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Chapter One

Anne plopped down on the chair and flung her arms out to her sides, “Ugh … so tired.”

Kandi looked up from the box of Christmas decorations she was going through. “Tired? From what? Oh wait, is that due to your, like, hormonally-thing?”

Anne threw a red and green plaid Christmas pillow at Kandi. “No, it’s not like my ‘hormonally-thing.’” She made air-quotes with her fingers. Though she did need to go see Hope about more herbal tea. She had been tossing and turning at night and noticed some more night-sweats.

“Good, because this is the most fantabulous time of the year.” Kandi unwrapped another piece of Anne’s Christmas village, cooing over the piece as she set it on the table next to other pieces. Anne rubbed her hands along the sides of the green overstuffed chair and pondered how Kandi had kept her childhood enthusiasm for Christmas. The young woman exuded energy and happiness while Anne herself actually felt no Christmas spirit.

She raised herself up, “We just finished decorating the bed and breakfast. I don’t see why I have to decorate my space. It’s just me ... oh, and Spencer.” She needed to make an effort for him. Although he’d already decorated his room so shouldn’t that give her a pass? She sighed and fell back in the chair before glancing out the window. The skies for the last few days had been overcast and gray. With Colorado having sunny days practically year round, Anne wondered if that’s what had her in the doldrums. “Looks like we may get snow soon.”

“We may actually get snow for Christmas.” An excited squeaky noise escaped Kandi’s lips as she bounced up and down in joy. She pulled a snowman from the box and began carefully unwrapping it from the bubble wrap. “I still think that maybe your peri-pause is acting up again.”

“It’s peri-menopause and it’s not ‘acting up’ either. Hope has seen to that. She’s really a whiz with her herbal tinctures and teas.”

“Well, I know it’s something. Hmm …” Kandi wiggled her eyebrows. “You’re missing your boyfriend.”

“He’s not my … geez, you make it sound like we’re kids or something.” Anne rose and moved toward the table. Carson had taken some time off and his absence was definitely noticed by her.

Kandi cocked her head to one side; a habit Anne had seen on many occasions since meeting the young woman. She had first been Anne’s quirky neighbor and was now so much more than that. To think that a chain of horrible events had led them to come together.

Anne smiled and hugged Kandi. “You know I love you. You’re a bit of fresh air for my doldrums.”

“Ah, I love you too. But no getting out of this!” She shook her finger at Anne.

Anne looked at the boxes of stuff still to be unpacked, “How about we do this later? I know you’re busy with the town decorating committee.”

“Oh no you don’t! You’re not, like, getting off that easy. We’re doing this.” She pulled a garland out that tinkled with Christmas bells and shone with fake candy ornaments.

A black shape flew up on to the table toward them, batting at the closest shiny item. “No Mouser!” Anne was quick to scoop the cat up before he was able to pull the ornaments off the garland. She stroked his fur, but he fought to return to his new toy. “See, there’s no way that he’s going to leave the decorations alone, much less a Christmas tree.”

“We’ll figure something out. Now back to the boyfriend. When is Sheriff Carson coming back to town?”

“Soon I hope. He said that since he’s visiting back home, he’s had lots of invites from family that haven’t seen him in ages, plus old friends.”

“Like old girlfriends?”

“Well, he said he was meeting a group of college buddies and yes, an old girlfriend is in the mix.” Anne pulled a string of lights from another box and plopped down in a chair to work on making sure none were broken.

Kandi searched Anne’s face before saying, “Ah, you don’t have anything to worry about.”

“I’m not worried.” Anne looked up at Kandi which wasn’t difficult as she was short and petite. Anne smiled as the picture of a little gnome went through her mind. “Okay, maybe a little.”

She set the lights to the side. Mouser immediately hopped up and planted his bottom on top of them. “Mouser, go away.”

He proceeded to groom his paw. “I see who’s the boss here!” Kandi laughed as she lifted him up and took him back to the kitchen.

“It’s your fault. You’re the one who gave that rascal to me.”

“I bet, like, you’re glad now though, aren’t you?” Kandi returned and hoisted another box onto the dining room table.

“Yes, you got me there. He’s earned his keep. No mice.” She rapped on the wood table with her knuckles. The Victorian house she’d purchased on moving to Carolan Springs had been a great project for her, and it was almost finished. The third floor was the last portion of the remodel. Since it had been vacant, Mouser had done an excellent job on putting out the ‘no vacancy’ sign for any mouse that dared to enter and try to build a new condo.

“I think you’re just bored. You need a project to keep you busy. I guess you, like, can’t help being a workaholic.”

“I’m not a workaholic and you’re starting to use ‘like’ in every sentence again. You know how that ‘like’ drives me crazy.”

Kandi winked. “Maybe I’m doing it on purpose.”

“Oh you.” She hit Kandi’s arm with an elf hat with big green ears.

“I love that. Give it here!” Kandi took it over to a nearby mirror and tried it on. “What do you think?” She struck a pose.

“Of course, you would. It looks like it was made for you. But why shouldn’t it? You’re an elf disguised as a human.”

“Hmmm, we need help coming up with our theme this year for the town. You need to join us!”

“No.” Anne shook her head. “I have no desire whatsoever to be on a committee.” She made a point of acting like a shiver had gone down her spine.

“Come on. It’ll be fun! Eliza’s doing it.”

“Really?” Anne wondered why Eliza de French, a beautiful Ethiopian hand model, would volunteer to sit on the town’s Christmas décor committee. “I didn’t realize she was back from her modeling assignment in Madrid.” She crossed her arms. “Who else is on the committee?”

Kandi checked off names on her fingers, “Eliza, Polly, Molly, Spencer …”

“Spencer’s doing it? He didn’t say anything to me about it.”

“I think it’s so he can be close to Molly. I think he may have a crush on her.” She tucked a lock of bright red hair behind her ear.

“That it?”

“A new person. Um, what’s her name?” She tapped her chin with her finger. “I can’t remember, but she works at the jewelry shop in town. They’re going to be providing the tree for the lighting.” She stopped for a moment before continuing, Oh, and Stanley. I wanted to get a good combination of old and young folk for their input. So, you’d fit in, right in the middle.” She smiled and Anne shook her head at her.

“So, age is how you’re setting up the committee? Don’t you think—”

“I’m missing someone.” Kandi interrupted and counted on her fingers again. She tapped her finger on her chin. “Let’s see …” and she went through the names again. “I know there’s someone else as we have seven on the committee so far.”

Anne sighed, “Did you count yourself?”

Kandi giggled, “Oh, yeah, me!” She yelled back over her shoulder as she moved into Anne’s kitchen, heading for the fridge. “So, you’d make eight.” She swiveled as if her current thought process had left. “I want hot chocolate. How about you?”

“Sure.” Anne followed Kandi into the kitchen where she sat in one of the wooden kitchen chairs. She felt feet hop onto her lap. “Hello, Mouser.” He kneaded biscuits with his paws on her pants before he twirled around a few times, settling into a ball on Anne’s lap. As she stroked the cat, a loud purr emanated through the room. “How about I think it over?”

“I think it would be good as it would give us an eighth person and help divide the work more evenly.”

Anne watched as Kandi stirred the milk in a pan on the stove. Glancing out the window, she spied soft snowflakes falling outside. Two figures passed in front of the door, and she felt the cold as they hurried in from outside. Spencer bolted into the room while Stewart closed the door behind him, sealing them in the warmth of the kitchen.

Spencer removed his red beanie, now wet from the snow, and shook his dark locks out. He shoved his hand through his hair before opening the fridge to grab a meat and cheese tray. “Gotta run. Our game’s starting soon.” He gave Anne a peck on the cheek before scooting up the stairs.

Anne laughed at how attached she’d grown to the young man who’d escaped the horrible foster group home he’d been in before moving in with her. Never in a million years would she have guessed she’d have a teenager in her home. When Carson was here it almost felt—

“Anne?” Stewart had hung his coat on the hook and was speaking to her.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t hear you. What did you say?” She accepted the cup of steaming hot chocolate topped with fresh whipped cream and sprinkles. Kandi set another cup in front of Stewart who kissed Kandi on the top of her head. “Thanks, hun. Hits the spot.”

Anne took a sip of the hot chocolate and marveled at how Kandi could always get it just right. Not too sweet, but not bitter
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