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To Andrea who knows what it takes to make dreams come true.
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Chapter 1
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“I’M SORRY, ANNA, BUT we’re going to have to let you go.”

I blinked once. Twice. “You’re firing me?” I couldn’t help the slight edge of panic. How could Mr. Bain be firing me? I gave everything I had to the job. The kids freaking loved me.

Mr. Bain held out his pudgy hands in supplication. “Now, Anna. This isn’t a firing exactly.” He did the air quotes thing when he said “firing” as if that would make it better. “It’s just that with this economy...well, we don’t have the budget to continue employing an art teacher. It’s not...essential.”

“The economy? Are you serious?” The economy was finally on the upswing. That’s why they’d hired me in the first place. I’d only been here six months, and it was the first full-time job with benefits I’d managed to get since graduating college four years ago.

“You’ll get two weeks’ severance pay, of course,” he assured me. “And an excellent reference.” I was surprised he didn’t use air quotes around “excellent.”

“Oh, gee, thanks.” Because that would go so far in this hustle economy.

“And I’m certain you can get unemployment.”

“Fantastic.” I jumped to my feet. “If that’s all, I’ve got a class to teach.”

Mr. Bain cleared his throat. “This is effective immediately, Anna. We’ll be, ah, mailing your check.”

I narrowed my eyes. “This is because of that nasty witch, Lala Yarrow, isn’t it?” Lala was the mother of one of my students. What the heck kind of name was “Lala” anyway? 

Bain cleared his throat again and refused to meet my gaze, smoothing back hair that didn’t exist. His bald spot was shinier than usual. “I really can’t say....”

“Oh, please,” I snapped, fury pulsing behind my temples. “You and I both know she’s had it in for me ever since that blasted husband of hers tried to grope me.” 

Blake Yarrow had picked up their daughter, Emily, from school one day and caught me in the classroom alone. His so-called romantic advances had been clumsy and more than unwelcome, but ever since, Lala had been out for blood. I’d known she’d never be satisfied until she got me fired, and I was right. Of course, being right about that didn’t exactly feel good. I would have been fine with being wrong for once.

“Anna, please,” Bain said with a weak smile. “I don’t have a choice.”

I snorted. “Whatever. Have yourself a Merry freaking Christmas, Mr. Bain.” And with that I stormed out of Mr. Bain’s office and down the hall toward the art room. 

Six months. Six whole months at Portland Prep. I’d been so lucky to get the job. Teaching art to kids had been my dream since I was a kid myself, and to score a position at the prestigious preparatory school had been a dream come true. Now here I was again, jobless. I wasn’t sure whether to be angry, humiliated, or scared.

I reminded myself I’d been here before. Well, not here exactly, but I’d done all sorts of things to support myself: delivered food through one of those apps, been a part-time instructor at a craft store, walked dogs, done house sitting. Problem was, I’d thought I was finally getting somewhere only to be knocked on my butt. 

I strode to the art closet and pulled out a paper grocery bag. They made such great drop cloths and could be used for a variety of interesting projects. This time they’d carry my belongings home with me. 

Stomping over to my desk, I swept my few personal items into the sack. With a last look around, I heaved a sigh and slipped on my coat. Then I purposefully strode out the door, down the hall, and out into the weak winter sunshine. At least it wasn’t raining. A miracle for December in the Pacific Northwest.

I climbed into my car, a beat-up old Toyota Corolla from the previous decade, suddenly feeling lost. This job was everything I’d ever worked for, and they’d thrown me out because some jealous diva couldn’t deal with her philandering husband. I let out a frustrated scream and punched the steering wheel, which only left me with a bruised knuckle and a scratchy throat and scared a woman who was walking her dog. I gave her an apologetic smile and wave, but she hurried on like I might hop out of my car and stab her to death.

With a shake of my head, I started the car and headed home. Home. I couldn’t wait to get my pajamas on and curl up with a glass of wine. Forget this day ever happened. Tomorrow I would focus on finding a new job, but tonight, I’d wallow.

Halfway to my dinky apartment on the outskirts of the city, I realized home was the last place I wanted to go. I needed to talk this out. Get my frustrations off my chest. A quick glance at the dashboard clock (subtracting two hours and fifteen minutes, since the doohickey that changed the time had snapped off) told me it was just past noon. Good. My boyfriend, Neil, should still be home. He was a chef, and the restaurant he worked at was only open for dinner and special events.

Instead of getting on the freeway leading out of town, I turned toward North Portland. Neil lived in one of the adorable Portland-style homes in a neighborhood that had once been run down but was now getting gentrified. You could still get a house for a decent price, as long as you didn’t mind putting some elbow grease into it. Neil had bought his house eight months ago after we started dating. He’d yet to put any elbow grease into it, but I could imagine how fabulous it would be when it was finished. I kept begging him to let me paint the interior. He’d promised I could in the New Year. I could hardly wait.

I wished he’d let me do it before Christmas. I imagined the entry hall painted in cranberry red with swags of evergreen garlands mixed with gold ribbon and twinkling lights wrapped around the banister. There would be patchwork stockings hanging from the brick fireplace mantle and a perfect Christmas tree in the bay window. Maybe I’d paint a mural in the dining room or stick with an interesting shade of green. No dining room should be red, so cranberry there and green in the living room. Vintage posters of Santa would be perfect in the living room. Maybe something Victorian. Yes, it would be perfect.

I sighed. Instead it was a week until Christmas, and Neil’s walls were still a dingy magnolia, the floorboards needed refinishing in the worst way, and he hadn’t put up so much as a wreath. Meanwhile my dinky apartment looked like Christmas had thrown up inside. Between the tiny potted Christmas tree with the miniature handmade ornaments (created by yours truly) and the strings of Christmas cards (some vintage, some actually sent to me by elderly relatives who still believed in mailing real cards) across the doorways, it was a spot of cheer in the midst of what was turning out to be a dreary Yuletide.

Ah, well. Maybe Neil would let me decorate for Valentine’s Day. He might be my prince charming, but lately we hadn’t seen much of each other thanks to his busy schedule. We could both use a little more romance in our lives. 

Neil’s midnight blue BMW was parked in his cracked driveway. I made a mental note to add a new driveway to his never-ending list of home repairs. The houses on either side of him sported Christmas lights and wreaths. I made another mental note to try to convince him to at least put up something in the spirit of the season.

The front steps creaked ominously under my booted feet and surprisingly, the door was unlocked. Neil never left the door unlocked. I stuck my key back in my purse, suddenly worried. Had something happened?

I pushed the door opened cautiously. No squeaks. He’d finally oiled the hinges. My boots echoed on the scarred hardwood floors as I entered the living room. There was no sign of my boyfriend.

“Neil?” No answer. That uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach intensified. Maybe he was sick or something? Had someone broken in? The door didn’t look like it had been forced. 

I made my way to the kitchen at the back of the house. There was an open bottle of wine on the counter, which was unusual seeing as it was the middle of the day, and he had
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