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Excerpt from The Present Problem

"I'd begun clearing a table, and he came up behind me, his hand sweeping across my butt. I'd had enough and threw the dregs of a coffee cup at him. He shrieked like a baby banshee and shouted at me for being clumsy, so I threw a half-eaten Mississippi Mud pie with melted ice cream at him." She twisted a lock of her long hair between her fingers.

"You didn't!" Grace gasped, and a chorus of raucous laughter exploded out of her as though it may have been the best thing she'd heard all year.  

"Unfortunately, he ducked, and the messy thing splattered over an unsuspecting customer." Ellie joined in her friend's laughter. It hadn't been funny then, but now, a day later, she could see the funny side. "He was covered in chocolate gunge and leapt up from the table waving his napkin about. I felt quite sorry for him, but I was in the middle of a rant. It was a shame because he was just what I'd been looking for. He had dark, curly hair and deep chocolatey brown eyes. And the shoulders on him. He was built like a linebacker – just my type." 
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Chapter One
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"And you can shove your job where the sun doesn't shine!" Ellie grabbed her purse and thick coat from behind the counter and pushed past her red-faced manager, who waved his hands about in the air. She noticed how the dark coffee stain had spread across the front of his lurid pink shirt before stomping out of the dessert bar. The freezing air struck her face as she pulled her winter coat tighter. Her long brown hair flapped in the wind, and of course, the icy cold splatter of rain didn't help as she marched to her car. 

Her flimsy shoes slapped through the dark puddles on the sidewalk. Stevo had a specific 'uniform' he liked his girls to wear, and the thin ballet pumps were part of it. At least, he hadn't insisted they wear stilettos to go with the short-short skirts and the tight T-shirts embossed with a fluorescent pink logo of the restaurant. 

'Sweet Satisfaction' was a silly name for a dessert bar in anyone's books. Especially when the owner took it to the next level, intimating himself with them whenever possible. Ellie sighed as she climbed into the sanctity of her car because she didn't have to put up with any of that nonsense anymore.
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"YOU DIDN'T!" GRACE declared with excitement in her voice. "Tell me everything."

Ellie took a deep breath and slowly exhaled before continuing.

"I told you what a sleazebag Stevo was –I think I was being nice about him. He thought he could try to take advantage of the servers." She shrugged, hearing her best friend's anticipation in the silence over the phone line. "He tried it on once too many times. Yes, I needed that job, especially at this time of year, but everywhere I turned, he was there, too close for comfort. His hands were always 'accidentally' brushing over my ass."

"What a pig! Go on." Grace encouraged.

"I'd begun clearing a table, and he came up behind me, his hand sweeping across my butt. I'd had enough and threw the dregs of a coffee cup at him. He shrieked like a baby banshee and shouted at me for being clumsy, so I threw a half-eaten Mississippi Mud pie with melted ice cream at him." She twisted a lock of her long hair between her fingers.

"You didn't!" Grace gasped, and a chorus of raucous laughter exploded out of her as though it may have been the best thing she'd heard all year.  

"Unfortunately, he ducked, and the messy thing splattered over an unsuspecting customer." Ellie joined in her friend's laughter. It hadn't been funny then, but now, a day later, she could see the funny side. "He was covered in chocolate gunge and leaped up from the table waving his napkin about. I felt quite sorry for him, but I was in the middle of a rant. It was a shame because he was just what I'd been looking for. He had dark, curly hair and deep chocolatey brown eyes. And the shoulders on him. He was built like a linebacker – just my type." 

"What did you do then?" Grace asked when she finally stopped laughing.

"I threw my apron on the table and marched out the door. Of course, I had to return a few minutes later because I'd left my coat and purse behind the counter." Ellie shrugged as Grace snorted loudly, shaking her head at the embarrassment. "It was mayhem. Stevo was trying to placate the chocolate-coated customer while trying to pat him down with a bunch of napkins. It was a shame because he was kind of cute in a pirate way. Well, he was before the chocolate gunge hit him on the nose."

"Just your luck, Ellie, to lose your job and the possibility of a cute guy in one day," Grace sympathized. "And just before Christmas, too. What did your mom and dad say about it?"

Ellie shook her head. She hadn't wanted to think about that.

"I haven't told them yet. In fact, they don't know any of it. I thought I'd surprise them by arriving early for Christmas. You know how much they love the Holidays."

"You could stay at ours for a few days if you can't face them. Leo won't mind, and the girls will be thrilled to see you," Grace offered, although Ellie would have to face her parents at some point.

"No, it's fine. I've packed up the car, and I'm driving home in the morning. They'll be pleased to see me." Ellie paused. Yes, they'd be thrilled to see her, although she had hinted that maybe she wouldn't be home to spend Christmas with them. However, they'd be over the moon when she explained she'd given up half of the tiny apartment she'd shared. Gina accepted Ellie's abrupt decision to move out with good grace. She'd wanted to move her long-term boyfriend in for a while, and with Ellie moving out it solved all her problems. Mom and Dad had never wanted her to move out of the small town she'd lived in all her life, but they'd reluctantly accepted her need for independence.

"So, you're really making the move home for good?" Grace didn't sound convinced. 

"Yes, everything will be fine," Ellie mused at the end of the call, although her words sounded hollow. She stared out the window at the icy rain that threatened to turn to snow. Maybe it was a good idea to drive home tomorrow before winter hit and the roads closed.

Although she declared that everything would be fine, she couldn't help but feel that even the weather conspired to send her back to her small-town life.

"No, it will be fine," she stated aloud. Something would turn up, and she would find a way to avoid the husband, children, and white picket fence her mum was so keen for her to enjoy.

She glanced down at the leather carryall, filled to the brim with her toiletries and jewelry. It wasn't much to show for two years of living independently, and she sighed. She didn't want to go home as a failure, but without a job, there wasn't much else she could do.

At least, they'd be pleased to see her.
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Chapter Two
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"Ellie!" 

"Hi, Mom." Ellie smiled and accepted the exuberant hug. She sighed softly. No matter how long she'd been away, this warm hug always felt like home. 

"I can't believe you're here so early. We thought you'd turn up on Christmas Eve, unable to tear yourself away from your exciting new life." Beth enthused, pausing as she felt the hesitance in her daughter.

"Never mind that, Beth. Let's get our girl into the warmth. We can bring her things in later," Gerry stated, bending to pick up Ellie's carryall.

"Hi, Dad." Ellie grinned, placing a soft kiss on her father's cheek. He'd always been able to read a situation and usually knew how to deal with it.

Ten minutes later, with her bags stacked in the hallway and a cup of hot coffee in her hands, Ellie began to relax. She was home now and safe, but the rest of her life had collapsed around her. 

"Britney was asking about you the other day." Gerry stared down the length of his coffee cup at his daughter. Ellie nodded. She'd always liked Britney, who ran the market at the end of Main Street. Although Britney was a few years older than Ellie, they'd formed a lasting friendship over the years, and Britney had insisted there would always be a role in the market for her if she wanted it. "She'll be thrilled to see you over the Holidays."

"Especially since she's expecting her first baby in a few months. She always
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