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For Karla: family by blood, sisters of the heart, friends forever ~

You left us too soon.

I love and miss you.

(B/F/C/S/A)

Thank You...

If you’ve been a friend/fan of my work for long, you may recognize some of these stories from previous publications–either through Pelican Book Group or limited editions offered exclusively to my newsletter audience. Do not worry that you’re paying for reprints of stuff you’ve already bought and/or read! 

All have been edited/updated, and some have never been published in any way, shape, or form.

Either way, I pray you are as blessed as I am by your purchase of this book. If you enjoy A Hint of Holiday Romance, please write a positive review, and post it at online retailers and websites where readers gather and/or your social media platforms (FaceBook, Good Reads, BookBub, Twitter, etc). 

If you haven’t already, sign up to receive my Newsletter and get a FREE short story.
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They met on a cold winter morning in a cozy coffee shop. Not just the tinkle of the bell above the door announced his arrival, but also the quickening of her heart, the slow thud of blood through her veins, the sharp curl of need in the pit of her stomach. Even before she saw him, she knew the minute he’d walked in. A dream from her past. 

He turned. Their eyes met.

William’s eyes widened and his breath caught. There she sat all soft and glowing. A ghost from his past.  He hesitated, blew a soft rush of air to cool the steaming brew he’d just purchased. A sigh escaped followed by a resigned shrug. There’s no way out of the meeting now. 

Only a few steps separated them physically, miles emotionally. One hurdle at a time, he thought, and joined her at the table for two beside the window.

She beamed at him. “Good morning.” 

Every year of distance, every minute of longing was reflected in her voice. As though she’d waited for him all along, just as she promised so long ago. And again, not so long ago. William scowled. “Snow everywhere, slush beneath, what’s so good about it?”

Sienna sighed. “There’s nothing quite as lovely as fresh snow during the holiday season.”

He frowned. “Lovely? Tell me, what do you find so lovely about the cold and dampness that comes along with the snow?” 

She smiled and his heart skipped a thud.

“Always reminds me of what the Bible says about our salvation. That the Blood of Jesus cleanses us as pure and as white as snow and offers us a chance for new life.”

He arched an eyebrow in interest. “How is it possible that you’re still the faithful optimist after everything you’ve been through?”

She took a moment before she answered, her voice soft, not accusing. “What would you have me do, William, forget everything God has done for me, turn my back on Him and just stop living?”

William shrugged. God knew he’d never be able to live through what she had. Which is why he’d never settled down and married. Fear of the unknown had always been his biggest obstacle. That, and the fact he’d yet to find someone who could understand, or at least tolerate, his idiosyncrasies. He’d heard all the rhetoric about faith and the power of it to make one’s life simpler, easier, and more harmonious. However, he’d never met anyone who actually lived out the concept. Just the opposite, in fact. Nearly everyone he knew who professed to have faith, had lives as screwed up as his. 

Not sure how to answer her question, he posed one of his own. “So how do you get through something like that? And don’t give me the pat answer of ‘by faith.’ Explain it to me.”

Sienna knew people sometimes found it hard to understand the whys and wherefores of her faith despite the challenges she’d faced in her life. Especially the death of her husband and daughter. She took a moment to send up a silent prayer. How could she explain something so personal and so deep as her faith in God? 

Oh, she knew all of those pat answers William referred to, but it was obvious from his response he needed something more. Smiling a little, she began... “We all have a measure of faith, but it’s our choice as to what we put our faith into. For instance, what assures you that the chair you’re sitting in isn’t going to break?” 

He lifted a shoulder in response. 

“That’s faith. Faith that the chair is well built and will hold you. But the faith I have is that God is in control of my life and no matter what may come my way, He will see me through. I understand you’re asking how someone gets through the death of a spouse and a child. Believe me it’s not an easy thing to do. But true faith lives on even when we don’t understand. Even when we don’t want to. And there was a time when I didn’t want to either. I’ll never forget that day as long as I live, or the way God showed Himself to me in my darkest hour.” 

Encouraged by his rapt attention, she mustered up the gumption to continue her tale.

“About a month after I buried Jace and Olivia, I hiked down to the bottom of Peg Leg Falls. The sky was overcast and gloomy, filled with dark, billowy thunderclouds. Mist rose from the falls. The water swirled and raged at my feet. Everything about that day reflected the agony in my soul. I wanted to die, you see, and I knew exactly how to accomplish the feat. As matter of fact, I went there with the sole intention of killing myself.” 

His gasp of astonishment halted her words. 

Sienna reached over and placed her hand on his, pleased when he turned it palm up and threaded his fingers through hers. The strength of his grip encouraged her. She blinked back the sudden influx of tears, swallowed the lump in her throat and spoke. “I even brought my husband’s pistol to ensure no other outcome. I stood there at the bottom of the falls, wanting to end all of the pain and misery in my life, but for some reason I just couldn’t pull the trigger. All of a sudden, my heart cried out, ‘Why God?’ 

“I screamed it into the air, and then I heard His reply. 

“Beloved.”

Williams’s eyebrow arched in skepticism, but Sienna just smiled. 

“I know you’re thinking I’d lost my mind. But I’m not making this up, William. I actually heard the still, small voice of God above all of the chaos in my mind. I sat down and cried, really cried for the first time in months. You see, until that moment I’d been afraid that if I started crying, I’d never stop. Oh, I shed a few tears here and there, but to purge myself? To weep and rage until I couldn’t move anymore and then just start again? Never, not me. I’ve battled depression all of my life and knew if I started crying, I’d never stop.”

“I never knew you battled with depression.”

Sienna saw the tenderness in his eyes and smiled, a tiny trembling of lips which didn’t quite reach her eyes. “There’s a lot that people don’t know about me. I’ve been very good at hiding the real me. But no more. If someone doesn’t like the real me, it’s their loss.”

He squeezed her hand. “So, what happened after you heard the still, small voice of God calling you ‘beloved’?”

Sienna took a sip of her coffee to gather her thoughts. She’d told this story only once to her church family and never realized how hard it would be to tell it again–especially to a skeptic. “Well, I’d like to say just hearing His voice made everything all better, but that’s not true. I was so angry with God. I just couldn’t let go. Not yet. We had a screaming match.” 

Her words trailed off at the snicker he tried to muffle. 

“I’m sorry.” William gasped and fought the laughter bubbling up in his throat. “I just can’t imagine God being so real that He’d actually talk, much less engage in a screaming match with you.”

A slight shake of her head preceded Sienna’s words. “Well, actually I did all the screaming. God just whispered.”

“Whispered what?”

“I asked Him why? He answered, ‘Beloved’ and ‘My love is sufficient.’

“I asked, ‘what’s the point?’ He answered, ‘Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails.’

“I really let Him have it then, shaking my fist at the sky and arguing that love does fail. I demanded to know where He was when Jace and Olivia lay trapped beneath the wreckage, suffocating in their own blood.” Sienna paused and took another sip of her coffee. Her hand shook, voice trembled. She took a deep breath and continued. 

“Then He told me that He had plans for me. Plans for hope and a future. Of course, I couldn’t see past the pain in my present to even consider the future, and I told Him so. I told Him they were my life, my hope and my future and He’d let them die.”

This time William’s snort of disbelief halted her words. “Your life and hope? Not from what I hear. That may be true about the baby. But from what I understand, your husband was a real jerk and you’re probably better off without him.”

An angry flush warmed her cheeks. She narrowed and hardened her gaze as she considered her next words which were spoken between teeth clenched as tightly as the fists in her lap. “It’s true Jace wasn’t the best of men. Second choice husbands usually aren’t. But that doesn’t mean I wanted him dead.”

Her meaning wasn’t lost on him. The memory of her pleading with him to marry fresh out of high school rose like a thundercloud between them. William squirmed, swallowed hard, and then lifted his cup in mock salute. 

“Touché. Please continue your story.”

Not sure if she wanted to say another word, Sienna swallowed the lump in her throat and lifted her water glass with a trembling hand to take a sip. Silence stretched between them. Tense. Wary. 

William reached across the table and lifted her chin with his finger. “Sienna, I’m sorry. True or not, my comment was way out of line. I’d really like to know what happened after you had your screaming match with God.”

Uncomfortable with confrontation on every level, Sienna pushed aside the negative emotions the moment evoked and continued in the same soft voice she’d started with. “After I said what I did about them being my future, He simply whispered, ‘beloved,’ again. That’s when I broke down and cried for what seemed like hours. Afterward, I asked Him to show me how or even why I should want to start over.”

“What happened then?” William couldn’t keep quiet. Despite the tension that had risen between them, the tale engrossed him as no other had. Everything about her convinced him what she experienced was real, and he wanted to know more—about God, and about the woman she’d become.

“Sunlight burst through the clouds. A rainbow danced on the mist. A dove cooed as it settled on its nest. Children's laughter rang on the wind.”

He frowned. “That’s it? No thundering voice? No warm, fuzzy feelings? No epiphany?”

Harshness forgotten Sienna grinned. “No, only a revelation. You see, those are all sights and sounds of life. Of love. In those few moments I knew and understood, what God wanted of me. He wanted me to live, to hope, and to love. For where there is love, God is forever present.  His love is perfect. Perfect love which casts out the deepest of darkness. I guess you could say that was my epiphany.”

He noted the way her entire being lit up with conviction; felt it all the way to his core. And just like that I’m forgiven, he thought. The realization touched his heart as no sermon ever had. “So, what did you do then?” 

“I wept again, only this time they were tears of gratitude and hope. I threw the pistol away, turned away from the darkness in my soul which had overtaken my life and headed toward the light–the light of Christ–the light of life.”

“So that’s it? No more doubts, no more fears, just you and God, happy ever after?”

Heads turned when her laughter rang out in the coffee shop. Smiles bloomed on harried faces.

Sienna wiped tears of hilarity off her cheeks, surprised and glad she’d withstood the pain of telling her story as well as the quick flash of anger and could emerge from both with renewed hope. “Oh yes, plenty of each. But William, the bible teaches us that we can choose how we live. In Deuteronomy God said, ‘I’ve put before you, life and death...therefore, choose life.’ When those doubts and fears rise up, I still have to choose to believe in His good plan for my life and my future.”

“And have you any idea yet, what the future might hold?” 

She nodded. “Love, peace, joy and hopefully another family one day.”

“Is that what you really want?”

“More than anything else.” She fidgeted under his scrutiny. “OK, enough about me. What about you, what do you want out of life?”

William’s heart hammered in his chest when he realized her dreams coincided with his. Not until that moment did he comprehend how much he wanted someone to share his life with. Nor had he appreciated how much he wanted the kind of faith and optimism she exuded. He shrugged hoping she couldn’t read his thoughts. “Guess I want the same things in life everybody else does... A decent place to live. Enough money to live comfortably. Someone to share it all with.”

“So, what’s stopping you, or has stopped you, from getting all you want?”

William sipped his now-cold coffee and grimaced. “This rat-race we call life. Sheer madness if you ask me.”

Once again her laughter bubbled throughout the room. William watched in amazement as her contagious joy affected everyone around them. Businessmen, frustrated moms, and irritable children all responded. Heads turned. Furrowed brows smoothed. Frowns turned to smiles. His eyebrow quirked in curiosity. “What’s so funny?”

Her laughter trailed off into giggles between words. “You. I never knew you were so pessimistic. I mean, you’ve always had those dark, brooding good looks. But a pessimist?” 

“Dark, brooding good looks? Sounds like something out of a romance novel. Besides, I’m not a pessimist, I’m a realist.”

“Oh please, realist my foot. You’ve been scowling since the moment you arrived nearly an hour ago. You probably had a frown on your face before you got here. One, by-the-way, which deepened the moment you saw me. Like you’d seen a ghost.”

Shocked because her words echoed his exact thoughts when he walked in and realized the woman he’d chatted with online was the same girl he’d known and loved as a teen, William flushed and scrambled for an explanation. “I was just surprised. I mean, Sienna is not that common a name, but I wasn’t sure until I got here that it was really you.”

Her merry hazel eyes danced with humor, but she simply arched an eyebrow at him without comment and rose from her chair. She held a hand toward him. “Come on, I know what we’re going to do today.”

He couldn’t resist the lure of her joy, and grinned as he placed his hand in hers. “What are we going to do?”

“I’m going to show you the beauty and joy of life. If only for today.”

Hope flared in his heart that she may be the one person who could do what he considered to be impossible. After all, he never really got over her. Nor did he forget how she’d touched his heart so many years ago in a way no one had since.

They paused at the door to fasten their jackets and slip on caps. She took his hand again and led him across the way and two blocks down to a park on the opposite side of the road. Holiday decorations still lined the streets and would remain well into the new year. Santa’s sleigh, pulled by reindeer and loaded with packages took up an entire corner. A life-sized, wooden nativity occupied another. Draped with Christmas lights and more holiday décor, the tiny wooden bridge they traversed crossed over a creek and swayed under their feet. Sienna stopped midway to their destination. “Listen.” 

He cocked his head. “What?”

“What do you hear?”

He turned in the direction she gazed, stood still, and tried to hear what she heard. A smile tugged at his lips when he faced her once more. Her eyes were alight with joy.

“You hear it too, don’t you?”

“Tell me what you hear, Sienna.”

“Children laughing, the sounds of joy, of love. Two things that make this world go around are love and joy. A child’s laughter encapsulates both.”

His heart melted another degree. He slipped his arm around her waist, took her hand in his, and walked with her to a bench on the edge of the frozen pond where children ice skated in a flurry of color and movement. Never in his life had he felt as complete as he did in that moment. 

“Do you skate?” 

She nodded. “I love to. Olivia loved to also. Jace had two left feet when it came to skating and dancing.”

“Well, I don’t.” He pulled her up with him. “Let’s go.”

They changed into rented skates and danced across the ice. Hours later, weak from laughter, giddy with excitement, they shared soup and salad at a nearby restaurant. 

“What’s next on your agenda for showing me the beauty and joy of life?” 

Sienna shivered. “After we thaw out a bit, we’ll walk back to where our cars are parked, fetch mine and... you’ll just have to wait and see.”

“I must warn you: I don’t like surprises.”

“I love surprises. They’re what make life interesting.”

As much as she had known in her heart the person she’d chatted with online was the same boy she fell in love with in high school–and somewhere deep inside still loved–Sienna never dreamed they would actually spend a whole day together. Just as she had known twenty years ago, she felt from the very depths of her soul they were meant to be together. Now, she hoped the afternoon would melt into evening and linger. Where could they go? What could they do that would surpass the last few hours spent skating with children? A thought wormed its way into her mind. An image formed. Idea gelled. 

She finished her allotted one glass of wine and excused herself to depart to the ladies room. She returned to find William ready to leave. He held the jacket for her to slip on, then took her hand in his and linked arms with her.

“Where to?” 

“We’ll get my car and go for a drive.” Once ensconced in the warmth of her economy sized SUV, the atmosphere nice and toasty, she headed out of the city. 

“Any place special you’re taking me?”

She laughed. “Yep. Just relax, William and enjoy the drive.”

The atmosphere grew comfortable as they rode in silence. Sienna wondered if he was immersed in the same pleasant memories which warmed her. She glanced over at him and remembered with profound clarity the way she felt the first time his electric blue eyes met hers in high school. The thrill that raced through her every time their hands brushed. The pain of losing him when he said they were too young to fall in love. Her heart beat in wild jubilation that this might be a second chance at her life-long dream of marriage and children. 

She slipped an instrumental CD in the disc drive and turned the volume down to where the music served as a backdrop for the scenery which unfolded before and around them. A rainbow shimmered in the sky off to the east. Clouds surrounded mountain peaks like halos to the north and west. As the car climbed upward, small waterfalls burst through rocks to splash onto the road. Icicles hung like crystal prisms and reflected sunlight in bursts of color in the air.

He reached over and took her hand in his, played with her fingers then kissed the tips. “You’re right, this is beautiful. I guess I don’t take time often enough to soak in the magnificence of everything around me.”

A swarm of excitement tightened her stomach at his touch. Sienna sucked in a soft breath. Exhaled slowly. “That’s the problem with most people today. They’re all caught up in the rat race, as you so colorfully put it, that they don’t appreciate the simple gifts God has given us.” 

She stopped at a roadside vantage point on the edge of a
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