were here.  I also got a photo of the van as a way of catching the license number and a timestamp.  That should be sufficient verification," Paul concluded.

It took another five minutes before they were ready to go.  Deni tried to fish her keys out of her left pocket with her right hand and succeeded in dropping them on the ground in the process.  As she bent to retrieve them, her raincoat slid to the side.

"Of course!  I thought you looked familiar," Ris exclaimed as he grabbed the keys before Deni could reach them.

"Excuse me?"

"Your jeans.  I recognized your jeans when you bent over."

Deni continued to stare bewilderedly at Ris until he explained.

"I saw you at the hotel earlier.  You were out by the stage when I stopped by to see Edward."

"Right.  You remember my jeans?"  Deni arched her eyebrow slightly in question.

"Yes!  Wait, no.  It's not like that.  I recall seeing the butterfly on your back pocket."

When Deni only tilted her head further to the side, Ris couldn't help but laugh.

"Get over yourself!  I wasn't there to socialize.  Now, get in.  I'll drive."  For some reason, the notion amused Ris, and he laughed harder.

Ris opened the passenger's door for Deni and helped buckle her seatbelt before walking around and climbing into the driver's seat.  He had to scoot the seat back to its farthest position and adjust the mirrors in order to accommodate his longer legs.  He pulled the SUV into the flow of traffic, which, thankfully, hadn't slowed during their roadside stop.

When Ris glanced over at the lady, he chuckled again to see her watching him with an uncertain expression on her face.

"I wasn't checking you out, if that's what you're thinking."

"I'm not sure what to think about you yet.  Nevertheless, I do appreciate you driving.  My hand is hurting more than I thought it would, and I'm beginning to get a headache."

"You should have a doctor look at it.  I can drive you to the ER.  Since it's partially my fault you got hurt, and that guy's insurance isn't likely to pay the claim, I'll cover the bill for your hand."

"That's generous of you, but no thanks.  I have insurance.  I'm not worried about the bill."

"If it's not the money, then why don't you want to go?  They could give you medicine to help with the pain."

"I'll be fine as soon as the initial sting wears off.  Besides, I have a delivery to make, Mr. Ris."

"Just Ris.  It's not my last name."

"Okay, just Ris.  I have to decline.  I already had to draft Eddie to setup the gift arrangement while I ran out to get these desserts.  If I leave him alone for too long, he will drag out all of my spare decorations and the place will look like a Christmas explosion before I can stop him."  Deni laughed.

"That does sound like Edward.  This is his favorite time of year, and he doesn't let anyone or anything dampen his holiday spirit."

"Nor should he!  Nevertheless, it wasn't easy keeping a lid on his endless vat of ideas.  I applaud Eddie's enthusiasm though.  It's a refreshing change from the typical disinterested secretaries or starchy suits I interact with on a more routine basis."

"What's wrong with a nice suit?"

"Nothing.  That's not exactly how I meant it.  Your suit looks nice.  Wet, but nice."

"I knew what you meant.  Apparently, my joke sounded better in my head.  So, is it safe to assume you're the event planner Edward hired?"

"Yes."

"What I saw of the ballroom looked festive."

"Thank you!"

Deni opened her glove box and rifled through the contents until she located a medicine bottle.  She poured a few of the different colored pills into her hand, swallowed two of the blue capsules, and returned the rest.

"Headache getting worse?"  Ris inquired.

"Yes."

"You should see a doctor."

"I will, later."

Deni leaned her head back against the seat, pressed the thumb and index finger of her uninjured hand to her temples, and closed her eyes for a few minutes.  She prayed for the pain in her head and hand to ease.  It didn't.

******
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"MA'AM.  HEY, WE'RE here."  Ris lightly shook her shoulder.

"What?"  Deni slowly opened her eyes.

"We're at the hotel."

"The hotel?"

"Yes.  It took longer than it should've, but we made it in one piece."

"Oh shoot!  What time is it?  I can't believe I fell asleep."

"It's six forty-five," Ris replied as he helped Deni out of the car.

"I only have fifteen minutes.  Eddie is going to strangle me!"

Deni took her keys from Ris' hand and hurried around to open the hatch.  How was she ever going to get twenty-four cakes and assorted baked goods into their respective containers and set up at the charity booth in less than fifteen minutes and with only one good hand?

"Take a breath," Ris said as he pulled out his cell phone and sent a text message.

"I don't have time to rest; not yet."

"Wait, please!  I called in reinforcements."

Ris blocked Deni's hand when she reached for one of the pastry boxes.  Two minutes later, Edward emerged from the side door pulling an oversized, stainless steel cart behind him.

"Ris, you look like a drowned rat.  What happened?"  Edward asked when he saw his boss' clothes were wet and his hair slightly ruffled as if freshly out of the shower.

"Your event planner needs an extra set of hands loading these boxes."

"Ah.  That explains the cart request."

Edward finally noticed how Deni cradled her left hand protectively.

"What'd you do to yourself, Sweetie?"

"Slight disagreement with a van.  Unfortunately, my hand isn't as hard as my head."  Deni played it down and began loading boxes onto the cart.

"You hit your head, too?"  Edward asked with concern.

"It's nothing; I'm fine."

Deni dismissed further talk about the accident in front of Ris.  The last thing she wanted was for him to carry any more guilt than he already did.  He wasn't hiding it well.

Ris loaded more of the boxes at a much faster pace.  He had the distinct impression that each time the woman bent over to place a box on the cart, her face turned another shade of green.  He imagined her pain must be intense.

Once all of the boxes were loaded, the car locked, and the cart pushed inside, Ris sent Edward into the ballroom to greet the arriving employees.  He led Deni toward the charity booth and proceeded to unbox and display the baked goods according to her instructions.  When they were finished, Deni checked the time: three minutes after seven.  She didn't object when Ris led her out of the ballroom and down the hall.  He opened the door of a hotel room with his electronic key card and attempted to usher her inside.  She refused to cross the threshold at his prompting.

"Thank you, Ris!  I never could've finished without your help."  

"I'd still be sitting on the side of the road if not for you.  I think that makes us even."

"Agreed."

"Please, come inside."

Ris stepped inside ahead of Deni, thinking that might help put her at ease.

"What are we doing here?"  She didn't budge.

"I'm going to see if I can do find a way to ease the pain in your hand.  That is, unless you've changed your mind and have decided to let me take you to a doctor.  That'd be a great excuse to arrive fashionably late, say perhaps an hour or two."

"Don't want to attend the office party or don't enjoy Christmas?"

"It's a long story."

"I'd ask if you want to talk about it, but you'd probably use it as an excuse to avoid the party for even longer.  I think you're stalling."

"The longer you stand out there, the better my excuse gets.  Please."

"All right."

Deni stepped inside the room, but left the door open behind her.  Ris disappeared for a few minutes and then returned carrying a first aid kit.

"Maybe there's something useful in here.  Band-Aids.  Are you cut or bleeding?"

"No."

"Antibacterial ointment - don’t need that.  Medical tape - no.  Scissors, a roll of gauze, tweezers, iodine, and wipes...  Ah ha!  Elastic wrap and two metal splits.  These should work, but first we need to get the swelling under control.  Come with me."

Ris led Deni to the kitchenette and had her sit in one of the two barstools at the short counter.  He checked the refrigerator, but it didn't have an icemaker or even a tiny freezer compartment.  It held several cans of soda, two tall cans of beer, water, juice, an apple, an orange, and two candy bars.

"Looks like we'll have to improvise."  Ris stared into the refrigerator, searching for inspiration.

"Maybe you should answer that."

"What?"  He glanced over his shoulder at Deni.

"Your cell phone is flashing."

"Excuse me."

Ris pulled the phone up in front of him, read a message on the screen, and typed a brief response.

"Shouldn't you be getting to your party?"

"I asked Edward to give me ten more minutes.  Got it!  Hold out your hand; the injured one."

Ris carefully placed the apple in Deni's palm and waited to see if her wrist could manage the weight, and if he could determine how much pain it caused her.  She handled it well.

"Close your fingers around it.  The chill from the apple will seep into your hand and fingers.  Can you turn your hand over and continue to hold the apple?"

Deni did and grinned at the notion.  She'd heard about an apple a day, but this was stretching the saying a bit.

"I've always heard that caramel and apple go well together, so we'll use these to cool the top side of your hand and wrist."  Ris held up the two candy bars that contained caramel filling.

Deni couldn't help but laugh now.  Ris gently laid the rectangular bars side-by-side along her hand and wrist.  Then he took the roll of gauze out of the first aid kit and wrapped it around them.

"That should do for a while.  Is there anywhere else you need to be tonight?"

"Not for a few hours.  I have to remove my decorations after the party, but I have until tomorrow afternoon to finish the cleanup.  I may not even start on it tonight."

"Good!  I have to go out there and mingle for about an hour, and then I'll be back.  Until then, make yourself at home.  I'll be back to check on you as soon as I can."

"You want me to stay here?  In your hotel room?"

"Do you have your own room?"

"No."

"Did you plan on staying at the hotel for the duration of the party?"  Ris inquired further.

"Yes."

"Where?"

"The office behind the stage.  All of my supplies and personal belongings are in there."

"Is it locked?"

Ris had stepped into the bathroom to run a comb through his hair and repair the damage to his appearance as best he could.

"I'm sorry.  I couldn't hear you."

"Is the office locked?"

Ris returned to the living room where Deni now stood.

"Yes.  Eddie promised to lock up when he was done."

"There you have it then.  Your belongings are safely stashed behind a locked door.  You can retrieve them whenever you want.  Meanwhile, you need to let those pain pills you took in the car do their work.  Rest."

"But this is your room," Deni objected.

"You'll have it all to yourself until I return."

Ris shook his head in mild amusement at her timidity; not that he could blame her for being cautious around a man she barely knew.

"And then?"

"Then I'll turn into a deranged elf and cart you away to a snowy prison," Ris teased with a grin.

Deni's laughter burst forth.  For a moment, she forgot she was holding the apple and dropped it to the floor as she shook with mirth.

"You?  An elf?  That'll be the day."

"Don't think I could pull it off?"  Ris smirked.

"I'd get a kick out of seeing you make the attempt.  Okay, Ris.  You win.  I'll rest here, but only until you get back.  Then, I have to go."

"Great!  I'll see you later.  If you need anything, charge it to the room."

******
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"...AND I WANT TO PERSONALLY thank each and every one of you for all your hard work.  Although I may not get the chance to speak with everyone on a regular basis, your work doesn't go unnoticed or unappreciated.  So please, enjoy this evening.  This is all for you!  We've arranged an excellent meal, some amusing activities, a great band, and our charity fundraiser at the far booth.  Please don't forget others in need at this time of year.  Every penny of your donations will be matched by the company and donated to a great cause!"

Ris had to wait for a round of applause to die down before he could continue.

"Finally, on behalf of the company, we have a small token of appreciation for each of you.  Stop by to see Edward at some point during the evening to collect your gifts.  Thank you and Merry Christmas!"

Ris was immediately surrounded as he left the stage.  Most were employees he didn't see often who wanted to wish him a Merry Christmas.  He nodded and smiled as he worked his way to the edge of the crowd.  When the live band started to play and people began to drift in various directions, Ris freed himself from the last well-wisher and made his way to the buffet.

Thankfully, the line was short.  He grabbed a large plate, filled it with a variety of food, and then covered it with a linen napkin.  Ris placed two sets of wrapped utensils in his coat pocket, stacked two Christmas cookies on top of his covered plate, filled a glass with ice, and then stopped and stared when he saw the centerpiece.

It was art!  Edward hadn't been exaggerating its beauty either.  The design was perfect for the party theme as well.

"Isn't it lovely?"  A lady came up beside Ris and smiled.

"Yes!"

"I can almost believe those reindeer are going to lift that sleigh right off the table.  Oh, look there.  The company name is even engraved on the bag of gifts.  Whoever made this has real talent!"

"I agree."

With that, Ris turned and disappeared through the nearest door.

"Where do you think you're going?"

"Edward, shouldn't you be handing out gifts?"

Ris stopped five feet from the door where Edward stood blocking his escape.

"Trina has it covered.  You didn't answer my question."  Edward folded his arms across his chest and waited for a reply.

"If you must know, I'm concerned about your event planner."

"Deni?"

"Denny?  Odd name for a woman."

"Not Denny like Dennis.  Deni like Denise."

"Her name is Denise?"

"No.  To be honest, I don't know if Deni is a nickname or her real name.  She introduced herself as Deni."

"Deni," Ris repeated her uncommon name, belatedly recalling that Paul had addressed her by that same name.

"Regardless, you never did say what happened.  How did you two end up together tonight?"

"The rental car broke down.  Deni stopped on her way back from the bakery to offer assistance."

"That sounds like the type of kindness she'd offer.  How did she hurt her hand?  It looked like it was causing her a lot of pain."

"Exactly my point!  Since she refused to see a doctor right away, I let her rest in my room.  Deni took a couple of aspirin, but I don't think they're strong enough to do more than take the edge off her pain.  It's to the point of almost making her sick."

"Sick?"

"Yeah.  She turns green when she moves too fast or bends too far.  I believe she has a headache as well.  I've been in her shoes.  I know how the body can turn pain into nausea.  I recognize the signs.  She is definitely hurting!"

"Are you trying to tell me you're leaving your own party to keep an eye on Deni?"

"Yes.  I thought she might be hungry, and I got some ice to put on her wrist."

"Which she hurt how?"  Edward took the plate from Ris' hand and began walking alongside him toward his hotel room, number 1133.

"I inadvertently shoved her into oncoming traffic."

"You did what?!"  Edward nearly tripped himself upon hearing such a shocking confession.

"Thankfully, it was only Deni's hand that got hit by the van.  It could've been much worse."

"Good heavens!  She got hit by a car?"

"A van, and not the whole van; only the mirror.  It's not as bad as it sounds," Ris assured him.

They stopped outside Ris' room to wait while Ris located his key card.

"Oh!  While I'm thinking about it, I saw the ice sculpture."

"I was right, wasn't I?"  Edward grinned broadly.

"Yes.  What's the name of the company who makes them?"

"Zen Sculptures, but it's not a company per se.  It's a collaboration of sorts.  Each person creates individual sculptures under the umbrella of a parent company."

"That explains the time constraints and the high quality.  For future reference, I don't ever want to change companies.  I realize how demanding it must've been for one person to pull off that level of work on such short notice.  People like that are the kind of tradesmen I want Highmont Products to support."

"Noted."

"Good.  I'll take it from here, Edward.  I'd appreciate it if you kept this under wraps.  I don't want anyone getting the wrong idea."

Ris retrieved the plate of food as he unlocked and opened the door as quietly as possible.

"I'm going back for another plate of food.  You'll need to eat as well.  I know Deni is in good hands with you, but let me know if there's anything I can do to help."

"I will."
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RIS PUT THE DINNER plate on the counter and kicked his shoes off at the end of the couch.  His jacket and tie followed.  He retrieved the apple from the floor and placed it on the coffee table.  Then he pulled the throw blanket off the back of the couch and draped it over Deni where she slept with her feet curled up beside her body and her head propped up against the arm.

He stood there watching her sleep for several minutes.  It wasn't until a soft knock on the door drew his attention that Ris turned away.

"Here you go."

Edward passed a platter of food into Ris' hands and then tiptoed into the room carrying a smaller plate of desserts.  Both were placed on the counter alongside the original plate.

"How is she?"

"She was asleep when I got here, so I'm not sure.  I didn't want to wake her."

"Do you want me to book you another room?"

"No.  Deni has plans later.  I don't expect her to stay too long, so I'll let her rest."

"Fair enough.  Call if you need me.  Good night, Ris."

"Good night, Edward."
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Chapter 2 - Saturday, Dec. 5th
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Deni woke slowly, yawning and stretching.

"Ow!"

She grabbed her hand after the painful reminder of last night's incident.  With a nagging feeling in her stomach, she looked around.  The last thing she remembered was resting after Ris' homemade candy bar splint and chilled apple ice pack.  At some point, she'd removed the candy bars and later dropped the apple.  Naturally, the creative use of the snacks brought a grin to her face.  However, the pleasant thought vanished with the dawn of realization.

"I must've fallen asleep!"  Deni whispered in disbelief.

She searched the living room and kitchenette finding no one else there.  A glance at the bedroom door, open about two inches, reminded her that Ris would likely be in there sleeping.  He must've draped the blanket over her and let her sleep; kind, yet not conducive to the schedule she'd made for herself.  She would have to revise it today to make up for lost time.  As quickly and quietly as possible, she slipped her feet into her shoes, located her keys on the coffee table, scribbled a thank you note on hotel stationary, and then crept out of the room.

"I hate this room!"  Deni whispered under her breath upon seeing the number 1133 on the door.

That only urged her into a faster walk.  She let out an audible sigh as she made her way through the hotel to the backstage office without any cameras flashing to immortalize her hasty escape.  Using the key she'd obtained yesterday, she let herself inside the office and closed the door.  She went straight to the desk chair and sat down.

Her left hand throbbed even more today than it had the previous night.  The pain had given her a headache and kept her on the edge of nausea ever since the injury occurred.  Deni knew she had to address it before she'd be able to function.

"It's already eight," she noted as she dialed her doctor's office number.

"Mako Medical.  This is Hilda."

"Hi, Hilda.  This is Deni Zen."

"Deni!  It's good to hear from you.  Are you in charge of our Christmas party again this year?"

"Yes.  Mid-afternoon next Friday."

"That's great!  So, what can I do for you?"

"Is there any way I could get an appointment to see Dr. Mako this morning?"

"I'm sorry.  She isn't working today.  Dr. Clarton is covering, but he's already booked solid with several walk-ins.  I have an opening Tuesday at three o'clock.  Would you like me to book that for you?"

"No.  I don't think I can wait."

"If it's urgent, you should visit the ER," Hilda suggested.

"The injury itself isn't severe or life threatening, but I'm in a lot of pain.  There's a chance I might've broken a bone in my hand."

"Oh my!  Has anyone looked at it yet?"

"No.  Well, not a medical professional."

"If you can handle it, put some ice on it and get yourself to the immediate care clinic down the block from our office.  They'll be able to x-ray your hand and cast it if necessary."

"I guess that'll have to do.  If I don't get some relief soon, I'm going to be useless today.  I have way too much to do to let that happen."

"I know you, Deni.  You aren't a complainer.  For you to admit it, the pain must be significant."

"It is."

"Maybe you should call a cab.  Strong pain can cause you to pass out.  That's the last thing you want to risk when driving."

"You're probably..."

A knock on the office door drew her attention.  The hotel manager smiled and waited politely for Deni to finish her call.

"Can you hold for a minute, Hilda?"

"Sure.  I'm going to sign in a few patients while I wait."

Deni muted her cell phone and turned her attention on the manager.

"Good morning, Gordon.  Can I help you?"

"I was wondering if I could convince you to leave your decorations up in the ballroom.  We booked a last minute, midday party and the place looks amazing.  We'll ensure your supplies get returned to you."

"I'd prefer to take them down myself."

"All right then.  What if I have three of my staff help you take them down after two?  I'll even pay you a rental fee if you'd like," Gordon offered.

"Give me a voucher for two free nights, good whenever for anyone, and lend me the staff to help dismantle everything, and you can forget the rental fee.  Deal?"

"Deal!  Lock this room when you leave.  I'll see you later this afternoon.  Thanks!"

"You're welcome."

Deni slouched after Gordon left the room.  Vast relief flowed through her at not having to do that load of work right away.

"Deni, you there?"

Deni unmuted the call she'd nearly forgotten in lieu of her new schedule.

"Oh, sorry; last minute change of plans.  I'm sorry to keep you, Hilda.  I'll get to the clinic and have a copy of any findings faxed to Dr. Mako."

"Don't forget to call a cab."

"I think I can make the drive, but thanks for your concern.  I'll see you next Friday."

"Be safe."

Both women hung up their phones.  Deni immediately retrieved her purse from the desk, stood up too quickly, and slumped to the floor as she passed out cold.
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"YOU IN HERE, DENI?  Gordon said we weren't working on the...  Deni!"

Edward rushed into the room and dropped to his knees beside Deni where she was sprawled on the floor.  She was beginning to stir as he reached forward to offer assistance.

"Easy!  Grab my arm and go slow.  What happened?  Did you fall?"

"I'm not sure.  I think I passed out."

"You think?  Here.  Sit down and lean back.  Have you ever passed out before?"

"No."

"Have you had breakfast?"

"No."

"When was the last time you ate?"

Deni had to stop and think about it.

"I had a cup of fruit mid-morning yesterday; nothing since."

"Nothing?  You didn't eat any of the food Ris brought back to the room for you?"

"He brought me food?"

"Yes."

"Does anyone else know I was in his hotel room?"

"Only me."

"Could you please keep it that way?  It's incredibly unnerving to wake up in a virtual stranger's hotel room.  I'd be so embarrassed if anyone ever found out about it."

"Your secret is safe with me.  Did you hurt yourself when you fell?"

"I don't think so.  My hand is killing me, but it's been that way since I woke."

"You're bleeding."  Edward noticed a tiny streak of blood.

"Am I?  Where?"

"Looks like you may have hit the side of your head, left temple, when you fell.  The cut is no bigger than a half inch and there isn't much blood.  Does your head hurt?"

"I can't honestly say.  The pain in my hand is too distracting, although I have had a headache since last night.  Both prevent me from noticing any pain caused by the bump on my head."

"Sounds like you need to see a doctor."

"That's where I was headed.  I got up to go to my car, but I must've stood too fast."

"Maybe your blood sugar is low.  It's been a while since your body had any proper nourishment."

"Very likely, but I'm okay now.  I should get moving."

"Bologna!  You aren't going anywhere until you've eaten!"

"I'll grab a bite while I'm out."

"Even still, if you think I'm going to let you get behind the wheel of a car after that spell, you're sadly mistaken!"

"Fine, Eddie!  I'll take a cab."

"Not by yourself, you won't!  What kind of friend would I be if I let you hop into a taxi half-dazed and hurting?"

"Do you have a better idea?"

"I'll take you."

"You have to get ready for the company retreat," Deni reminded him.

Although they'd prepped everything yesterday, a few items remained that couldn't be completed until this morning.

"You're right.  I can't take you."

"It was a kind gesture, but I'll be fine on my own."

"Absolutely not!  You're not getting behind the wheel of a car and that's final!"

"Then what would you suggest?"

"I have an idea.  Stay put for a second."

Eddie turned away and sent a text message on his phone.  He waited only a few moments before reading the response.

"Paul will take you.  He'll have the car out front in ten minutes, and he isn't scheduled for anything specific today.  Consider him at your disposal."

"I can't do that.  I assume your friend, Ris, hired the car service."

"He did, but Ris will understand.  Besides, Paul works for the company.  Ris not only brings him along on all of our trips, but he also uses him locally for special events, like the party.  He doesn't trust anyone else to drive us.  Come on.  Let me walk you out."
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DENI HAD DIFFICULTY associating the strong pain in her hand with the tiny scratch the doctor pointed out on her x-ray.

"A hairline fracture hurts this bad?"

"Sometimes, the littlest things pack the biggest punch," the doctor replied.

"The fracture spans three bones.  I have to admit.  I've never seen a break across the hand like this."

"Apparently, the van driver didn't see me.  So, what now?  Do I have to wear a cast?"

"Sort of.  I'll put your hand in a cast, but not one of those giant plaster monstrosities you're imagining.  The way technology keeps advancing, we likely won't even use casts in another five or ten years.  However, we aren't there yet."

"What type of cast are you going to use?"

"This."

The doctor had rummaged through a cabinet to retrieve what appeared to be a knit sock with Velcro straps.

"A wrist brace?"

"Think of it as a removable splint, though it's much sturdier than that.  The metal rods will limit your wrist movement to minimize pain.  These hard shell fingers will prevent you from fully bending your fingers, which prevents you from wiggling your wrist in any way that'd irritate the broken bones.  Finally, it's removable, so you can take it off and let your hand and wrist breathe for a few hours every day."

"That's not too bad.  Thanks, Doc!"

"Tell me more about the feinting spell and the pain in your head.  I can see the knot on the side of your head."

"When I hurt my hand, I also bumped my head against the van, though I couldn't say what part I hit."

"Did you land on the ground?  Could you have hit your head on the road?"

"No.  Ris snatched me back in time to prevent serious damage."

"Yet, you've had a headache ever since?"

"Yes."

"And your feinting spell?  You said you stood too quickly and possibly had low blood sugar."

"That's right," Deni confirmed.

"Did you hit your head when you feinted?"

"I think so.  I have a cut on my temple."

"I'll give you a prescription for the pain that'll also help with the headache.  However, if it hasn't improved by this evening, I want you back in here for follow up.  Okay?"

"All right."

"Meanwhile, no driving for the next forty-eight hours.  If you begin to get lightheaded, lay down on your back until it passes.  Please, take the medicine I've prescribed.  It'll last you a week.  By then, the majority of your pain will have passed.  Lastly, your work restrictions are no bending or lifting for a few days.  Light duty only.  You need to rest and the medicine will make you drowsy.  Understand?"

"Yes, Doc.  Thanks."

Once Deni was fitted into the cast for her hand and given a written prescription, which she could fill at any pharmacy, she walked to the checkout counter.

"Paul, what are you doing?"

She'd seen him pass a credit card to the woman at the checkout window.

"I'm taking care of your bill."

"Why?"

"Ris insisted."

"That's kind of him, but how did he know I was here?"

"I assume Eddie mentioned it to him.  Ris texted me and made me promise to take care of the payment."

"He doesn't need to do that.  It was an accident."

"Like I said, Ris insisted.  There's no point arguing.  I've already paid the bill.  Furthermore, Ris doesn't yield easily, especially not when he's right.  This was partially his fault, and he acknowledges that."

"I guess I don’t have much of a choice then."

"You don't.  Where to from here?  Do you have a prescription to get filled?"

"Yes."

Deni rode in the passenger's seat beside Paul, refusing to be chauffeured like a high-powered businesswoman.  They chatted about the snow already falling and the prospect of a white Christmas.  Paul waited in the car while she went inside the drugstore to get her prescription filled.  Once completed, Paul stopped at a waffle house.

"Why are we stopping here?"  Deni wondered.

"Because I'm hungry and a chatty bird told me you haven't eaten anything since brunch yesterday.  You shouldn't take medicine on an empty stomach, and I can't allow mine to keep complaining the way it has been for the last ten minutes.  Please, have breakfast with me, Deni."

They walked in and chose a booth near the front windows.  After the waitress took their orders, Deni asked Paul about his family and his plans for Christmas.

"I'm single.  My adopted daughter is grown, and my family doesn't live near here.  That's why I chose this line of work.  I'm always available, even on the holidays," Paul explained.

"Wouldn't you like to go home and visit your family?  I'm sure they'd love to see you."

"Well, sure they would.  I could go if I wanted.  Ris wouldn't mind at all.  In fact, I used to go home every year.  That changed the last couple of years."

"Why?"

"Ris."

"He stops you?"

"No.  Ris lost his mother two years ago.  Afterward, Ris' father took ill and his health gradually declined.  I chose to stay with them to help during the holidays.  Since he lost his father last year, I didn't have the heart to leave him alone at Christmas.  Ris needs me.  I've worked for his family for many years.  I consider him a part of my family."

"Why not take Ris with you?  Perhaps being with your family might make it easier for him."

"That's a great idea!  You're a holiday genius, Deni!  I never even considered that.  It could be good for him.  What about you?  Will you be spending the holidays with your family?"

"No.  My parents died eight years ago."

"I'm sorry.  May I ask how?"

"Do you remember the earthquake in California that generated the massive mudslide in Santa Pito?"

"Yes.  The mudslide came on so fast that twelve people were trapped with no means of escape.  Tragic!"

"My parents were two of those people."

"I'm so sorry for your loss, Deni."  Paul reached across the table and squeezed her hand supportively.

"Thanks.  Anyway, I'm an only child now; no aunts or uncles; and my grandparents are no longer with me either."

"What do you mean by only child now?"

"I had a twin who died a few minutes after we were born."

"Goodness!"

"I apologize for the unusual phrasing, but that's how I've always associated having a brother and not having a brother."

"So, you're all alone for Christmas?"

"No.  My best friend always invites me to her house.  Her little girl is my goddaughter.  They've been my family since I lost my own.  While I miss my parents, they wouldn't want me to mope around and be sad, especially not at Christmas.  So, I don't.  I love this season!"

"That much, I could tell.  Your decorations are beautiful.  You don't merely hang pretty things, but rather create a joyful scene where people can't help but be happy.  You couldn't do that if you didn't enjoy the holiday."

"No one has ever described my work in such a lovely way.  Thank you!"

They finished their breakfast and chatted for another hour before heading back to the hotel.  Paul escorted her inside and walked her to the backstage office.

"Thanks for your assistance and your company, Paul."

"You're welcome.  Did you happen to see where you're standing?"

Paul pointed up at the mistletoe hanging in the center of the doorframe.  Deni looked up and frowned.  She hopped up and caught hold of the sprig, yanking it down and tossing it inside the office.

"Whoa!  I thought you liked Christmas.  What was that?"

"I don't cater to that particular tradition, and I told Eddie not to hang it!"  Deni snapped.

Paul waited a moment to see if she'd offer any further explanation.  When she didn't, he wished her a good day and returned to his duties.

Deni stepped into the office and closed the door.  Her headache had suddenly returned in full force, probably from the emotional stress.  She hadn't meant to react so strongly, nor had she intended for Paul or anyone else to witness the resurgence of her fear.  Admittedly, she could've handled that better.

A glance at her cell phone told her it was only ten-thirty.  She couldn't remove decorations until two, and she wasn't due at the food pantry until five-thirty.  She walked over and sat down in the desk chair.  After setting an alarm on her phone to wake her at two, Deni laid her head on her arms and fell asleep.

******
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RETURNING FROM WALKING Deni to the car waiting out front and then checking the meeting room, Edward looked up as he approached the backstage office to see Ris standing in the doorway.

"Edward."

"Ris, how long have you been waiting?"

"A few minutes.  I'm getting ready to head over to the conference room for the meeting."

"Everything is ready.  Breakfast was delivered.  The agenda and reports have been assembled and set out for everyone attending.  Your presentation is loaded and ready to run."

"I saw all of that when I stopped by the room earlier."

"Did we forget anything?  Deni laid out the room, adjusted the furniture, and added a few personal touches and decorations to make it homey and seasonal instead of sterile."

"The room looks great!  It reminded me of a cabin in the mountains."

"Then, what's missing?"

"Your event planner."

"Excuse me?  Deni wasn't scheduled to be present during the meeting."

"No, but I'd like to speak with her.  Have you seen her this morning?  She left before I had a chance to check on her."

"You mean she left your room last night?  Wasn't that the plan?"

"It was, but she stayed."

"All night?"  That surprised Edward.

"Deni never woke.  I didn't want to disturb her rest."

"Interesting.  At least you were nearby in case she needed anything."

"She didn't.  When I woke this morning, Deni was gone.  She left me this note."

Ris passed the paper to Edward.

Ris,

Thanks for letting me sleep.  I appreciate the blanket and your kindness.  It warms my heart to know good men still exist in this world.

Merry Christmas!

D.

"I love how open she is with her feelings.  She only wrote a few words, but they're filled with genuine emotion.  I think she likes you, but then, Deni likes everyone."  Edward smiled after reading Deni's note.

"Sounded to me like she was vastly relieved I didn't turn out to be a deranged elf," Ris commented.

"Elf?"

"Never mind.  Suffice to say, Deni has trust issues."

"I wouldn't have guessed that about her.  She's always so warm and friendly."

"That's her personality.  It has nothing to do with trust."

"I guess that's true.  Furthermore, you're much better at reading people than I am," Edward admitted.

"Regardless, if Deni is out and about already, then I suppose she's all right," Ris suggested.

"Not entirely."

Edward proceeded to relate the events of earlier that morning.

"She's seeing a doctor now?"

"I assume so."

"Good."

Ris pulled out his phone and sent a text to Paul regarding payment of any medical bills and requesting notification when they returned.

"The meeting is going to start soon," Edward reminded him.

"Edward, will you be seeing Deni again today?"

"If I'm lucky, yes.  She's an amazing woman!  She makes me as giddy as a schoolboy and her bubbly personality is infectious."

"You like her?"

"Yes!  Of course, I do.  What's not to like?"  Edward affirmed.

"Well, be sure to send me an invitation to the wedding."

"Oh!  No.  Not like that.  I don't want to date her."

"Why not?  If she's as fabulous as you say and you like her, then why wouldn't you ask her out?"

"Deni is all of that and more, but, well, she's not my type.  If she were blonde, I wouldn't even hesitate.  Somehow, I doubt she'd be willing to dye her hair for me."

"That's somewhat superficial."

"There's more to it.  Believe me!  I've learned as much as I could about her since we started working on the party and the retreat.  Asking her out was one of the first notions in my head when I met her.  I would've been willing to overlook the brown hair, but we don't have that much in common.  I'm a football fanatic and like to watch most sports.  Her sporting interest is minimal, and football is her least favorite.  I like movies.  She prefers a good book.  I like karaoke, and she won't sing in public.  I'm a city slicker, whereas she prefers the country life.  About the only thing we do have in common is our love of Christmas.  As much as I'd like her to be more compatible, she simply isn't.  However, that doesn't mean we can't be friends.  Deni is an absolute delight!  Now, her partner... she's a different story and a blonde.  Tandy and I hit it off as well as any two people could!"

"I see.  Still, you didn't answer my question."

"I'm going to help Deni take down the decorations in the ballroom at two.  Tomorrow, she's going to help me set up for the second day of the retreat.  She has big plans for that!"

"It's a business meeting.  What sort of big plans does it require?"  Ris warily inquired.

"It's a surprise, but you'll love it!  I promise."

"If you say so.  I'll see you later, Edward."

******
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THE MEETING HAD GONE better than Ris expected.  He had to admit that the comfortable room and the well-chosen snacks and lunch menu had
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