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        Christmas Eve

      

      

      I rolled three feet of glittery red ribbon off the wooden dowel attached to one end of my worktable and deftly notched each end.

      My favorite pop Christmas song played over the Bluetooth speaker connected to my iPhone.

      The song had such a catchy, happy beat to it. Romantic. Flirty. Reminiscent of an innocent time in the past. People, it seemed, couldn’t let anything pass without complaint. Maybe they just needed to watch the song’s video.

      I tied the ribbon around a tall, sparkly red glass vase, fastened it with some sticky tack, and finished it off in a big festive bow. Grabbing my mug of hot peppermint tea, I twirled around on my little stool to face the cozy gas fireplace with real flames that grazed the logs.

      The clock on the mantle chimed eight times. One hour until it was time to open my shop, Moonlight Roses.

      The clock had aged to a golden bronze with three big spirals towering above it that reminded me of a castle. As a child, I used to imagine it striking Midnight and I was Cinderella fleeing the ball before I turned into a pumpkin.

      The clock was more ornate than anything I would choose for my own minimalist modern décor, but it was one of those things that had been passed down for hundreds of years and since it still worked, well… I just left it sitting where it had been sitting forever. It didn’t seem like my place to do otherwise.

      I’d opened my shop on the first floor of my two-story house right on Main Street in downtown Whiskey Springs. The house had been built in 1867. Or so. Passed down through my family, landing soundly in my lap, much like the clock, but a much bigger footprint with a crazy host of implications.

      The building was old, but renovated. Just about everything was new. My workspace and computer desk. My refrigerated displays. So, so many flowers.

      Everything in Whiskey Springs had some kind of history attached to it. Even new buildings were always somehow linked to something historical. Where the old park used to be. Where the Daniels had a gunfight with the McMurtries back in 1892.

      Although I’d grown up here, in this house, in fact, I’d left for college at age eighteen and hadn’t moved back until three months ago. Ten years I’d been away. And I didn’t even want to begin to think about the depth of all that I’d experienced in those years.

      I wasn’t even sure I was the same person.

      I’d officially opened my flower shop exactly four weeks ago. The day after Thanksgiving. Even though it was a simple, small one person shop, there had seemed to be no end to the number of red tape obstacles required to cut through and permits to navigate. Whiskey Springs ran a tight ship.

      But it didn’t matter now. I had done it. I possessed nothing if not persistence.

      And the flower shop had filled a hole in Whiskey Springs that people had not even realized was there. I certainly hadn’t. Not that I had given that much thought beforehand. Probably should have. But it wasn’t like I ever planned to move back here.

      Here in my flower shop, I was surrounded by poinsettias, amaryllises, and my favorite—red roses. All tucked in among Christmas foliages that made the flowers better. Pine cones. Berries. Spruce sprigs.

      Altogether, so very many scents that created a unique synergistic fragrance that was a balm to my tortured soul.

      It wasn’t just the scents. It was the colors. Right now, mostly candy apple reds, deep spruce tree greens, and shimmering silver. Some icy blues.

      In fact, I’d decorated the tall blue spruce tree in the front corner of my shop with icy blue balls and ribbons nestled among frosty flocked boughs. A few red berries here and there added little clusters of color.

      The whole shop was one big bouquet. A bouquet that I worked in every day. Ensconced in my very own bouquet playhouse.

      The song changed and I froze, my mug halfway to my lips. A chill tingled up and down my spine at a sound I hadn’t heard since moving back here three months ago.

      Listening carefully, I heard the steady chug, chug of a distant narrow-gauge locomotive engine that used to run straight through the center of Whiskey Springs. Running on its phantom tracks, the train was on time today.

      About a hundred yards of the railroad tracks were still there at the outskirts of town along with a little red caboose that the town had painted and turned into a tourist bureau.

      Even though the train no longer ran—a train could not run without tracks, at least not yet—the train’s ghost ran at regular intervals during the day. Once in the morning when the air was clear and once in the evening as the sun started its downward descent behind the rugged, snow-capped mountain peaks.

      Not everyone heard the phantom train. Only those born and bred in Whiskey Springs. And not all of them. My father had heard it, but his sister claimed she never had. Since they had grown up in the same house—this house—I’d always suspected that my aunt was lying about that. I also found it suspicious that she lived in France now, having broken off all contact with me since my parents had run off the side of a mountain three years ago, precipitated by a pileup on the slick mountain roads.

      I twirled back around, tapped my computer keyboard, logged in, and checked for orders that had come through overnight. I had a slick, professional website that I had designed myself. I was rather pleased about that.

      In the last five months, I had discovered that I had lots of hidden talents. Necessity
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