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Chapter One

 


“I like things kinky and hot,” she
said.

“I like things a little bit rough,” he
replied as he ran his thumbnail up the hollow of her chin.

She tilted her head and sucked his finger
lustily into her mouth.

He snapped it from between her lips,
replacing it with the effervescence of his tongue.

* * * *

“Interesting thing to be telling your
phone,” a deeply male voice commented from behind her shoulder.

Haley spun around to look at him. She could
feel the uncomfortable guilt-ridden expression on her face, as well
as in the flittering pit of her stomach.

“Um…I write, and if I don’t make notes of
interesting things when I think of them, they escape me later,” she
said before taking a good-sized swig of her margarita.

He sat on the empty stool beside her without
asking if it was taken. It wasn’t of course, but he didn’t know
that. “So that sounded like very hot subject matter. What’s your
preferred genre?”

“Erotic romance.”

“I would like to read some of that.” He held
out his hand, and she took note of his rugged, but well manicured
fingers. “I’m Austin McKenzie, and you are?”

She was not looking to get picked up. She
had only gone for dinner and a drink to get away from her house for
a while. It was bad for the dogs for her to be home
twenty-four-seven. They got too used to her company and freaked out
when she left. Haley made a point to get out of the house for at
least a few hours three or four times a week. “My name is Haley
Joy,” she said flatly as she dug a business card from her purse and
gave it to him. It was usually a put off, but he wasn’t moving.

“Is that your name, or your pen name?”

“It is my name, specifically, my maiden
name.” It was a reply meant to indicate that she was married, but
she had stupidly forgotten to grab her wedding ring and put it back
on. When she was home, she didn’t wear it. It was just too much of
a depressing reminder.

He looked directly at her hand. “I have to
wonder if you are widowed or divorced. Your ring finger is not only
empty, but there is no indentation where a wedding ring would
be.”

The boy was persistent. “I’m divorced. I’m
also not looking for a relationship or a one night stand.”

“That’s a good thing. It indicates
independence. Forgive me if I saw an amazing woman that I wanted to
meet and tried to say hello.”

There was a note of reprimanding sarcasm in
his words that made her squirm inside. She didn’t like coming off
as a bitch. “Okay, point taken. My life is just fucked up. It
doesn’t lend me to want to start over again.”

“So is mine. Fucked up and complicated.” He
shrugged. “Just to be perfectly clear, I’m also divorced with an
ex-wife who hates me and two boys who I rarely see. She took my
sons deep into Canada to go live with her messed up family. I drive
up once in a while, but I’m not really welcome. She refuses to
allow them to fly, one of her many neurotic fears.” He rolled his
eyes in irritation and then sighed sadly. “So what’s your
story?”

It was not something she had a tendency to
share, but the idea of talking to someone she would probably never
see again was interesting. She could get a neutral opinion on her
demise. “My husband of fourteen years walked out on me and filed
for a divorce. Two days after it was final, he got remarried,
making me think that he had been seeing someone on the side. They
moved to Arizona and took over his family’s business. Once they
were settled, and the business was thriving, he took me to court
for custody of our eleven year old daughter, Jane. My lawyer
assured me I had no chance of losing. “They never take a girl
away from her mother,” he said. The court said otherwise.

“My ex came armed to the tee. He brought up
the subject matter of my books. He got ahold of an old check stub
from when I was in college. I worked as a stripper to put myself
through school. I was also arrested at a party when I was
twenty-two. There was coke and ecstasy. I’m still not sure how, but
mid-way through processing, I realized I was stoned out of my mind.
I was nursing my second drink when the police showed up. All I can
figure is that someone dropped a hit of ecstasy into my melon
ball.”

She fought the tears that started to well in
her eyes. “I lost my daughter, and I’m only allowed to see her with
a guardian present. That has made it almost impossible. Last time I
flew down there it was a fiasco. I only got to spend four hours
with her in four days.”

She cut the admission off, not wanting to
talk about it anymore. The pain it caused her was unbearable.

“Wow, I’m sorry. Your situation is much
worse than mine. Couldn’t the court see you were an adult now, and
you had completely changed?”

“That’s what my lawyer tried to stress. The
court didn’t see it that way. They said I had a speckled history of
bad behavior. I often wondered if my husband paid someone off, of
course I could never prove that. It was just hard to go from having
what you thought was the perfect family to having nothing at
thirty-eight years old. I won’t be there for Jane’s first date or
her first dance. I suppose I can go to her graduation, but I can’t
speak to her without a mediator.”

She shrugged and then continued, knowing she
should really end it. Her mouth just insisted on continuing, as if
her lips were suddenly conniving against her. “Honestly, I know it
sounds paranoid, but my husband has turned her against me. She
won’t even talk to me on the phone anymore, and I have no idea why.
All of my presents have been returned unopened. It just really
sucks.” That was it. She had spewed all the sorted details from her
mouth like soda running from a fountain.

Haley finished off the last of her drink. As
she looked at Austin for an opinion, a craving for simple affection
welled deep in the pit of her mind. She longed for someone to hold
her and assure her that things would get better. She wanted to be
lied to and told that the sun would again shine in her future.

Haley really needed to escape this man named
Austin with the sad blue eyes. She was about to do something she
hadn’t done since her divorce. She was going to ask him to come
home with her. She stood and held out her hand graciously. “It has
been nice meeting you, but I really have to get home.”

He wiped a tear from her cheek she hadn’t
realized had fallen. “I don’t think you should be alone right
now.”

She didn’t want to be alone. She adored her
dogs, but longed for human company. That was difficult because she
had alienated herself from everyone. Her family looked at her with
accusing eyes as if everything was her fault. She had allowed
their granddaughter, their niece, to be taken away
from them. “I’m really not an evil bitch.”

Why had she spoken to him? Why were tears
welling in her eyes that she couldn’t stop?

He stood, towering over her. He had such a
strong presence about him; if he touched her, she would
crumble.

“I’m trying to figure out something to say. You seem
so sad. Maybe we can share our pain and put it to rest. Please
don’t leave, or let me come over and have a cup of coffee or
something. You shouldn’t be alone.”

He was right. She didn’t want to sit here in
the bar any longer. She also didn’t want to be alone. If she
couldn’t change her mood, she was going to sit and cry into the
silky fur of her dogs. They were so sympathetic, but she hated to
depress them. Haley slowly nodded. “I only live a few minutes from
here. Do you like dogs?”

“I love them. I have two,” he said with a
proud smile.

“I have two also.” If she were making a
mistake, the dogs would sense it. They didn’t allow anyone in the
house they didn’t like. Of course, it had been a long time since
anyone entered her home. Jack’s friends had been her friends also.
They were all still married and she hated being a third wheel.

She pulled her keys from her purse. “If you
want a cup of coffee, then follow me home. I don’t think I’m going
to be very good company though.”

“I sympathize completely.”

“You’re not a serial killer or anything, are
you?” Not like he would actually tell her.

“No. I work with a company that does house
painting and home remodeling. It’s a good living. I can’t think of
anything that would qualify me as a serial killer though.”

“That’s a good thing.” She wouldn’t want
anyone to hurt her dogs. That was the only real value of her life.
They would be homeless without her.


Chapter Two

 


Haley opened the front door and turned off
the alarm. She was seriously regretting inviting Austin home, now
that she had calmed down a bit. Sammie immediately jumped on her,
throwing her off balance and almost sending her on her ass. Ginger,
however, ran past her, racing happily down the sidewalk and then
stopping dead as Austin got out of the car.

“Hey, cutie. What are you up to?” he asked,
leaning down and scooping the sheltie into his arms. She went limp,
her head tucking under his chin as a sure sign that she like the
man. Austin petted her as he walked toward the door.

“I’m sorry. She never runs out of the house
like that.”

“What’s her name?”

“Ginger. The little brute here is named
Sammie.”

“They’re adorable. She’s a sheltie and he’s
a pug.” He asked as a statement, obviously already knowing the
answer.

“Yes. They are my buddies and my sanity.”
She ushered him through the door and shut it behind herself.

* * * *

Austin put Ginger down, and she and Sammie
trotted behind him into the kitchen. He turned on the coffee maker
and helped himself to a pod from the tray beneath the machine.

“Where are the cups?”

Haley pointed to the cabinet.

“I’ll make you one if you tell me what
kind.”

“Decaf please. Are you always so
forward?”

He grinned sheepishly. “I just figured you
were upset. I’m capable of making my own coffee. It has been a few
years since anyone was around to wait on me.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. So why don’t you have a
girlfriend?”

“I’ve had a few, but no one worth keeping.
My generation has an interesting bunch of females, or maybe it’s
just the ones I seem to meet. They don’t want to work. They can’t
cook, and have no clue how to clean properly. I’m not paying for a
maid and a girlfriend at the same time.”

Haley glared at him. “So the girlfriend is
supposed to be your maid and your cook? Isn’t that a lot
chauvinistic?”

He removed his cup and frowned as he put
hers in. “That didn’t come out right, did it?”

“I suppose that depends on how you meant
it.”

“Do you have any milk?” he asked, waggling
his finger over the top of the cup.

She replied with the obvious. “It’s in the
fridge.”

He groaned to himself, rolling his eyes to
the ceiling. He was sounding like a complete moron. He had a way
with business sense and with money. Casual friendships he was good
at, but making a good first impression on a woman was a forte that
he seemed to have lost. Maybe it was the messed up connections to
his past, or maybe he was just an idiot. Austin could never quite
figure that one out. He had married Glenda with the hopes of a
better future, and then everything had gone to shit. “That was a
stupid question, huh? I’m batting a thousand.”

Taking out the milk, he retrieved her cup
and turned off the machine before sitting down. “Let me begin over.
I kind of told a half-truth about my work. I actually own the
company. Women tend to find out I have money and they want me for
their sugar daddy. I have no problem paying a maid and having a
girlfriend. No, I don’t expect her to be my slave. I just want a
woman who is capable of doing things, even if she doesn’t do
them.”

He shrugged. At least he was no longer
sticking his foot in his mouth. His self-worth had gone to hell in
the last few years and he really needed to get it back. His ego had
once been a crucial part of who he was. “I want someone who can
help me in the kitchen and help clean up the mess afterwards if
it’s the maid’s day off. I don’t want to be stirring the sauce and
worrying that she is going to cut her finger off slicing cucumbers
for a salad. I had that happen. It was only the tip of her finger,
but it was a nightmare. Then she tried to sue me as if it was my
fault.”

Haley’s face twisted as she tried not to
laugh and then did anyway. “Are you serious?”

“Completely. The judge threw it out of
court, but I still had to pay my lawyer.”

“That’s horrible. Are there really women out
there who can’t safely cut up salad fixings? That’s like boiling
water.”

“They can’t do that either.”

“No relevant stories on that one?”

He laughed. His life was smattered with
relevant stories. “Actually, yes. Different girl. It was the third
time we met and she drove over to my house after work. I was
running late and went to take a quick shower. What I didn’t know
was that she decided to boil water in a regular pot to make herself
a cup of her dieting tea. In the time it took me to take a shower,
she forgot about it. I, of course, didn’t realize this. I hurried
her out the door because we were going to miss our reservation.
Luckily, I have a good alarm system and it notified me when the
smoke detectors went off. I had to walk away from a two hundred
dollar dinner.” That had been such an expensive, wasted night. “I
left her with her meal and she had to take a cab home. She was
furious.”

“It never occurred to her that she had left
the stove on?”

“No, she was actually stunned. To this day,
she claims she didn’t do it, but I certainly didn’t put water on to
boil. I use the Keurig for tea. There was also the paper wrapper
with her tea bag still sitting on the counter with the cup.”

“I guess that would imply guilt. I could use
some of that tea myself,” she said with a sigh. “So, how long have
you been divorced?”

“Four years. My sons were a year old when
she moved out. Then it took a year to get divorced, because I was
fighting the living arrangements for my sons. Unfortunately, I
lost.”

Austin took a sip of his coffee. Did he
really want to tell her the whole thing? She had been honest with
him and their stories were so eerily similar. “My history isn’t
much better than yours. Mine was grand theft auto at fifteen. I did
it to piss my father off because he had grounded me for something
my sister did. I stole his car and drove to Florida in it. I was
there for almost a week before they caught me. What a great
vacation that was. Then there was the drunk and disorderly six
months later. I beat the shit out of some guy who hit his
girlfriend. At seventeen, my father put me in boot camp for
troubled teens. That didn’t work too well. After my fourth fight
where I broke the kids jaw, they threw me out.

“It sucks to be six foot two at fifteen. I
learned to fight because everyone wanted to beat me up. I guess it
was an ego thing. The other kids liked to pick on the tall skinny
kid because I wasn’t a bully and they were. At nineteen, I was
arrested for hitting a guy in a bar with a bottle. He got a hundred
stitches, and I got six months for something I didn’t do. It wasn’t
me that time, but witnesses said it was. I took anger management
while I was in jail and came to term with my issues. It didn’t
matter when it came down to custody of my sons. A judge doesn’t
like to see those kinds of things on your record. It’s even worse
when you are twenty-two and single, with no family to fall back
on.”

She nodded, but said nothing. Haley Joy was
an attentive listener.

“Unfortunately, my ex had her family. They
offered her the guesthouse on their property. They also promised
that someone would always be home with the boys so they would never
have to go to a sitter or daycare. I couldn’t promise that. It
broke my heart to say goodbye to my boys. They are five now and
I’ve seen them all of ten times. I missed the first words and their
first steps. They are going to be like I was, really tall and thin.
I won’t be there to help them, or show them what to eat to bulk up
in a body that refuses to gain weight. It really sucks
sometimes.”

“I agree.”

Ginger hopped in Haley’s lap as if sensing
her owner’s sudden despair. Sammie was there pawing at her leg and
Austin picked him up. The little dog sloppily licked his face and
Austin couldn’t help but laugh.

It brought a nice, very warm smile to
Haley’s lips. The woman had amazing lips, tinted a beautiful shade
of maroon. He didn’t think she was wearing lipstick or any makeup
for that matter. He wondered how old she was. If she had been
married for fourteen years, she was probably in her late thirties.
Hadn’t she said that she had been divorced at thirty-eight? That
would mean she was near forty. Was that even possible? She didn’t
look even close to that old. She had a nicely rounded everything
and he really liked that. Skinny women just didn’t appeal to him.
They looked too fragile. He inspected the skin of her face and
hands as he petted Sammie. She had some light freckle type spots on
her cheeks, and just the tiniest hint of crows’ feet in the corners
of her eyes. “Would you be offended if I asked how old you
are?”

“I don’t get stressed over my age. I’m
forty-one. From what you have said, you are twenty-seven.”

That was interesting. He had actually given
her all the numbers to figure it out, but to have her do it was
amazing. “Yes, I am.”

“May I ask what happened to your
parents?”

“A year after my divorce, my father had a
heart attack. My mother couldn’t deal with his death. She died the
night after his funeral. My sister lives in Minnesota, and we
rarely speak. We sold everything we didn’t want and split the
estate. That gave me the money to finance my business and pay for
my house.”

“Aren’t you afraid I’m a money-grubbing,
broke writer?”

“Not really. I Googled you on the way over
with my hands free. Your income last quarter was impressive.”

Her eyes lowered into slits as she glared at
him. “How the hell did you get that? I mean, the publisher is
supposed to protect my information. How dare they release how much
I actually made? Shit, my ex will take me back to court for support
if he finds out. He takes home four hundred thousand a year. He
doesn’t need my money.”

He was teasing her, but hadn’t meant to make
her angry. “I don’t really know how much you made. I was just
breaking your balls to see how you would respond. You live in a
nice house that is well kept. You are nicely dressed and have
beautiful, well-crafted jewelry on. That’s usually the first thing
a woman pawns if she is having financial problems.”

“Oh,” she said flatly. “I do buy bonds for
my daughter and have them put away for her future, but I don’t want
to give that money to my ex-husband.”

“I agree. That’s a good way to do it. I have
accounts set up for my sons and every year I add to it. I still
send them stuff for their birthday and Christmas, and she has never
returned it.” The comment made him feel bitter. “I used to love
Christmas. Now I hate it. It is such a depressing holiday when you
are alone. It’s getting close again, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Two more weeks. I agree that it
sucks. How about we skip it?” she asked as a grin flashed on her
face. “Let’s go somewhere that doesn’t have Christmas.”

“I wish I could. I have winter contracts and
I can’t walk away in case there is a problem. I know this sounds
like a weird question because we just met, but would you spend
Christmas with me? Maybe we can do something to make it fun again.
Is that possible?”

Tears instantly filled her eyes, and he
could see she was trying to hold them back. “I would actually love
that. Fuck!”

He wanted to cry with her. “Fuck what?”

“I don’t even know. I used to decorate the
whole house and put up a big tree. I have a box full of family
ornaments in the attic. Every year I would make a point to get one
for each one of us. Jane always had a princess or whatever female
character was hot that year.” She sniffled and grabbed for a
napkin, swiping at her nose. “My husband loved Charlie Brown, so I
would find him one every year. Mine were always Tasmanian Devil. I
bought it for myself. Now I avoid the stores because I can’t even
stand looking at the stuff. Of course it gets harder every year
because they start putting decorations out right after
Halloween.”

“Yeah, no shit. My parents used to go all
out for Christmas, the huge tree, the yard decorations. I kept some
of it after they died, dreaming I would do my own house the same
way. I was too busy the year we got married and then…well, let’s
just say that it never happened.”

“We are just such a depressing pair, aren’t
we?”

“Misery loves company.”

“Does it really? You would think a miserable
person would rather be with someone happy to cheer them up.”

He smiled. “But you have cheered me up. I
know that you understand because your circumstances have been
similar. I guess it makes me feel closer to you. I feel like I can
trust you and tell you things without having you judge me. That has
to count for something, doesn’t it?”

“I guess you’re right. I feel the same way.
I want to do something fun. I want a new memory that makes me
smile.”

That was an interesting theory. The problem
was what to do. “Hey,” he said in a moment of inspiration. “It’s
supposed to snow later. How about we go sled riding tomorrow? I
know the perfect spot. Then I can light a fire, and we can drink
hot chocolate with marshmallows in it.”

She laughed, the sound warming his heart
more than hot chocolate ever could. “Are you insane? I’d kill
myself.”

“No, you won’t. I promise. My yard isn’t
that steep.”

“We’re going sled riding at your house?”

“Sure, why not? It’s perfect.” She was
obviously intrigued. “Please?”

“Aren’t you afraid I will sue you when I
break something?”

She was kidding, but he rolled his eyes
dramatically anyway. “Nope. The judge will think you were nuts for
doing it in the first place and throw it out of court.”

“He will be right. At least I’ve got some
added padding to help.”

That was the second comment she had made
about her weight. Should he let it pass, or say something? Why not
lay it on the table and get a reaction? “I actually love the way
you look. I don’t find thin women attractive. I never have.”

Her eyes lost their humor as she stared at
him. “What are we doing here?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m quite a bit older than you. That
doesn’t lend well to getting involved.”

“Your age doesn’t matter to me. I like you.
I feel drawn to you. I thought you liked me back. Don’t you?”

“Liking you, and thinking we have any kind
of future, are two different things.”

He shrugged, not wanting her to bolt because
she felt he was trying to push her. “If we are meant to have a
future, we will. Otherwise we can have some fun for now. Is that so
horrible? I think we could both use some time outside of our
personal grief.”

That made her think and she leaned forward,
kissing Ginger on the head. “Okay. Sledding it is. Give me a time
and a place, and I’ll be there.”

“Would you let me pick you up? The roads
might not be so good.”

“Good point. Okay, what time?”

“Ten? That should get us past rush
hour.”

“Fine. If I’m going out tomorrow, then I
need to get some work done tonight.”

“I guess I’m being asked to leave. Can I
have your phone number?” Haley rose and got a piece of paper,
writing it down. He was glad she hadn’t said no. He disagreed that
they had no future, because suddenly the prospect of having a
future with her was making the present seem brighter. He accepted
her number with a smile. As he walked to the door, he stopped to
look into the ceiling high glass curio case. It was nicely arranged
to display a wide variety of snow globes. “These are
beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said, walking up beside
him. “I have always had a thing for snow globes. Many of them have
been gifts over the years of my life. My favorite ones are the ones
on the center shelf. I like the ones with wild jungle animals in
them. The snow leopard is magnificent.”

“I agree. My grandmother had a few. I would
always shake them up and sit mesmerized as the tiny, glittering
flakes swirled around and then settled. I miss her. I was closer to
her than I was to my parents. She lived to be a hundred and one
years old, and died on Christmas Eve. Another reason I don’t look
forward to Christmas.”

“That sucks.”

He nodded thoughtfully. That seemed to be a
popular phrase between them. He could say it again, or agree, but
he didn’t. He didn’t want to leave her on a dour note. “Then I
guess I’ll see you at ten. I’ll have an ambulance standing by.
Okay?” She giggled and he was glad to hear it.

“Okay.”


Chapter Three

 


Haley climbed out of bed around six. It was
much too early, but her body wasn’t what it had once been and she
was too sore to stay in bed any longer. She wandered to the back
door and groaned. It was snowing hard, the white flakes being blown
into tiny tornadoes by the wind. “Oh shit.” She spoke to the two
dogs as they sat waiting for her to pull the door open. “You two
aren’t gonna like this. Let mom go get her coat and boots.”

She would normally let them go out by
themselves into the fenced in yard. From the looks of things, she
was going to have to shovel them a path. Having small dogs could be
a challenge at times. She tugged her boots over her fleece pants
and tucked her flannel shirt into her coat before tugging up her
hood. Trudging to the back door, she unlocked it and opened it for
the dogs. They raced down the stairs, hopping into the snow and
swiftly sinking.

Ginger was a bit higher, but Sammie with his
squat body and short legs was having a real time moving around. It
was worse because he couldn’t get his leg lifted and clear of the
snow to pee. She grabbed the shovel from beside the door and with a
sigh, walked outside. Haley began at the bottom of the stairs and
shoveled a straight line out into the yard. Sammie was on her
heels, following her and only stopping to go to the bathroom.

She continued in a circle, throwing the snow
outside the fence when she could. When she got back to the
sidewalk, she cleared her way to the stairs and shoveled the snow
from them before going back inside. She turned to call Ginger and
Sammie, but they were right behind her, trying to shake the snow
from their fur.

Going to the closet, she grabbed a towel and
dried them off. They hopped up on the sofa together and she covered
them with a blanket. Haley put the shovel in the front breezeway
and then went to make herself a cup of coffee. She couldn’t handle
the snow if it got too thick. She would go out once an hour or so,
to clear the walk, and the driveway until it slowed down. It was
all she could do.

With a sigh, she gave the dogs a kiss and
headed out the front door. The blowing snow was icy, hitting her
face painfully before she could tug her hood up tighter. She tied
her scarf around her face and began to task of doing the walk.

By the time she was done with the driveway,
the walkway was covered again and she scooped it off on the way
back to the door. Her coffee was calling, her body feeling chilled
to the core. Shivering, she hung up her coat and scarf, shucking
her boots and putting them in front of the radiator. They would
hopefully warm up and dry off before she had to go out again.

She fed the dogs and tried to convince
herself to go back out again when she saw headlights in the
driveway. Frowning, she stood and walked to the window. It was a
large pickup truck, and she watched in surprise as Austin got out
and pulled a shovel from the back. He began to clear her driveway
with it. It was a sweet thing to do and she really appreciated it.
Quickly heading to the bathroom, she looked at her hair and
groaned. It was a complete disaster. She hated to pull it back. A
ponytail was not a good look for her, but it was sticking up all
over the place and there was no calming it down. She brushed it and
wrapped it in a holder before she hurried to get her coat and
boots. She certainly wasn’t going to make him do it all
himself.

Grabbing her shovel, she headed outside.
Austin looked up from his shoveling. “What are you doing?”

“I’m assisting you. I’m not helpless.”

“I didn’t think you were. Do you know how to
make French toast?”

“Yes.”

“Would you teach me? I always fuck it up and
end up throwing it out because it tastes horrible.”

“No problem. It’s the least I can do to
repay you for shoveling for me.”

He grinned and went back to shoveling.
Between the two of them, they made quick work of it and then went
inside. The dogs greeted him joyfully and then settled back down on
the sofa. The house was warm and they had thoroughly dried off, so
she didn’t bother covering them again.

Austin made himself a cup of coffee and she
showed him what to mix to make a tasty, fluffy French toast that
would certainly get eaten. Once it was cooked, she dished it onto
plates and dug out the Vermont maple syrup she had gotten online.
It was a sweet and delicious way to accent the slightly spicy
toast.

Austin held a cube up on his fork and
swished it in the air as if toasting her. A single taste left him
groaning with pleasure. “This is perfection. I have been craving
French toast for so long. Thank you.”

“Now you know how to make it yourself.”

“And I will.”

His smile was honest and somewhat radiant.
She was glad he was in a good mood and surprisingly, so was she.
Haley realized how lonely the house had been with only the dogs for
company. She adored them, but they weren’t much on conversation or
compliments. Cooking for herself had long ago lost its thrill, and
she rarely bothered to make anything fancy. Under normal
circumstances, it would have been instant oatmeal or maybe two eggs
with cheese. At one time, in what seemed the far distant past, she
had enjoyed cooking holiday
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