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        For those, like me, who believe in the miracle of Christmas and its power to change lives.

        But mostly, for Cynthia M.,

        fan extraordinaire.

        Her support keeps me going.
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        Can the Christmas spirit and the right man rekindle the music in her soul?

      

      

      

      Music is Clara Everett’s life. At least it was until a petulant rock star sabotaged her career. Broken hearted, her gift for music has deserted her. She’s retreated to Coyote Creek to run the bed and breakfast she inherited from her great aunt. She has no idea what she’s doing, but she’s wonderful with people. That must count for something, right? Despite her doubts, she’s determined to make her new vocation work. She’s never had an all-out Christmas and this year; she’s determined to do it up in style for herself, and her holiday guests. Maybe focusing on Christmas will nurture her broken spirit. Opening day, she’s mid-crisis when Adonis himself strides into her home and rescues her.

      Zane Ryder is on a self-imposed sabbatical from his life as a forensic engineer. He’s tired of analyzing critical safety and equipment failures. He’s yearning for something positive, like a full out Christmas in a quaint, small-town inn. He’s taking time at Sweet Dreams to refuel his soul, enjoy the holiday, and to put the story burning in his mind onto paper. Love isn’t on his agenda, until he rescues Clara from her watery disaster. Her strength and fragility touch his heart.

      Neither are looking for commitment, but Christmas is the time for love. Will they resist love’s siren call or give in to their fears? Will Zane become Clara’s Christmas prince and restore the music in her soul?
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      Zane parked his brand-new truck on the street outside Sweet Dreams Bed and Breakfast. The house was enormous. And run down. The entire place needed a coat of paint. What in the name of heaven had he been thinking, booking into an unknown place with an ancient, outdated website?

      The building before him had once been a beauty, but it’s elegant, Victorian style face was tired and a little sad, despite the bright Christmas bulbs that wrapped the porch pillars and railings.

      He was half tempted to put his truck in gear and return to the city. Too late now. He’d handed over his credit card number weeks ago. Besides, his cousin Riley had sworn this was the best place in town to stay. Apparently, Riley knew the innkeeper well. That had to mean something, didn’t it? Riley would never steer him wrong. It was time to trust his cousin.

      Resigned to his fate and holding back his reservations about the inn, Zane climbed out of his truck and stood on the sidewalk bracing himself for what was to come. He’d give the place a chance, but if the inside wasn’t up to par, he was cutting his losses and getting out of here. It was a long drive home, but he’d make it if he needed to. This was supposed to be his sabbatical. A time to work on his personal project, away from the pressures of work. He wouldn’t ruin it by staying in a dump.

      For a moment, his mind flashed back to the patches of black ice on the highway between his home in Edmonton and Coyote Creek’s B&B. He might have to beg a place to stay from one of his many cousins in town. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. He wanted to get out of his routine so he could write. This was a far cry from home.

      Leaving his bags in the truck, he strode up the snow free walkway to the porch. The wooden steps and deck thumped solidly under his feet. Bonus. The wreath on the front door shone brightly in the dim November afternoon. Its lights were energy efficient LEDs, and it had a cute nutcracker perched in the center opening. Maybe this place wouldn’t be as rundown as it looked on the outside. It was obvious that someone here cared.

      He raised his hand to knock, and the most ungodly scream exploded into the air. He jerked back on his feet. “What the hell?”

      His heart pounding, he grasped the door handle. It twisted open and he raced inside, through the small entry, toward the high-pitched screaming.
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      “No. No. No!” Clara screamed as icy water spewed from the broken faucet, spraying the entire kitchen, to drip off the freshly painted celery green walls, her new flooring and appliances, threatening to destroy all her meticulous and difficult renovation work.

      “No way.” She stared at the fountain of water. This was not happening. Panic froze her in place as she dithered about how to stop the water. She dropped the handle that had come off in her hands and pressed them over top of the leak, sending water spraying straight sideways drenching her face. Not that she could get any wetter.

      “Can I help?” a masculine voice called over the rushing sound of water.

      She screeched in surprise and whirled round to stare at the stranger standing in her kitchen. Water surged upward again, soaking her and the stranger.

      Without waiting for permission, the Adonis dove toward the sink and with a quick sweep of his arm, threw all her cleaners from under the sink cupboard and stuck his head inside. “There are no shut off valves here. Where’s the main shut off?”

      “What?” What on earth was he talking about? She wasn’t a plumber.

      “The shut off valve for the entire house.” He jumped to his feet in one smooth motion, not losing his footing on the slippery floor. Dang, he was graceful and pretty, even drenched with water.

      “I don’t know. Basement maybe?” She waved for him to follow her and scurried to the basement stairwell. She flicked on the light and rushed down into the nearly empty space. She stopped just past the bottom, looking frantically around. She’d barely been down here, except to drop off stuff when she moved in two months ago. She had plans for a gym and a recreation room, after she finished renovating upstairs. The furnace room was to her left and to the right of it, an open door revealed a tiny bathroom.

      Adonis strode past her and headed for the lone closet marring the freshly painted white walls surrounding the open space. He jerked the doors open and reached inside. Slowly, the sound of rushing water ebbed. “Your water meter and shutoff valve are in here.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she clutched her hands to her chest. “Thank you so much. I never would have shut it off. I had no idea that existed.” She should have realized there was a way to shut of the water, but her exhausted brain wasn’t functioning quite right.

      “Come on,” he headed toward the stairs. “Let’s get this water cleaned up before it ruins the floors.” Two seconds later, she was staring at his back as he jogged upstairs.

      “Wait. What are you doing in my house?” she blurted at his backside.

      “House?” he tossed over his shoulder. “Isn’t this a bed and breakfast? Towels? Mop? The front door wasn’t locked.”

      She splashed to the adjacent laundry room, grabbed the mop, and thrust it into his hands, before yanking towels from a kitchen drawer. “It will be a B&B. Eventually. I’m not open yet.”

      He started mopping the half inch of water off the floor. “Are you going to help or are you just going to let the water destroy this beautiful floor?” He flashed a wink that sent all her blood rushing to her face.

      She pushed her short, dripping hair back and threw the towels into the disaster. “Thanks for the help. I’m Clara.” She scooped up the towels, rang them out in the sink and noticed there was still water dribbling from the remains of the faucet. “How come the water didn’t stop if you shut it off?” It wasn’t really running, just steadily dripping. At least it was going into the sink now.

      “Water runs downhill. You’ve got a whole second level that’s going to want to drain through that break,” he explained without pausing his mopping.

      “Oh, I didn’t know that either.” She laughed at her own ineptness. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” Why had this man entered her house uninvited? Not that she wasn’t grateful for his assistance. Who knows how long it would have taken a plumber to arrive and shut off the water?

      “Zane Ryder. Pleased to meet you, Clara No Last Name.”

      Heat rose in her face as she scooped up more wet towels. Why did his name sound familiar? “Sorry. I’m Clara. Clara Everett.” She squeezed water from the sodden cloth into the sink and watched him from the corner of her eye. “You let yourself into my house,” she said, careful not to sound accusatory. After all, he had stopped the water from destroying her home.

      “I let myself in when I heard you scream. The door was unlocked. I hope this doesn’t mean my reservation is cancelled.” He lifted his head to look at her, his gaze caught hers and for several long, breathless seconds, she stared into his dark blue eyes, fascinated by their shine and the tiny dots of purple in them. “I thought you needed rescuing,” he murmured at last, turning away.

      Instantly, she missed his gaze. “I guess I did need rescuing. Thank you. I might have waited hours for a plumber.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have. You would have figured it out, you’d have called someone else. Maybe your family or a friend.”

      She pursed her lips in a thoughtful twist. “I suppose,” she said at last. “Probably one of my doofus cousins. Flint doesn’t live far from here. Just a couple blocks.”

      “Which Flint would that be?” Zane asked, returning to mopping.

      “You know my cousins?” She shook her head. “Small world. I meant Justice, but for some reason, almost everyone calls him Flint instead of using his given name.”

      “I’ve met Justice. Riley Flint told me to book my stay here. He recommends this place highly. We had a few classes together in university. Riley’s your cousin?”

      “He is, and I appreciate his recommendation, but I’m not open yet. I don’t open for another week, not until the fifteenth. And luckily, I even have a reservation for opening day.” She had noticed the doubt in his voice. Was the mess putting him off?

      “I have news for you, Miss Clara, today is the fifteenth and I’m that reservation. Have you lost track of your days?” he asked kindly.

      “No! I couldn’t have. I’m not that much of an idiot. I know what day it is.” She slammed her towels back on the floor, swirled them around and hauled them, dripping, to the sink. The water level was receding. She could start wiping down walls after a few more swipes. “There’s no way it’s November fifteenth.”

      “Look it up. Want to see it on my phone?” He extracted a phone from his back pocket and thrust it at her. Just squeeze the side button and you’ll see the date.

      She stared at him, hoping he was mistaken. He couldn’t be right. Absolutely no way. Reluctantly, she took the phone and pressed the button and stared at the screen. “No,” she whispered and dropped her arm to her side. “No way.” She wasn’t ready to open, not even close. Where had the time gone? How had she misplaced an entire week? She still had two suites to empty of her aunt’s belongings and prepare for guests. Plus, she had groceries to buy. More holiday decorating to do. She hadn’t even ordered the furniture and gym equipment for the basement. Okay, maybe that one wasn’t necessary, yet.

      “Yes way. Don’t worry about it. Is the room habitable?” he asked kindly, but with a hint of skepticism in his voice.

      “More or less. I mean, I just have to dust it and put the bedding on. But I’m not ready to feed you yet. This is supposed to be a bed and breakfast. I have no food.” Her voice trembled and she bit her lip.

      “Hey, no worries. We can work something out. I’m not stressing about it, and neither should you. We can make a deal. Maybe a reduced rate and I’ll find my own breakfast.”

      “You could stay somewhere else.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “No, wait. Forget I said that. You can stay here. I’ll clean up this disaster and go for groceries. I can do this!” She should keep her mouth shut. Think before she spoke. No sense letting guests know she was inept.

      “You know what, Miss Clara? I believe you can. Let’s do this. Is there a rental place in town, somewhere we can get an industrial fan? We’re going to want to dry this place out as fast as we can.”

      “Uncle Robert might have one. He’s got just about every tool ever invented. I’ll call him.” She handed Zane his phone. “But I want to get this water cleaned up first.”

      They worked in unison, wiping down walls, checking the cupboards to ensure nothing was wet or damaged. Luckily, only a small amount of water had seeped into her walk-in pantry.

      “I can’t believe how much water there is,” she complained from her perch standing on top of the counter as she dried the wall overtop the white cupboards.

      “It’s not much at all. I remember when my toilet cracked while I was on vacation. It ran for days, flooding the suite below me. My landlord finally came in and shut off the water. Luckily, insurance covered the damage. But my water bill that month was insane.” He chuckled. “You’ll want to contact your agent if anything is destroyed. But I think you’ll be okay. I didn’t see any sign of water damage in the basement ceiling.”

      “That’s good.” She wondered how he’d had time to assess the ceiling in the seconds they’d been down there. He was quick. He moved fast and he seemed to take everything in at once. Unlike her. It took her ages to make decisions, and jobs which required thinking took her twice as long as anyone else. Her father used to tease her about being thick. Jerk.

      She pushed her father from her mind. He had no power over her anymore. She was through with him and his negativity.
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      Zane looked at Clara from the corner of his eye as he worked. She was cute. Even soaking wet, she had a pixie-like appeal. She was taking this disaster in stride, without complaining. He didn’t much care for her frown though.

      “Hey, don’t sweat it,” he said. “We’ve got this. I don’t mind helping and I’ve got some construction experience. I can make sure nothing has been permanently damaged.” Aside from the watery disaster, the interior of the inn looked to be in great shape. Solid porch, flawless floors, neatly painted walls. Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as he feared.

      Her face scrunched up. “I’m not worried about that,” she said. “Okay, I am, but I was thinking of something else.”

      Humidity hung in the air, saturating the small portion of his clothing that hadn’t been soaked when he dived under the sink. “Judging by your expression, it wasn’t anything nice.” He wanted to worm the information out of her. Maybe he could help her fix whatever plagued her. She was too pretty to wear that hurt frown. He didn’t even know her and the desire to make her happy was overwhelming.

      “Yeah, well. My life wasn’t always great. My father was a tool.”

      That was random. She was thinking about her family and getting mad while she cleaned. That didn’t make sense. It felt vaguely Cinderella-like, but he wouldn’t mention it.

      “Some fathers are jerks. Mine wasn’t exactly a hero,” he blurted the words without thinking. He never told anyone about his father. He usually pretended he was fatherless. His mother had died when he was twelve and his father turned to drink for solace. Unfortunately, drinking and his dad didn’t get along. He was a surly drunk and liked to take his depression out with his fists. As an only child, Zane was his number one target.

      He decided to change the subject. “Looks like we’re done here. I can check for water damage downstairs if you can make coffee. You do have coffee?” he asked, half teasing.

      “Um, yeah.” She rested her hands on her hips in mock indignation.

      He laughed at her petulant teenager imitation.

      “Get that coffee brewing, Miss Clara, and then phone Uncle Robert and see if he can help us out. We can swing by the hardware store later and get a new faucet and a couple of shutoff valves for under that sink. I’ll install them for you.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I’ll call a plumber.” Clara’s cheeks turned an adorable red. Obviously; she didn’t want to impose on him.

      “No problem. You’ll be doing me a favor. I’m on a mandatory vacation from work. I’ll be bored out of my mind without something to do.” Okay, partially a lie. Zane had been forced to take eight weeks of accumulated vacation before he lost the banked time. The firm he worked for as a forensic engineer had stopped paying out overtime and unused vacation. It was a use it or lose it situation. After working long, hard overtime hours, he chose to take the time off. He wouldn’t be bored on his vacation because he had a plan for keeping himself entertained. A new life goal. He was going to write a novel if it killed him.

      “I don’t know.” She nibbled her baby fingernail. “You’re my guest. I can’t ask you to do my work. Not that I haven’t already.” She groaned.

      “You didn’t ask. I volunteered. Just be glad the door was unlocked. The way you screamed; I would have bust it down to get in here.” No joke there. He was dead serious, despite the humor he put into his tone. A screaming woman wasn’t something you ignored.

      “No way!” She stared at him like he was half crazy.

      “Yes way. You might have been hurt, or in danger. I couldn’t let that rest. A man doesn’t leave a frightened or hurt woman to fend for herself. So, I let myself in. Now, you’re out of danger and have a smaller problem. You have a guest—me, and no running water. Good thing you have that water cooler over there, or I’d never get my coffee. I’ve been on the road for six hours. I need a jump start. I’ll trade you, a cup of delicious coffee for my labor.”

      “And for what you’ve already done?” she asked, seeming a little more at ease.

      “Oh, I don’t know. After you get groceries, maybe you can bake some brownies. I love brownies.” Zane was a total chocoholic. He’d eat anything chocolate. He’d packed a couple dozen top quality bars in the suitcase still in his truck.

      “I’ll see your brownies and go one better. I’ll give you a nice dinner as well.”

      “Real food, right? Not vegan or anything silly like that. I’m a carnivore.” He growled lightly. Her laugh was like a sucker punch to the stomach. It nearly floored him. Heat shot up his spine and then further south. Whoa! When had a woman last affected him like that?

      Never, that’s when. Not even his long since ex fiancée.

      He pivoted away from her and jogged downstairs. “Put that coffee on, Miss Clara,” he threw over his shoulder. “I’m parched.”

      “Parched?” her voice carried down the stairs after him.

      In the basement, he paused to catch his bearings. Darn, she was adorable. Not classically cute, but pixie-ish. Not small, but not tall. Probably five six, five seven. Not heavy, not scrawny. Just enough curves to be feminine and enticing. She had the most incredible eyes, so dark and emotional. They reminded him of coffee. Dark brown, almost black, deep pools he could drown in. Like everything else about her, her hair wasn’t exactly one thing. Her shoulder length hair was cocoa brown, with lighter tendrils flying around her face as it started drying. There was a shocking white patch just above her left ear. Bleached? Genetic anomaly? Either way, it looked soft and touchable.

      He had damn near stepped on his tongue when he first saw her. Soaking wet, her clothing clinging to her body. She was delicious and he wanted a taste. His hunger had only increased as they worked together.

      “Get a grip, Zane,” he muttered under his breath. “You’re a guest. Clara’s in a tight spot. You aren’t looking for a relationship. Your stay here is temporary.” So why did dealing with her disaster feel like where he wanted to be? He hadn’t even hesitated. He’d jumped in and taken over, and Clara had let him. What woman did that these days? He knew women who were staunchly independent; they refused help even when they most needed it. It was frustrating to his chivalrous side, but he took his cue from their attitude and acted accordingly. In this case, Clara didn’t object, so he helped.

      It was nice that Clara wasn’t ashamed of her lack of knowledge, she just accepted it.

      Standing in the basement, thinking of her, he shivered. Not from his sodden clothing, but from the feelings she invoked in him. They struck out of nowhere. Clara hadn’t even touched him, and she’d stolen his breath. He couldn’t analyze his reaction. He spent his whole life working things out. His puzzle solving skills had carried him to the top of his field as a forensic engineer. Analysis wasn’t just what he did, it was who he was. Not being able to put his finger on the cause of his unusual attraction made him uncomfortable. Why was he so off-kilter?

      He toured the nearly empty basement, glancing in the furnace room and small bathroom. Aside from a pile of cardboard boxes, an enormous television, a yoga mat and blocks; the carpeted place was empty.

      None of the drywall ceilings showed signs of damage, nor did the white walls. There were no pools of water dampening the pale gray carpeting. His fast action had probably saved her a ton of trouble. He’d remind her to get someone in with a moisture meter to check the walls for hidden water. No sense taking a chance on growing mold.

      A quick cup of coffee, a tap repair, and then a shower. They could both use a shower to warm up. A heated image of them in the shower, together, scorched his retinas as if it were real. “Get a grip, man. Get your bloody mind out of the gutter.” What was wrong with him? He didn’t think of women that way. He respected them too much. With a mental head shake, he headed upstairs.
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      “Wow,” Clara whispered, hugging herself. “That’s one heck of a man.” She shook her head trying to displace her instant attraction. No way was she attracted to her first ever guest. “Oh, fudge,” she groaned, burying her head in her hands. She’d totally screwed up the dates. How could it be November fifteenth already? Where had the time gone? Maybe she needed to hire a manager. Maybe she wasn’t up to the challenge of running a bed and breakfast.

      She slammed the brakes on her self-doubt.

      She could do this, she just had to focus.

      Clara had only inherited Sweet Dreams a couple months ago. It had taken two months to clean most of the junk out before she started renovations. Her maternal great aunt Tilly, a woman she barely knew, was something of a hoarder. Clara had found many things to send to auction and more to donate to charity. While it had been dusty, Aunt Tilly’s house wasn’t truly dirty. It had been filled with furniture, unopened packages from television infomercials, junk, and old newspapers. Who even got the newspaper anymore? Everything was online.

      She’d sent several bins of trash to the dump. Broken chairs and tables. Threadbare furniture. She’d given piles of old bedding to the local animal shelter and taken several trips to the recycling depot. It seemed her aunt hadn’t thrown anything away for a long time. At least there hadn’t been any rotting food or garbage. That would have been too gross to handle. Instead, the house smelled dusty and faintly of Tilly’s familiar lavender.

      After the cleaning came the intense labor of painting walls, refinishing the hardwood floors on both levels, and installing durable vinyl planking in the kitchen and eating areas where the hardwood was too damaged to repair.

      Just when everything was perfect, WHAM! Tap explosion. She’d pushed up on the lever and it snapped off in her hand, sending a shower of water skyward. Thank heaven it was the cold water tap and not the hot.

      At least nothing was irreparably damaged. Clara breathed a sigh of relief even though she had a ton of laundry to do. All the towels she’d used, the throw rugs, her clothing, it added up quickly. She’d wash Zane’s clothing too. He was almost as wet as she was. It was the least she could do to thank him. That and the brownies he’d asked for. Even if he had been half joking.

      She shivered a bit. The room was warm, but she was dripping wet from head to toe.

      It was nice that Zane had dived right in and solved her problem. Such chivalry. Not that Clara needed his help, she reminded herself. She would have found a solution eventually. She wasn’t helpless. A bit clumsy at times, but not helpless.

      Still, she was glad he’d burst in with his bulging biceps, tousled hair, and those incredible eyes. He had the sexiest eyes. She’d never seen eyes that shade of blue, kind of peacock with flecks of purple. Stunning. Heck, she hadn’t even known eyes could be sexy, but his stare had nearly knocked her over. She fanned herself.

      Oh. Not a good idea. She was freezing. She needed to put coffee on and change her clothing. She called her uncle, Robert Flint, and he agreed to bring over his industrial fan. She bustled around, grinding beans and making coffee. Despite the frigid November weather, she opened the kitchen and dining room windows a couple inches to let excess moisture out. Then, she turned up the furnace a few degrees to keep the chill off.

      Chill? She was freezing. She had to change, but she’d wait for Zane to get back in case there was more water to mop up. No sense drying off just to dive back into the pool.

      A few minutes later, as the fast brew coffee pot gurgled its last spurt, Zane came back into the kitchen. “I didn’t find any damage down there. To be on the safe side, I suggest you have someone come with a moisture meter to make sure there’s no moisture in the walls. Holy crap. It’s cold in here!”

      “Yup. I’m trying to get the moisture out until the fan arrives. Thanks for checking for damage, I appreciate it. Why don’t you go get your bags and get changed? I’ll make up your bed later.” She smiled at him; weirdly thankful her crisis hadn’t changed his mind about staying.

      “I thought you weren’t ready for guests.” He raised one eyebrow and tilted his head, a crooked grin lifting the right corner of his mouth.

      “I’m not. But you have a reservation and it’s not your fault I’m too disorganized to realize what week it is. The small amount of work remaining won’t affect your stay. Go, get your bags. You can’t shower, but you can put on dry clothing.” She made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go on. Uncle Robert will be here with the fan right away.”

      “If you’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.” The conversation felt like verbal volleyball. Back and forth quickly.

      “All right then. Thanks for having me.” He turned and walked out of the kitchen, his clothing leaving little droplets of water behind. She watched him until he was out of sight around the corner. Dang, he was fine. Great assets. Lovely broad shoulders, tight buns. Enticing eyes and smile.

      A familiar male voice came from the entry, and she hurried to meet her guest. “Uncle Robert, thanks for coming. You got here fast! Oh, hi Riley. I wasn’t expecting you. Thanks for coming to my rescue.” She was more grateful than words could ever express. To all three of her white knights.

      “Sounds like Zane came to your rescue first,” Riley teased with the good nature close cousins often shared. His signature Flint green eyes sparkled with mirth. He looked like a younger version of the man standing beside him. He’d been a good-looking boy and was gorgeous now. If his father was any indication, he’d age very gracefully. His new girlfriend, Tricia, was lucky to have him.

      “Brought him along to do the lifting. He was just hanging around anyway,” her uncle Robert put in, slapping Riley on the back. He tipped his Stetson in the greeting she remembered so well from the summers she spent on his ranch.

      “I was helping you give those pups their worm medicine,” Riley, a veterinarian, corrected wryly. “Lucky I was, or you would have had to lift the fan yourself.” He patted the enormous fan sitting on the entryway carpet. “Where do you want this bad boy?”

      “In the kitchen, please. Thanks so much.” Robert might be her father’s brother, but the two men couldn’t be further apart. Uncle Robert was kind and giving and a great parent. Her father was self-absorbed, cheap, and didn’t give two hoots about his daughter. Clara had spent more than one summer dumped at the Bar 3 Ranch with her cousins. The first year, when she was eleven, she’d been angry. By the end of the first week, she loved being there and knew that eventually, she’d make Coyote Creek her home. Year after year, she came back, until her father discovered how much she loved being with his brother’s family. It wasn’t until she inherited the inn that she learned that Tilly, a friend of Aunt Sue’s, was Clara’s aunt on her mother’s side. Typical of her father to keep that tidbit from Clara.

      She looked at Robert. He’d aged a lot in the past couple years. A little thicker in the waist, a bit grayer around his temples, and a few more laugh lines surrounded his eyes. He looked tired. She’d heard about his heart troubles and knew he didn’t like to talk about it, so she let it ride. She’d catch up on family news the first chance she got. She regretted not reaching out to them more often. She’d only seen them a couple times since moving to town and couldn’t wait to get together with them again.

      “There’s fresh coffee and I have cookies. Come in. It’s been too long since we visited.” Clara urged him forward as Zane came through the door.

      “Mr. Flint, sir. Good to see you again.”

      “That’s Robert now that you’re an adult. Good to see you, Zane, it’s been a few years.”

      “Six actually. I was planning a visit later in the week. I’ll stop by if you’re around. But for now, I need to get out of this wet clothing.”

      “Oh, right.” She’d been so focused on catching up with her relatives, she forgot Zane needed a room. “This way. I’ll grab the key. We can do up the paperwork later. Don’t let me forget.” Darn. She shouldn’t have added that last bit, he was going to think she was stupid.

      She grabbed a key from the built-in reception desk in the corner of the enormous inner foyer and led Zane up the carpeted stairs to the second floor, trying not to let her frazzled nerves get to her. She made a mental note to check the water level in the live Christmas greens on a small table outside his door. She breathed deeply, enjoying the scent of spruce and cedar.

      “You’re here, number ten. As my first official guest, I’ve given you the largest room. It has its own couch and a small table. I hope it’s all right.” Clara stepped aside so he could enter.

      The room was filled with heavy masculine furniture, but it had airy drapes with open blinds behind them. The combination kept it bright, but the room darkening blinds could change that in a second. There was a boldly colored quilt laying folded on the unmade bed. The couch was a black leather two-seater. The small table was big enough for a workspace or to have a snack on. Inside the room, the holiday smell of her greenery morphed to a blend of pine and lemon.

      “There’s a bar fridge in the corner. Feel free to use it
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