
  
    
      A Christmas Wish

      Starling Bay, Book 9

    

    
      
        Sienna Carr

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Starling Bay Series:

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        PREVIEW: The Bridal Shop

      

      
        Booklist

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Christmas Wish is a STANDALONE romance in the Starling Bay series. While you do not need to have read any of the earlier books in this series, it might enhance your reading experience if you do because many of the characters in this book appear in the other Starling Bay books.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Starling Bay Series:

      

        

      
        Whirlwind Kisses

        Winter’s Kiss

        Maid for Him

        Love Letters

        Escape to Starling Bay (Books 1-3)

        From Faking to Forever

        Winter’s Vow

        Guarded Hearts

        Table for Two

        A Bouquet of Charm

        A Christmas Wish

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll be home a little later tonight. I’ve got another appointment.” Leah waited for her sulky teen son to say something, but Peter’s eyes were glued to his cell phone.

      “It’s my last one,” she added, but if she was waiting for support—some excitement even—from her son, she didn’t get it. It was delusional to think so. “You don’t have anything to say?”

      Her teenage son glanced up, his mouth twisting in mild resentment at the interruption. “Cool.”

      “My last one, hopefully,” she said carefully, knowing that he didn’t like to talk about these things. “That should be a good thing, no?”

      His shoulders, specifically one shoulder, lifted, then dropped, and he went back to his cell phone again. She couldn’t gauge his reaction. Was he pleased for her? Did he even care?

      Maybe if she’d had a daughter, her response might have been different, but it was no use wondering about such things. She wasn’t going to have any more children.

      Not now.

      So, she would never know.

      Her family was complete; it was just her and Peter. Before this, she’d hoped to meet someone. She’d been eager to find a life partner, someone reliable and dependable, someone who could be a good father to her boy. Someone with whom she could share her life. A man who would make her happy. But it hadn’t happened. She’d been unlucky, and now there was no point in looking.

      Her goals had changed.

      Life had changed, and she no longer possessed the energy, or the desire. She no longer had such trivial dreams.

      Life now, was about survival.

      Yet life with Peter had changed. She missed the lovely, adorable little boy her son had once been. Now in the midst of puberty, this teenage version was so very different. She wasn’t even sure she liked him much on some days. She loved him with all her heart, as any mother loved her child, but like him? Some days, no.

      “There are leftovers from yesterday in the fridge,” she continued, slowly getting up from the table. “Do you want Hyacinth to check in on you?”

      He glanced up at her from his cell phone, momentarily. “Nah.” It was a grunt, with a word wrapped around it. He went back to his phone.

      Her parents had left Starling Bay and moved to Iowa—they had visited her, briefly, to see how she was—and her brother kept in touch via texting. A little more support would have been helpful, but she’d long known she couldn’t rely on others, not even her family, too much. People disappointed more often than not; after her husband initiated divorce proceedings, when Peter had been five years old, Leah had learned to depend on no one but herself.

      But Hyacinth Fitzsimmons, her latest employer, a hitherto formidable woman, became one of the few people she relied on for support in these difficult times. The woman had her moments. She’d been bossy, always believing she was right, and she didn’t pander to others, but when it mattered, Hyacinth came through for her.

      Leah put her dishes away in the dishwasher and then turned around, the ball of simmering resentment in her belly starting to smoulder. “How many times have I told you not to bring that device to the dining table?” She hated Peter’s cell phone, more to the point, she hated his usage of the device. She’d only given it to him so that he could reach her if he ever needed to in an emergency.

      “Peter!” she cried, when he didn’t respond. His eyes were still glued to the home-wrecking device; that’s what these things did, in her opinion. They stole children from their parents, and for children, they stole their time, their attention, their concentration. “Peter!”

      “What?” Her son possessed the ability to infuse a word with so much anger.

      “Don’t you what me,” she snapped.

      He glared at her and pushed the phone away, then stood up, leaving his half-eaten bowl of cereal. He was jabbing all of her buttons this morning, and she didn’t need this. Not now. Not today.

      “What do you want me to say?” he growled. “You told me what you’re doing, and you asked me if I wanted Hyacinth—”

      “She’s Miss Fitzsimmons to you.”

      “Whatever.”

      Push, push, push went her buttons.

      “Do what you want.” She marched out of the kitchen, got her things, and before she left the house, she caught sight of herself in front of the mirror.

      At only thirty-one years, she looked and dressed more like a middle-aged frump. She was more tired than ever, not enough to make her curl up and lie in bed all day. She was lucky, and maybe her age had something to do with that, but she could still function. She could still go to work and cook and clean and be there for the son who didn’t really care if she was or not.

      As a single mom, she didn’t have the luxury of taking it easy. There was no one else to depend on. She was the sole breadwinner, and it was down to her to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table, even for the boy who didn’t seem to appreciate it all.

      Disgusted with what she had become, dressing for comfort, for invisibility, now that there was no reason to catch anyone’s eye, she walked out, but just before she closed the door, she thought she heard a ‘Good luck.’

      Maybe not. It was possible that she was hearing things. Mustering her limited reserves of energy and strength, she held her head high and put on a brave face, reminding herself that today was going to be a good day.

      It was, because she’d lived to see another day.
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      Brody Holt sat by his mother’s bed and held her hand. Hodgkin’s lymphoma patients had a high chance of survival. Ninety-four percent, the doctors had told him.

      He’d been coming here with her for over a month for her outpatient visits and she’d been doing well with chemo but being immunocompromised, she’d caught a serious infection and had been hospitalized.

      He caressed her hand and willed her closed eyes to open. He needed to see those blues. Instead, all he could do was stare at her as she lay peacefully sleeping.

      Now as he sat by her bedside, he prayed and wished and willed her to recover. He leaned forward and lifted her hand, pressing his lips against her soft, warm, limp skin, silently imploring her to wake up.

      A hand settled on his shoulder. “Why don’t you go stretch your legs, Brody? Get something to eat. I’ll take over.” He hadn’t even heard Jackie come in.

      “You sure?” He stood up, towering over her. She looked as tired as he felt. She’d flown over from California a few days ago, having left her home and family behind.

      “Go,” Jackie told him.

      He walked out, feeling his legs slowly unstiffen. He’d been here since early morning and planned to be here for a few more hours before heading back to work. Luckily, his boss was flexible. Understanding, too. He could go back and put in a few hours later now that Jackie was here.

      He headed towards the vending machine, and as he approached, he saw a woman jabbing the buttons on the machine.

      “You took my money,” he heard her mutter. She jabbed the buttons again.

      He recognized her, even from behind. That’s what happened in this place. You got used to seeing the same faces, week after week. All the regular people who needed treatment frequently quickly became familiar. “Is it stuck?”

      She turned around, her eyes widening as her gaze swept over his face. “Yes. It’s jammed and I can’t shift it.” She thumped the window. He saw the issue at once. The bottle of water was stuck in the vending machine arm at a slight angle. He gave the machine a heavy thump with the flat of his hand. The bottle shook, but didn’t release.

      “See what I mean,” she said.

      He thumped it again. This time it fell. He bent down and plucked it through the wide flap. “Released. Here you go.”

      “Thank you. I obviously didn’t hit it hard enough.”

      “There’s a knack to it.”

      “A knack?”

      He nodded. “You have to give it a big thump.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind.” She unscrewed the lid of the bottle but didn’t take a sip. They stared at one another for a few moments. He had seen her here many times, but she’d always been by herself.

      “How’s your mom?” she asked. “I haven’t seen her around here lately. Has she finished with her treatment?”

      He leaned back against the wall, as if he needed the steadiness of it to take his body weight. “She’s caught an infection.”

      Her eyes grew wider. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry to hear that. How is she?”

      “It’s not looking too good.”

      The woman placed a hand to the wall, needing to steady herself. Surprised that this news had appeared to hit her so strongly, he pushed away from the wall and turned to her in concern. “Do you want to sit down?” Maybe she was feeling unwell.

      Maybe this wasn’t about his mom’s news. In all the time that they’d become familiar strangers here at the hospital, passing in hallways, near the water cooler or vending machine, or sitting in the waiting room, he was still none the wiser as to the cause of her illness.

      “I’m fine.” She wiped a hand across her face. “Sorry. I haven’t eaten breakfast, and I’ve come from work. I’m always slightly stressed out when I come here, but your mom’s news has shocked me. She’s going to be fine, though, isn’t she?” The way she said it sounded like a plea.

      His mother would be touched and he hoped to tell her as soon as she was well again. “I hope so. I think maybe her body just got weak. The chemo has weakened her. Neutropenic sepsis is what the doctors told us.”

      The woman took a sip of her water. “I wish her well. I’m so sorry.”

      “It came as a shock. Completely unexpected, especially as she seemed to be doing well with the treatment.”

      “That’s the thing about this disease, it hits out of the blue and then it makes things worse.” She looked away, speaking more to herself than to him, and then she chugged down some more water.

      “Is that your experience of it?” He waited, hoping she would elaborate and tell him about herself. He knew nothing, not even her name and in the cold and clinical hallways and waiting spaces of the hospital, making small talk with a stranger was something to cling on to. A distraction and diversion from the worry that plagued him.

      What if his mother didn’t make it?

      He had always seen her by herself. That must take some strength. Going through ‘something,’ which she clearly was, alone made his protective side kick in.

      “I can’t explain, I don’t have the words to express my experience of it. I try to take one day at a time.”

      He nodded. “Of course. I always see you here by yourself. It can’t be easy.” His words hung awkwardly in the air. He hadn’t meant to pry, people in this place didn’t. They respected boundaries.

      She shrugged. “Everyone’s busy, and I don’t like to impose.”

      Impose? This was an odd choice of word. Did she have no family? No husband? No friends?

      “I wouldn’t want my son to come here with me, and there’s really no need for anyone to be here with me. I don’t want to make such a big deal of it.”

      “You have a son?”

      “Peter. He’s thirteen, and therefore a teenager, grumpy and miserable. I hope this is just a phase.”

      “That sounds about right for a teen.”

      “Do you have children?”

      He shook his head. “No. Nothing like that.” He was about to ask her something, when his phone rang. It was Jackie.

      “Where are you?” she cried. “Something’s not right. Come back.” The terror in her voice made the hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention.

      “I have to go. Good luck.” He rushed away, not knowing what he was wishing her good luck for, but everyone who came to the hospital needed some kind of luck.
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      When he rushed off looking worried, she hoped it was nothing serious. But what were the chances of that in a place like this?

      He’d seemed nice enough, now that she’d had a chance to talk to him. She had been on her second month of radiation treatment when she’d noticed him and his mother. She didn’t even know his name, nor had she spoken to him or his mother much, apart from the usual greeting. They were sick strangers who passed one another in the waiting room or in the hallways, and by virtue of their illness, they shared a code of sorts.

      She’d only known that the woman he came with was his mother because she’d heard him call out ‘Mom’ one day when he’d walked away to look for a nurse. His mom had started to wander off in the opposite direction and luckily, she’d seen this and had gotten up and led the elderly lady back to her son.

      It had got her thinking. Would Peter be there for her like that, when she got older?

      If she got older.

      When she’d first discovered the lump in her breast, she hadn’t thought it was anything, until it had started to get painful. For a woman who prided herself on never going to the doctor, she had rushed to make an appointment right away. A flurry of tests had confirmed her worst fears and a biopsy showed the lump to be malignant.

      It was cancer. They’d caught it early, the doctor reassured her. A lumpectomy had followed, and then two months of radiation. Five days a week, from Monday to Friday, she’d been coming to the hospital.

      “Just keep an eye out for any lumps or bumps, and if you have any concerns, be sure to make an appointment.”

      She could barely contain her joy. No more radiotherapy for now. Hopefully not ever again. She smiled, her insides quivering like wobbly jelly.

      “Otherwise, we’ll have to schedule you for the routine three-month scans.”

      “Thank you.” She prayed that this would be the last of it. She prayed that she would have her life back and she could continue as if nothing had happened. She wanted to put this scary episode behind her and move on with her life.

      Faced with the fear, the knowledge, the certainty that death was not guaranteed to be a far-off event had given her a fire in her belly.

      Time was not infinite.

      Life had to be lived.

      She walked out of the hospital room almost gliding on air. “No more treatments,” she said to herself as she strode purposefully out of the treatment room, and headed for the main doors.

      

      Despite Hyacinth telling her that she could take the afternoon off—the way she always did—Leah wasn’t ready to go home but back to work. Taking time off daily for treatments mounted up. She didn’t want to lose this job, even if her gut instinct told her that Hyacinth would never fire her no matter what happened. Also, she never felt too bad after her appointments, and she needed the money.

      Hyacinth had been good to her, and she wanted to stay in the older woman’s good graces. It was odd, how she now had a different perception of the woman who at one time had been such an ogre to work with. She’d seen a side to Hyacinth she had never seen before.

      As she headed down the hallway leading to the elevator bank, she saw him again; the man who had slammed her water bottle free from the vending machine.

      She wanted to ask him if everything was okay, given that he had rushed off, but he had his back to her as she walked towards him. Filled with joie de vivre that had been lacking from her life lately, she was about to tap him on the shoulder playfully, but she heard the crying.

      It wasn’t him, but the woman he was cradling in his arms. His head was bent as he tried to comfort her.

      Leah’s heart sank. When people cried in a hospital, it was because of loss.

      His mother.

      She wanted to say something, but it seemed too soon, the shock and the emotion so raw, like a bleeding wound that had no time to heal. She walked past then glanced over her shoulder to see that he and his wife were consoling one another.

      Suddenly, the older woman’s face flashed before her eyes. It hadn’t been too long since Leah had seen her and smiled and said ‘hello.’

      Her heart was heavy. The happiness she’d felt as she’d walked out of her treatment room deflated like a lead balloon. The good news about her last treatment meant nothing, in light of this, and the loss of a woman she barely knew signaled that her good news was fleeting, not permanent.

      There was no guarantee of a happy every after. Just because her own treatments had now finished didn’t mean a thing. It was a mild reprieve for now and only time would tell, with more tests and vigilance, whether something might be wrong.

      That was the thing about cancer, once it invaded your body, the fear of it never went away.

      She made her way back to the town hall feeling somber. All she wanted was to sit in her tiny office at work and hide. Unfortunately for her, she had to walk past Hyacinth’s office to reach hers.

      “Leah!” Hyacinth had a voice which could not be ignored. Leah stopped, turned and walked back and into Hyacinth’s office.

      “My dear, how was it?” the older woman asked, her face beaming, as if she were asking about how her date might have gone, instead of her radiation treatment.

      “Why are you still here, Hyacinth?” This woman did not sit in her office all day long. Hers couldn’t be construed as a desk job. Hyacinth made it her mission in life to poke her nose all over the town hall—indeed all over Starling Bay when she could—talking to people and making their business hers. She had her fingers in so many committees, and subcommittees, and had lots of tiny projects going on, it was a wonder that she found enough hours in the day to do everything. This elderly lady—some said she wasn’t far from seventy years of age--didn’t cut herself any slack.

      “I had some things to finalize before the monthly town hall meeting on Wednesday,” Hyacinth replied. Though Leah sensed this wasn’t the real reason her boss was still here. “You look … relieved.” She seemed to be waiting for Leah to say more.

      Leah leaned against the door jamb. “It was the last treatment, for now,” she answered softly, not wanting to jinx thing. The next few weeks and months would be the litmus test, and she wasn’t going to feel free to breathe until then.

      “It will be the last one, forever.” Hyacinth marched over to her like a general wading into war.

      “You can’t say that, not with this disease.” Leah thought about the guy at the vending machine. It was so infuriating not to know his name, and now she never would. Her heart ached for what had happened. Nothing good.

      “You need to have faith, my dear. It’s what all you young people these days seem to lack.”

      “Faith.” Leah snorted. Since when had faith ever helped her? She’d had faith when she’d exchanged vows with her husband.

      “When you have faith, you need never be afraid. Expect that things will work out and you’ll find that they almost always do.”

      Leah almost rolled her eyes. People of Hyacinth’s generation and disposition had an alternative view of the world. They didn’t live in reality. She swanned around the town, giving orders, dictating to people about things they needed to do. Somehow or other, things got done. People might have moaned about Hyacinth behind her back, but things got done.

      “Just like our beloved Christmas pageant, my dear. You’ll be in charge of that again, as usual, now that Dylan Fraser has washed his hands of it.” Hyacinth rubbed her hands together excitedly. “I can hardly wait. This year, I want it to be bigger and better than ever.”

      “It’s August, Hyacinth. August.”

      Leah’s dumbstruck impression didn’t hinder Hyacinth from talking about her vision. “We’re getting more people visiting us not only in the summer, but at Christmas time as well. I like to think it’s because of the effort we put into promoting our town, and the Christmas market, and the town square, and all our lovely little shops. And our Christmas pageant.”

      “It’s far too early to be thinking about Christmas.”

      The older woman looked at her intently for a while. “But it will come, and you will be in charge of it again.”

      Leah shifted uneasily. An elderly woman she had regularly seen at the hospital had passed away. She didn’t have the reservoir of faith that Hyacinth seemed to have by the truckload, but she was in no mood to talk about Christmas or the pageant. That event was months away, and she needed to take each day as it came.

      “I would like to get Hailey Ross involved.” Hyacinth adjusted her suit jacket, and dusted her brooch with her fingers, the way she always did.

      “Hailey Ross?” Leah’s eyes widened. Hyacinth had a tendency to dream a little too big and crazy at times. As if the movie star would ever want to be associated with a Christmas pageant. “I don’t think a Hollywood movie star is going to take you up on that offer.”

      “Have a little faith, Leah.”

      “Surely you’re not thinking of asking her agent?”

      “Her agent?” Hyacinth picked up her shiny black handbag and smoothed a hand through her hair. Leah wished she’d ease up on her pink lipstick. It was far too bright, and far too gaudy, yet, in an odd way, she couldn’t imagine Hyacinth in any other color.

      “I don’t need to go through an agent to get to her. I’ve known her since she was a baby.”

      “You know her?” Leah moved away from the door.

      “I know everyone in this town.”

      The eyeroll couldn’t be helped, but luckily Hyacinth had walked out. “I’m going to talk to the people in the planning department.”

      “Do you need me to come along and take minutes?” Leah asked.

      Hyacinth waved her off. “It’s not a meeting. Nothing so formal. We have some work starting here next week. Painting, and rewiring and the general upkeep of the building. It will last a while and I need to make sure the workmen have a designated area outside.” She sighed. “There’s never a right time for these things, but I suppose they have to start at some time.”

      “I’ll finish up what I was doing before.” Leah started to walk towards her office.

      “You should go home to your son, my dear. I don’t understand why you insist on coming here, especially after what you’ve been through.”

      Leah smiled appreciatively. She liked to come to work because she wanted to be busy, and because it was here that she had control of things. She suspected that it was the same for Hyacinth, who seemed to enjoy being a busybody. As far as Leah was aware, the woman was single, had never married, and had no children. She needed to fill her days with something that gave her a reason to be.

      As for herself, cancer had ravaged her body and invaded the part of her that made her a woman. She hadn’t had a mastectomy, and her body was intact, yet she didn’t feel whole.

      She felt less.

      Less feminine.

      Less confident.

      Less sure of herself.

      Being at work made her feel in charge of something, and given that she had no control over her health—and therefore her life—coming to work gave her meaning.
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      He left Jackie inside the florist shop and stepped out, finding it all too much. They were looking at funeral wreaths for their mother’s funeral next week.

      It was all happening at lightspeed, and he felt helpless to do anything. His mother had gone in with cancer, yet the doctors had reassured them that the prognosis was good.

      It didn’t make sense. One week later and he was still reeling from the giddiness of it all. The foundations of his life had been rocked and he hadn’t yet regained his full senses. Numbness allowed him to get through each day, to follow Jackie around and do what she said. She seemed to have taken charge of the situation, which was a good thing because he was struggling. Jackie’s family had come over yesterday, and her husband and their four children were all staying at his mother’s house. It was strange to see that house be such a hive of activity even though his mother was no longer there.

      Jackie waved at him to come inside, but he shook his head. He didn’t want to get involved with flowers. He wanted a funeral wreath in the shape of ‘Mom’ and he’d left his sister to take care of the details.

      When someone tapped him on the shoulder, he turned around.

      “Hi.” It was the woman from the hospital, the one he’d run into at the vending machine.

      “Oh, hey,” he said slowly, adjusting to seeing her in a place that wasn’t the hospital.

      “I walked past you last week after my appointment at the hospital and ...”

      “I know. I remember. The water bottle.”

      Her expression tightened. “I heard you ... uh ...and …” She seemed to be falling over her words, her uneasiness palpable. “Is everything okay? You rushed away … I was worried about your mom.”

      He stared at the floor. She didn’t know. Of course she didn’t. He rubbed his hand along his jaw, the skin feeling extra rough and stubbly because he hadn’t shaved in days. He cleared his throat. “She passed away, that very day.” It still felt odd to say that.

      She passed away.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss. I did think something bad had happened. I walked past you after my appointment, and I heard. I saw you and your … I’m so sorry.”

      “So am I.” He leaned against the wall, thinking about that day, and how sudden and unexpected it had been. One minute he’d been sitting with his mother, and the next he’d gone out to take a break. By the time he’d rushed back in, when Jackie had called him, he suspected that something was wrong. His darling mother had passed away and he hadn’t even been there.

      Now he was drowning in guilt, knowing that he hadn’t been by her side at that final, terrible moment.

      “I didn’t know her too well, we didn’t really talk, but I could tell she was a lovely woman. She was always smiling. She would catch my eye sometimes, and I’m sure I saw a hint of mischief in them.”

      He let out a long breath. “That’s what my mom was like. She made the best pound cake. She was a great cook, she was a great mom. She’s left a hole so big that me and my sister are lost, partly because it was so unexpected. You think you have more time, and then suddenly, you don’t.”

      What he didn’t tell her was that his mother had commented that Leah often came alone, and, as she was sometimes prone to do, had hinted that she might be single, and then she would look at him, with that same hint of mischief in her eyes that this stranger had just mentioned.

      “I miss her. She wasn’t supposed to go. She wasn’t, and she wouldn’t have if she hadn’t …” If she hadn’t caught the damn infection. That was what made it all so tragic. His mother had battled the cancer, and was doing well, but something out of the blue had blindsided her and now she was gone.

      If ever there was a sign to him of how fleeting and fragile life was, it was this. What happened with his mother should have been a different and happy ending.

      “I’m so sorry.” The woman looked distraught, as if she was trying to hold herself together. For the longest time, she looked at the floor, then away, anywhere but at him. Inhaling a long deep breath, she turned to him again. “I thought she would be okay. She didn’t ...” The woman stopped talking suddenly. Lately, he’d noticed that many did this—especially since he’d started announcing the sad news to friends and family. People would be about to say something and they stopped.

      “What were you going to say?” He was interested to find out.

      The woman shifted uneasily on her feet. “She didn’t look too sick.”

      He could have said the same about Leah. She still had a full head of hair, and she didn’t look to him to have any signs of chemo.

      “I thought she would be fine. I expected her to be,” she said, her voice so quiet he barely heard her.

      Her warm brown eyes stared back at him, temporarily mesmerizing him. It was easier to lose himself, if only for a few seconds, in something that took his mind away from the misery of life.

      “It happened when you and I were talking,” he told her. “I rushed off and that’s the reason why.”

      She brushed a lock of brown wavy hair away from her face. “I wondered if that might have been it. I’ve been thinking about your mom a lot lately because I wasn’t sure what had happened. I had a feeling it wasn’t good. At least I know now.” She shook her head. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you, either.” Truth was, this was a weird coincidence.

      “There won’t be any more hospital visits for me.” He’d looked forward to taking his mother, because he got to spend more time with her, that he wouldn’t usually have. She’d become pensive lately, talking to him about her fears that he’d end up alone. These talks were so different than the conversation when he used to go over for dinner, or to fix something in the house, or to take her shopping for groceries. He wondered if she’d had a sense that things could go wrong. She’d talked a lot about being afraid for him, that he would grow old and have no one to take care of him the way he had taken care of her.

      “Nor for me. I had my last appointment that day.”

      “You did? No more?”

      She didn’t reply right away, and then, “I hope not.”

      “That’s great. I’m happy for you.” He felt genuinely happy for her. She was one of the luckier ones.

      She raised a tentative hand to the shoulder strap of her handbag. “I hope so. I’m glad I ran into you again. I was worried after the last time, and as it turns out, I had reason to be. I’m sorry for your loss. Moms are irreplaceable.”

      “Yes, they are.” A lump mushroomed in his throat and lodged there. He cleared his throat. A tapping noise made him look over his shoulder. Jackie was signaling for him to come inside.

      “You’re being summoned.”

      He turned back to face the woman. “It looks like it. I don’t even know your name. I’m Brody.” He put out his hand.

      “Leah.” She shook it.

      He nodded. She seemed nice enough, and he was touched that she’d given her condolences regarding his mother.
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      She rushed to the bookstore to buy a croissant and a cup of hot chocolate. She’d brought sandwiches to work, and had decided to treat herself to a little afternoon pick-me-up.

      What a strange turn of events to see that man again. Brody. It had lifted her spirits, even though the news he had shared was sad. Now she couldn’t get his mother’s face out of her mind.

      At least she now knew his name.

      There was a time in her life when someone like that would have been on her radar. Once upon a time when she was single and life was hard and she didn’t want to end up alone, she would have eyed a man like that as a possible father figure for Peter, and a partner for her.

      But things had changed now.

      This year had hit her like a tornado, scattering her hopes and self-esteem across the landscape of her dreams. She was still single, and life was still hard and, as recent events had shown her, life wasn’t even guaranteed. She was more conscious than ever of its limits.

      She was no longer interested in trying to find her soulmate. She didn’t want to be a burden to anyone.

      And Brody had a wife. Or a girlfriend, possibly, given that she hadn’t seen a ring on his finger. She’d checked. Of course she’d checked. Some habits died hard.

      These days, Leah didn’t have the time and space in her life to think about a relationship. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to commit to the Christmas pageant that Hyacinth was obsessed by. She was loath to make commitments or promises she wasn’t sure she could keep.

      It was a negative attitude, but life had taught her to be pragmatic.

      She walked into Books & Buns, and headed for the coffee and cake corner, but even as she approached that section, she saw a group of women sitting at one of the tables. The shop owner, Leigh, was also sitting with them. It was their laughter that first drew her attention. They looked happy. They sounded happy, chatting away as if they didn’t have a care or a worry in the world. It was like a slap in the face for her to walk in and see them.

      She knew the other. Merry was the-one-that-got-Dylan-Fraser, and she’d met Jenna when she’d started working at the town hall.

      She walked past their table, praying they wouldn’t notice her.

      Unfortunately, her prayers were in vain. “Leah!” Jenna called out her name. She turned around, but didn’t move from the counter, where she pretended to be busy looking at the selection of cakes and pastries on display.

      “Hey, Jenna.” She waved. But Jenna motioned for her to come over, and so she begrudgingly did.

      “Are you still working for Hyacinth?” Jenna asked. The other ladies at the table stopped talking and Leah felt suddenly out of place, the contrast between her and them never more sharp. She felt like an outsider standing on the side-lines looking in; not part of the club, but a loner all by herself. She didn’t have a group of women she could confide in.

      Maybe she’d been too needy, too clingy, too desperate back in the early years, and had frightened other women off. Hyacinth was her closest confidante, a woman who was easily four decades older than her.

      “I am.”

      “Hi, Leah,” Merry piped up. When Dylan and Merry had gotten married, the news had flown around Starling Bay like a grade ten hurricane, trashing her heart, her feelings and delicate self-esteem.

      She had seen this woman as a competitor once. Merry was the out-of-towner who had captured the heart of the man Leah had long set her sights on. Unfortunately, Dylan Fraser hadn’t felt the same way about her.

      Leah hadn’t made many friends when she’d moved to this town soon after she and her husband divorced. The sad fact was that Merry had been a single mother too, as Leah had later learned when both their children had taken part in the Christmas pageant years ago.

      Not only had Merry made friends, she’d found a herself a husband, too. She’d fit right into Starling Bay. Now, as Leah watched her, sitting with her friends and enjoying life, she felt like a failure in comparison.

      “How is the old dragon?” Jenna asked.

      “Jenna!” Merry cried. “You leave Hyacinth alone.”

      “She’s not a dragon when you get to know her,” was all Leah could think of to say. Hyacinth was her friend, her support system and her boss, and she would defend her to the death.

      “She’s very fussy with her cakes,” the coffee shop owner remarked.

      “Don’t get me started,” Jenna cried. “The number of times she refused to drink the cup of tea I made her. She would ask me to make her a drink and then she would complain.” Jenna rolled her eyes dramatically. “Don’t you agree? She’s so difficult. So trying. Such a pain in the bu—?” And when Leah stared at her blankly, Jenna continued. “Doesn’t she give you hell?”

      Leah shook her head. “No, and no, she’s never asked me to make her tea.”

      “Are you still in the small office next door to her?” Confusion made Jenna’s brows squish together.

      “I’m still there, and not only has she never asked me to make tea or any other drink for her, she’s never asked me to get anything for her.”

      “Never?” Jenna’s face turned incredulous.

      “Never.” But it got her thinking why that might be. She hadn’t been sick until a few months into her job. So, while Hyacinth had been demanding, and with a sense of self-importance in the beginning, all of that had changed soon enough. But she’d never given Leah any tasks to do like the ones Jenna had mentioned.

      Leigh stacked all the dirty plates together. “She doesn’t like you because Reed didn’t name the movie theater after her.”

      “He named the pizza place after her,” Jenna told her. Leah felt uncomfortable standing there as the women talked among themselves and seemed to forget all about her.

      “So he did! I remember that.” Merry laughed. She was wearing a large baggy jumper and Leah couldn’t tell, couldn’t see given the way she was sitting forward against the table with her arms folded, but alarm bells started going off in her head.

      Merry was pregnant.

      She had to be.

      She couldn’t see the bump, but the woman was glowing, looked as if she’d put some weight on her face. A sixth sense caused a shiver to trickle down her spine. Even if Meredith Nicholls wasn’t pregnant yet, Leah was sure it was only a matter of time.

      A wave of pity enveloped her. The past year for her had been awful; a nightmare that had unexpectedly crept up on her, and now even her son seemed distant from her. But for Merry, life had never been better.

      “I need to rush, so … I’ll leave you ladies to it,” she said, eyeing the counter, and glancing at her watch.

      “I forgot to tell you about Shay,” Jenna cried. “She’s going on another vacation.”

      “Again?” Leigh asked.

      “She’s always
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