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Chapter 1


“Did I ever tell you about the New Years Eve dance where I left with my cousin Ginny’s date and he didn’t even notice until he tried to drop me off at her parents’ farm?” Grandma Iris said. “He walked me to the door and leaned in for a good night kiss.”  
Buddy lay on his belly beside us, chewing on the rawhide bone he’d gotten in his Christmas stocking. From time to time a contented doggy sigh escaped him. 
“And he didn’t realize you weren’t Ginny?” I said. 
“Nope.” 
“How?” 
“I took her coat and hat from the cloakroom. They were a lovely royal blue, really brought out my eyes.” 
“Did she look like you?” 
Grandma Iris shrugged and sipped her warm apple cider. “Ginny told me that some people were what they called face blind. Can’t tell people apart without extra cues like what they’re wearing or hair styles.” 
“Hmm. Is that a real thing?” 
“I was going to prove it wasn’t. I bet Ginny a Coke that he’d recognize me instantly. She said he wouldn’t know his own mother if she wore the wrong hat.” 
“No.” 
“Yes. I always had a memory for faces and names – came in handy when I became a teacher, that’s for sure. But I didn’t believe anyone could really be face blind.” 
“And what happened?” 
“I said I don’t mind the kiss, but I still need a ride home.” Grandma Iris laughed. “Oh, he was so handsome and so confused.” 
The whole house smelled like apples and spice from the kettle of mulled cider Grandma Iris had put on for New Years. I sipped the warm, delicious brew and smiled. 
“Not too bad if I do say so myself, and I do.” Grandma Iris slurped the last of her cup and tottered to her feet. “Want some more?” 
“Let me get it.” I reached for her cup. 
She sat back down. “Don’t mind if I do.” 
When I’d brought back the refills, I nudged a piece of firewood. “Want me to start a fire? It’s a cold one tonight.” 
“Sure, a nice fire with our cider sounds like a good way to spend New Years to me. Of course, I’m an old lady. You’re still young. Shouldn’t you be out on a date with someone eligible?” 
I laughed. “Like who? The delivery boy at Flowers Flowers?” 
“Why not? Joe’s a nice looking kid.” 
I laughed and started stacking wood in the fireplace. The last man Grandma Iris had pushed me to date was now planning his wedding with someone else. 
“I’d rather be here with you.” 
“You’re a sweet kid, Kelly, but I worry about you not having a man in your life.” 
“You don’t have a man in your life either.” 
“I have my memories, and I have Buddy.” 
The dog raised his head at the sound of his name. I lit a match and set a twist of newspaper aflame, carefully adding it to the prepared fireplace. I knelt by the fledgling fire, coaxing the flame and keeping an eye out for stray sparks. 
“If you’re interested in Joe, then you should give it a shot.” 
“I’m not interested in Joe, I just tossed his name out as the first unattached guy I could think of in Marchville. We don’t exactly have a ton of men in my age range.” 
She raised a finger. “But you did think of him first.” 
“It means nothing.” 
“You should have lunch with him.” 
I closed my eyes and inhaled the heady scent of the wood fire. I knew there was no winning this argument with Grandma Iris, but maybe I could avoid it. 
“What ever happened to Ginny’s date? And what about your date?” 
Grandma Iris took a sip of cider. “That Ginny really got one over on me.” 
I moved back onto my chair and leaned forward. 
“How so?” 
“She wanted to switch dates. She’d hoped he would ask her out for New Years Eve, and when he asked me instead, she concocted a scheme to steal him away. Or at least get me out of the way long enough to steal a kiss.” Grandma Iris laughed. “That Ginny could be a real minx.” 
“What did you do about it?” 
“We called it even.” 
“Even?” 
“After all, I’d kissed her date too.” 
“Grandma Iris!” 
“Don’t look so shocked, Kelly Marie.” She grinned. “We had some fun in those days.” 
I poked at the fire, sending a tiny spray of sparks up the chimney. The smell of wood smoke was strong, overpowering the cider scent still wafting from the kitchen. 
Grandma Iris clapped her hands together. “How about it then?” 
I suppressed a groan. She was going to ask about Joe again. 
“How about it,” I echoed. 
“New Years resolutions. Have you got any?” 
That was a surprise. I sipped my cider and considered. My past resolutions had been the usual type of thing: exercise more, get organized, lose weight. None of them lasted past January. This year I wanted to do something with real meaning. 
“I want to get serious about my art. Selling paintings. Making money with it,” I blurted. 
I put a hand over my mouth. That sounded so mercenary. But why shouldn’t I try to make money with my art? It was good, and it brought people joy. I looked at Grandma Iris, worried I’d see judgment in her eyes. 
“I like that one,” she said firmly. 
“You do?” 
“And I know just how you can do it.” 
I braced myself for her to somehow bring the idea of dating Joe into it. 
“You need to get involved in the Marchville Art Festival this summer.” 
I frowned. The festival was the brain child of my cousin and nemesis, Melody Bordeaux. She’d kissed my husband on the day of our wedding, precipitating the immediate end of our youthful marital folly. I’d been angry at her for two decades. 
“You mean make up with Melody? She kissed Maxwell,” I said. 
“So what? Ginny and I kissed each other’s dates and look at us. Over seven decades of friendship.” 
It was true. The last time Ginny had come to town from her retirement in Arizona, she and Grandma Iris had stayed out all night and woken me up when they knocked over the trash cans I’d set at the curb. 
“What if she doesn’t want to make up with me?” 
Grandma Iris gave my hand a gentle pat with her gnarled, veiny hand. “Don’t worry about that. People like you, Kelly. They really do. You just have to give them a chance.” 
My eyes prickled, and I busied myself with prodding one of the logs in the fire into a better position. When tears no longer threatened, I turned back to Grandma Iris. 
“What about you? Any resolutions?” I said. “Or are you perfect just the way you are already?” 
She grinned. “Just one resolution. Get you to have lunch with Joe from Flowers Flowers.” 
I groaned and she cackled. Buddy gave a great yawn. 
“You’re impossible.” 
“And you’re still single.” 
I shook my head. “Want some more cider?” I took our cups. 
“No, I think I’ve had enough. It’s about time for Buddy and me to get to bed.” 
Grandma Iris stood. The bulldog got to his feet and looked adoringly up at his mistress. I brought the cups into the kitchen. 
“Will you stay up and tend the fire, Kelly? It’s a bit smoky and I don’t want any mishaps.” 
“Of course.” I frowned and sniffed the air in the kitchen. I thought I’d done a good job at building the fire, but Grandma Iris was right, the house smelled smoky. 
“Kelly! Come here!” 
The alarm in her voice made my heart race. I ran to join her at the front window. Fiercely beautiful orange light washed over us. 
“Call 911!” 
The house across the street was on fire. 





Chapter 2


“Oh, I hope nobody was home,” Grandma Iris said.  
I squeezed her hand, silently hoping the same. 
We stood on the front porch watching the blaze. I had the strange sensation that I was standing on the border of two seasons. A winter chill slid down the back of my neck, while the fire across the street heated the front of my body. I left my coat unzipped. 
A siren screamed down the street, heralding the arrival of the firetruck. Firefighters worked to put out the flames. As they worked, it started to snow. The bubble of heat around the house evaporated the flakes midair and made it appear we were inside a reversed snow globe. 
A police car raced up the street and slid to a stop in front of our house. The door opened and Maxwell jumped out. He looked at the fire a moment, and then crossed the yard to our porch. 
“Are you two ok?” 
We nodded. The fire behind him threw wild shadows across Maxwell’s face. 
“Thank goodness,” he said. “I heard your address over dispatch and thought your house was on fire.” 
“No, we called it in,” Grandma Iris said. 
Maxwell let out a shuddering sigh, and I knew he’d really been worried. 
“If they manage to save the house, it’ll be because of us,” Grandma Iris said, “and our quick reaction.” 
“Who lives there?” Maxwell said, ignoring Grandma Iris’s boast. 
“That’s Coach Merrick’s house.” 
His shoulders relaxed. “The Merricks? Then they’ll be out at a party. No loss of life.” 
“I don’t know about that. Those two have been having problems.” 
“They are?” I said, trying to think back. “I don’t remember hearing that.” 
“Have you witnessed them fighting?” Maxwell said, dropping into his cop voice. 
“It was their Halloween costumes this year,” Grandma Iris said. 
Maxwell and I glanced at each other, confused. 
“How does that tell you they’re having problems?” 
“Every year they wear a couples costume to the big Halloween party on March Street. This year, individual costumes.” She shrugged. “Marital problems.” 
The flames were out and the charred house steamed in the night air. We stood silently watching the firefighters do their work for a while. Then Maxwell sighed. 
“I’d better go check in with them. You two should go to bed.” 
Grandma Iris yawned and nodded. “No reason to stay out here and freeze our tailfeathers off.” 
We went inside and I got Grandma Iris tucked in, then went to the kitchen to put away the cider and clean up after our little party. The fire in our fireplace had gone out. I poked at it to make sure no embers flared up and closed the glass doors. 
It was late. I knew I should go to bed too, but I still felt restless and alert. Maybe a walk would tire me out and settle my nerves. I pulled on my coat and boots and went out the door. 
I headed for the park at the end of March Street. The air was cold and dry, all the moisture pulled into the fat snowflakes falling all around me. The ceiling of clouds reflected the streetlights, giving the whole town an orange sodium glow. It reminded me of the glow of flames at the Merrick house and I shivered. I hoped no one was inside that house. 
When I reached the park, the falling snow had blanketed the expanse and placed fluffy white hats on top of all the trees. A woman stood on the other side of the park, head tilted back and tongue out to catch snowflakes. 
I stuck my tongue out and caught a flake too. Then I remembered that ash from the fire was probably in the air and yanked my tongue back inside my mouth. 
I walked across the park to the woman, thinking to warn her. When I got to her I stopped, recognition making me silent. It was my cousin, Melody. 
She looked up and smiled. “Fancy meeting you here, Kelly.” 
“Just out for a walk.” 
She moved her hair aside and lift the end of her scarf. “Do you like my new hat and scarf?” 
The hat and scarf were knit in an intricate patterns of stars and animals. In the midnight gloom I couldn’t be certain of the colors, but they were in strong contrast. 
“Very nice. Christmas gift?” I said. 
“No, I knit them myself. I don
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