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        Author Katie O’Connor gifts her readers with an early Christmas present in this contemporary romance novel, Christmas in Silver Creek. The heartwarming story shares homecoming and holiday reverie as Hailey and Jesse refurbish the store, Two Angels Gifts, which subsequently not only brings a couple together, but also ‘builds’ a promising new future for their family. Christmas in Silver Creek decorates the season with tender emotion, promising tidings of comfort and joy for O’Connor’s readers.
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        Katie O'Connor is fabulous! She writes terrific stories in a variety of genres, and always fills them with characters that linger long after "the end."
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        Christmas in Silver Creek is a charming and well-written tale of Hailey and Jesse who strive to find forever love despite an old feud and differing opinions on all things Christmas.  A delightful read for any fan of Christmas stories.
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        Katie O hits this one out of the park.  Hailey could lose everything. A relatable family with its struggling effort to understand each other, but making the same communication errors as all of us. This story deals with the pressures of family and dreams.  I feel as I know and love at least three of the well developed  and well rounded characters , a couple surprises for me as a reader and good enough to read from cover to cover. Pick up a copy fast before they are gone.
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        Christmas Chaos or Holiday Miracle?

      

      

      Hailey Masters returns to her hometown to mend her broken heart and move on with her life. Finding her family’s business in tatters and her parents’ marriage on shaky ground due to the actions of their former friend, Hailey embarks on a plan to save the business and ensure her family’s future happiness.

      Jesse Phillips considers himself a community outcast and is reluctant to interact with people any more than necessary. When his childhood friend returns to town, he is thrust into Hailey’s life and forced to relive memories of his embarrassing past. Despite his total disdain for everything holiday related, Jesse pitches in to help with Hailey’s plans for a year-round Christmas store. Until his mother threatens to ruin everything.

      Will their disagreement over the joys of Christmas and ongoing family troubles keep them apart, or will there be a holiday miracle in Silver Creek?
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      Hailey Masters bit back a curse as steam poured from under the hood of her SUV. The aging Ford Explorer had served her well, until now. Thankfully the ever-dependable vehicle had waited to overheat until she pulled onto the last street of her twelve-hour journey. She was less than a block from her family’s gift emporium, her long awaited destination. She was home. Again. There were a thousand places she’d rather be; but fate was fickle and had left her no choice but to return to Silver Creek, the town she’d grown up in.

      She puffed out a sigh, half exasperation, half relief. At least she had made it this far. Checking for traffic before cutting across the road, she eased her SUV and the U-Haul behind it straight alongside the curb in an angle parking zone, filling at least five stalls. Hopefully, she wouldn’t get a ticket, because it was the only space available. She hadn’t intended to stop here, she’d planned to park in the grocery store lot half a block down, where there was room to park a trailer, but she couldn’t risk permanent damage to the engine if she kept going.

      What was it her dad always said? Oh yeah. “If it’s overheating, pull over but let the engine run until it cools.” Then he’d blathered on about engine loads or some other foolishness and, uninterested, she’d tuned out. At least she managed to remember the important part. That was a huge blessing; as was arriving home safe and sound. She could practically feel the comforting embrace of her parents’ arms.

      Wouldn’t they be surprised to see her?

      She snorted at the understatement. They had no idea she was coming at all, let alone to move back home. Her father would be pleased. Her mom too, until she found out Hailey had dumped her fiancé, Evan. Sometimes Hailey swore her mother loved Evan more than she did. He was the son she’d never had.

      She dropped her head to the steering wheel. Fumbling blindly, she flipped the vehicle into park. Disbelief roiled in her stomach. She’d been so naïve. She hadn’t seen the truth right in front of her; hadn’t suspected Evan of duplicity until reality slapped her in the face.

      The jackal ruined her life and she’d never forgive him. Not even for her mother. Now she sat in her overheating SUV, no job, no home, and no plan. Things couldn’t get much worse.

      On the plus side, home was where you went when you had no place else to go and they had to take you in. Hopefully her mother hadn’t made good on her threat to turn Hailey’s bedroom into a sewing room. Sleeping on the couch in the family room would add insult to an ever-growing pile of mental injury and her battered heart couldn’t take any more.

      She clenched her fists, raised her head and shoulders, and two-fist punched the roof. Time to suck it up and admit defeat. She’d trek the last block to Two Angels Gifts—in a minute.

      “Deep breaths, Hailey.” Time for some calming yoga breathing. In. Out. In. Out. Nope, not going to cut it, not even close. She needed to go for a run to unwind. A long, slow, run; after about two miles of sprinting. A mega workout to burn off some stress as well as the cheesecake she planned on binge eating tonight. Right after she mustered the guts to climb out of this broken-down wreck of a vehicle, stretch her aching back and face her family.

      Tap. Tap.

      Her heart jumped into her throat and she lurched sideways in her seat to stare at the side window.

      “What?” she blurted. A scruffy, blond, bearded man, in a dirty, plaid flannel work shirt, stood beside the vehicle, a questioning look on his face.

      “Miss, are you okay?” His voice was muffled by the glass and her radio, but still clear.

      She shut off the radio and rolled the window down half an inch.

      “Thanks, I’m good.” Not that she’d admit otherwise to a stranger.

      “Your engine is overheating. Don’t shut it down before it cools or she’ll boil over.”

      “So, my dad told me. Thanks though.”

      His brows bunched together at her abrupt response. She winced, it wasn’t like her to be rude, let alone rude to someone she didn’t know.

      “Sorry, bad day. Bad week.” To her disgust, tears dripped from her eyes. She slapped them away and forced a smile. “Thanks for your concern.”

      “Bad day, bad week, then your car breaks down, adding insult to injury; it has to suck.” His facial hair twitched around his mouth, like he was smiling.

      Boy, this man was the master of the understatement for the month, maybe the entire year. He had it right on the money. “I’m fine. Almost home.”

      “If you’re certain…” He frowned. At least she thought he did. It was hard to tell under the scruff of his beard.

      She nodded. Why didn’t he just go away and leave her to her misery? “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      Great, she was so bushed she could only muster three words. Twelve hours nonstop in the car did numb the body and the mind. A wiser person would have taken two days to make the trip, especially on winter roads, and she’d passed through more than a couple snow storms, shaking her nerves and rattling her calm. Would she ever feel calm again?

      “Okay then.” He sounded anything but certain. He gave her another long look and ambled away.

      She watched him go, strangely reluctant to see him leave. He strolled toward Beth’s Beans, her high school bestie’s coffee shop. Beth had stayed in Silver Creek after high school. Hailey had scooted off to university as fast as she could, only coming home on vacations and to announce her engagement.

      Her would-be Samaritan pulled the shop door open, holding it wide while a harried mother pushed her stroller outside and urged three preschoolers to hurry out. She paused to chat with him, patted his arm and rushed away. The man stepped inside; the door whooshed shut behind his muscular shoulders. Idly, Hailey thought he must do physical labor to build such a solid frame.

      With a head shake, she checked the temperature gauge. Still too hot to shut down. Double edged sword. She didn’t feel like sitting here, her body ached too badly. But neither did she want to face her parents.

      She watched people come and go, some meandering, others racing past. Five minutes later, he exited the store, a small white bag and two takeout cups in his hands. He grinned at her. Or was that a grimace? He stepped closer and she recognized small laugh lines at the corner of his electric blue eyes. A smile then.

      “Here’s a coffee for you, Hailey.” He offered her a cup. “And an everything bagel with plain cream cheese.”

      Her mouth dropped open. She snapped it closed and squinted at him. Beneath the scruff he was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

      “Cream and two sugars. Just the way Beth says you like it. She also said she’s annoyed you didn’t tell her you were coming.” He flashed a smile. “I didn’t mention the U-Haul.” He winked. “Though she can probably see it through the window.”

      A warm flash rolled through her. Attraction? No. Maybe.

      Gratitude.

      That was it. She wasn’t attracted to him; she was grateful for his concern. After her tedious journey and flight from her ex’s duplicity, this guy’s concern was heartwarming.

      “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” She asked after a long moment of staring rudely at him. Exhaustion had stolen her manners somewhere around the Canada-U.S. border.

      “Jesse Phillips.”

      After a moment, recognition arrived. He had his mother’s eyes; except his weren’t bloodshot from drinking. “Oh, hi,” she responded lamely, unable to hide her surprise at not recognizing a former friend and neighbor. How could she have missed seeing his identity?

      His eyes went flat and expressionless. He gestured with the coffee. “Take it, and the bagel. You look like you need them. Then, I’ll leave you alone.” His tone was icy.

      Unless she imagined it, her surprise had hurt him. Hailey didn’t blame Jesse, but his identity had shocked her. His mother had hurt their family. He wasn’t to blame for his mother’s outrageous actions. Hailey groped for words. She apologized again and opened the window to accept his offering.

      “Thank you, Jesse. And sorry. I don’t have anything against you. Or your mom. What happened is ancient history. I wasn’t expecting the first person I encountered to be you. You look different; I didn’t recognize you.” She took the coffee and bakery bag from him. Gosh, both smelled delicious.

      “Don’t worry about it. A person gets used to being colored by the sins of his mother,” he said gruffly, a hint of sadness in his voice.

      Terrific, his statement only made her feel worse. She slid the paper takeout cup into a holder and reached out to touch his hand.

      “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.” Ugh, she sounded so lame. She was exhausted, barely coherent and he’d caught her off guard.

      Life wasn’t always what you expected and hers had delivered a knockout punch worthy of Muhammad Ali, and she was still reeling, though it didn’t justify her ill manners.

      “Can I pay for this? What do I owe you?” She fumbled through the pile of junk on her passenger seat in search of her wallet. The least she could do was pay for the coffee. He didn’t look like he could spare the money.

      “Nothing. Consider it a good deed and pay it forward.” He toasted her with his cup. “Everyone needs a lift now and then.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind.” He shook his head and she put her wallet away. “Thank you, again. I desperately need the caffeine. It’s been a long night. I drove straight from Spokane. Only stopped for gas and food.” And her body felt every single mile. She’d had no option.

      “That’s a heck of a drive, especially at night. You should have stayed in a hotel. Rested up.” He didn’t sound judgmental, he sounded—concerned. His brows pinched together.

      His caring, the coffee, everything was touching and refreshing after Evan’s attitude. She resisted the urge to thank Jesse again, before he decided thank you and sorry were the only words she knew.

      “You’re probably right, but I didn’t want to keep the rental trailer longer than I had to. I just wanted to get home, unload it into the garage and drop the trailer back at the depot and take a nap.” And, she’d gone from unable to form a sentence to blathering like an idiot. She took a long sip of her coffee. “Mm. Perfect. Just what I needed. I appreciate it.”

      “I can help you,” he offered.

      For a second, she had no clue what he was talking about. She stared at him until she realized he meant he could help with unloading the trailer. “Help would be nice, thank you. I’m taking it to my parent’s house.” If she unpacked right away, she could delay the inevitable meeting with her parents, and drop Jesse some cash for helping her. He looked—down on his luck.

      His life had been hard as a teenager. Absent father. Alcoholic mother. Perhaps times were still tough for him. Paying him to do a bit of lifting was the perfect way to pay it forward, or backward, for the coffee and bagel.

      “I’ll meet you at your parent’s place in half an hour. Your vehicle should be cool by then.”

      “I can give you a ride.” She didn’t want him walking that far, though it was only a few blocks.

      “No problem, I still have my old truck.” He waved at an aging red Ford F150 down the street, half hidden by the compact car beside it.

      She glanced at his truck. It was his old truck, the one he’d had in high school. It had to be vintage 1995 or earlier and what she could see of it was rusting out badly.

      “Wow.”

      “She’s a classic, all right. One of these days, I’m going to find the time to fix her up.”

      Hailey admired his cheerful optimism in the face of his situation. “Good plan. There’s nothing like a classic vehicle.”

      She unwrapped the bagel and took a bite. Heaven. It was almost as good as the coffee. One thing for sure, Beth could bake. Even now, sitting in her overheated SUV, the sweet and savory scents from the coffee shop tempted her. She really should go inside. She stared at the white brick building with its green and white striped awning. A gust of wind blew through the open window, she shivered and hugged herself.

      “You’ll freeze out here. Go inside,” Jesse urged. “Say hi to Beth. I’ll bet she’s chomping at the bit to talk to you.”

      “I can’t.” She glanced at the truck’s heat gauge. It was cooler, but not cool enough to shut off. The heater blasted hot air on her feet, but wasn’t enough to compensate for the icy chill streaming in her window.

      “Go ahead. This is Silver Creek. Nobody locks their doors. It’ll be fine. I promise. This isn’t Spokane. It’s small town Alberta, the place you grew up. Where they roll up the sidewalks at eleven every night and nobody leaves their house all winter.”

      She laughed at the familiar refrain. “I couldn’t wait to leave after high school.”

      “Me too.” His grin was contagious.

      “And yet, here we are,” she said sadly. She’d gone so far, only to return to the beginning. “Back in town, looking to start a new life.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” His tone was compassionate and slightly more than casual.

      “The U-Haul didn’t give me away?” It should have. Nobody showed up in their childhood town, hauling all their belongings, unless they needed a place to restart life and lick their wounds.

      “How would I know? You might have a punk rock band in there.” He quirked an eyebrow as if he really wanted to know about her band.

      “Do I look like a punk rocker to you?” A soft laugh escaped her and her shoulders relaxed. Maybe running away and forming a band was a good idea. Or, she could join the circus. She could be an attraction, the chubby girl with the black bags under her eyes. Maybe fans would mistake them for goth-emo makeup. That would draw a crowd. Great. Now she was worried about her looks. Wrong time. Wrong place. Wrong man. Was there ever a good time and place for self-flagellation? Still, old habits die hard.

      What she really needed was a hug from her bestie. Nobody understood Hailey like Beth did. She stared at the quaint coffee shop, watching people come and go. Neighbors and strangers chatting. Not a single one seemed to be watching her and Jesse. Life in a small town told her someone was watching and taking note, they always were. It was equal parts charming and annoying.

      “Maybe I could go in.”

      “You should.”

      Her head snapped around to stare at him. He laughed. The deep bass rumbled along her skin like warm honey. “You think?”

      “I know. My sister swears by her best friend therapy. Whenever she’s stressed, she takes a night out with the girls to chillax.” He waved at the shop. “Look, there’s Beth, pacing near the window.”

      Hailey turned her gaze toward the café. Petite, blonde, Beth, in her crazy gypsy clothing waved frantically and gestured Hailey to come inside.

      “Go, before she blows a gasket. I’ll watch over your truck.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded.

      “Jesse Phillips, you’ve made my day. Twice. You’re a hero and a saint.”

      Another honeyed laugh burst forth, this one accompanied by an enormous grin showing his sparkling white teeth. Dang. He was good looking when he smiled. Nope. She wasn’t attracted to this dirty, enigmatic man. Snatching up her purse, she thanked him, yet again, and hurried inside, leaving her SUV, trailer and all her worldly possessions in the care of a virtual stranger.

      She was losing her mind.

      “About time you came in,” Beth yanked Hailey into a tight hug, squeezing her stuffing out. “You’ve been out there chatting up Jesse for half an hour.”

      Hailey glanced at her watch. “Fifteen minutes, tops. He was sweet, he bought me coffee.”

      “He’s hot. He has been since high school. NO, since junior high.” Beth spun Hailey in a circle. “Let me look at you. Oh my gosh, I missed you so much. Too much. Tell me the trailer means you’re here to stay.”

      Tears slipped down Hailey’s cheeks. She sniffed and wiped them away with her sleeve. “Longer than you know. I might be here forever.”

      “Yay! I hoped so as soon as I saw you.” She danced in a circle around Hailey twice and jerked to a stop. “No more dream job in Spokane? No more Evan? Or is he joining you?”

      “No job, no fiancé. He’s a—jerk.” She cleared the lump in her throat at the thought of his betrayal. Dang it, she never should have fallen for him.

      “Woohoo! I never did like his pompous backside. Coming from old money does not make you the bomb. Unless it’s the stink bomb.” She laughed at her own joke.

      Hailey gaped at her. This was news. She would have sworn Beth liked him. She’d celebrated with Hailey for weeks after the engagement. “I thought you liked him. You said you were happy for me.” Great. Now she couldn’t even trust her BFF, the woman she told everything to. Everything but Evan’s duplicity.

      “Wipe that frown off your face. I can explain. Get your butt over here. I’ll make you a fresh coffee and dish up some lemon meringue cheesecake. Then, we’ll talk.” She skipped behind an enormous glass-fronted display case brimming with delicious desserts.

      Five minutes later, they were safely ensconced in the privacy of Beth’s tiny office. Hailey sipped her coffee and tasted the confection on her plate. She groaned in ecstasy. “Divine. I missed your baking almost as much as I missed you. Now, explain yourself.” She set her fork down and pinned Beth with her best “fess up” stare. It astounded her to learn Beth didn’t care for Evan, she’d been so supportive and pleased for Hailey.

      “It’s easy. Evan made you happy. He made you glow. You were blissful. You fell for him like a rock; you went down hard. How could I not be happy for you when you were so far gone in love? It didn’t matter that he treated me with disdain. He doted on you, which is what mattered. Your happiness made me happy.” She shrugged her explanation away.

      Hailey gulped her coffee, nearly scalding her tongue. She thumped the green striped ceramic mug onto the desk with a bang. “You should have told me. You’re my best friend.” Her support felt strangely like a betrayal.

      “And break your heart? Would you have told me? Shattered my dreams?” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms.

      Hailey put herself into Beth’s shoes. Happy for her friend or crush her dream? Tough call. “No,” she admitted sadly. “But you should have. We’ve been friends since kindergarten.”

      Beth leaped up and hurried around her spotless desk to hug Hailey. “Yes, I should have. I felt guilty for ages. Still do. But I did what I thought was right. Forgive me?”

      A soft laugh escaped Hailey. It was so perfect to be with Beth again, like being back in the ease and comfort of her youth. She was the perfect friend, the one you didn’t see for ages and when you reconnected, it was like you had never parted. Her heart swelled with love. “Of course, you are forgiven.”

      They settled back into their chairs, smiling from ear to ear. Hailey studied the posters of fancy coffees and sweet confections decorating the walls of the windowless office. “But there’s a price.” She paused dramatically, doing her best to hide a smirk. “You have to make me that.” She pointed to a frothy, chocolatey beverage. “And a mile-high chocolate cake.”

      “How can you eat all those things and not gain an ounce? You’re the same size you were in high school.”

      “I’m chubby and you know it. Not too big, not thin enough. I’m just me. Chunky Hailey.”

      “No, you’re deliciously curvy and ultra-feminine. You’re not a stick like me.” Beth waved her hands over her slender shape. For someone only five-foot-four, she looked much taller and willowy.

      “I run miles every day trying to be as thin and fit as you. I can’t help myself. I’m a slave to sweets.” Hailey scooped up an enormous bite of cheesecake and stuffed it into her mouth. “See?” she mumbled around the confection.

      “Accept those curves. Men love them and women envy them. You wear them well.”

      With her friend’s words echoing in her ears, Hailey leaned back to catch up on all the Silver Creek news. Time flew by until someone knocked on the door.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened and Jesse stuck his head into the office. “Beth, hi. Hailey, I brought your keys. The SUV is cool now. I shut her down and locked her up for you.” He gently tossed her the keys.

      “Oh my. Has it been that long?” Heat rose in her face. She hadn’t meant to while away half the day with Beth, but she needed the relief and familiarity her friend offered. She was slowly de-stressing and decompressing.

      “Thirty minutes. Are we still on to unload your rig? I’ve got time now.”

      “Um, sure.” She didn’t want to leave the comfort of Beth’s office and face reality. Life waited for no one. “Give me ten minutes to get there. Thanks for watching my SUV.” Time had sped by while they caught up. Their tight bond and ability to natter away for hours was why she’d always been late for curfew. Now, she’d abandoned Jesse without realizing it. Luckily it wasn’t any colder outside. Her guilt would have tripled. Of course, if it was colder her stupid car might not have overheated.

      Jesse said goodbye and closed the door on his way out.

      “Now there’s a good man,” Beth praised.

      “He’s…nice. I guess. He helped me out and he didn’t have to.”

      “Don’t judge him until you get to know him. He’s not the guy you used to know. He’s not just the son of the alcoholic who messed up your world. He’s not what he appears to be. Jesse’s a good man.”

      Hailey gave her a quizzical look. Was that encouragement or a warning to stay away? Maybe Beth wanted him for herself. She said a hasty goodbye and hurried to her truck.
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