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Volunteered

It wasn’t that Victoria Wallace, or Tory, as everyone else knew her, didn’t like winter.  With winter came a lot of good things.  It was a standout season, not only singled out for its unique weather, and its ability to completely change the view outside the window.  It was also standalone in all that it heralded; the end of the current year...the start of a new one.  And, most importantly of all, it was the season of Christmas.  And if it wasn’t for the snow, she would be awash in the joy and excitement of the season.

Tory had seen snow before.  She was a proud Canadian, which meant, at least for the majority of the population, that it was impossible not to have experienced snow in some quantity or another.  But the thing was, she’d grown up in Toronto.  It was a city that saw snow, but it was also a city which rarely had enough snow to shut everything down.  In comparison with Brennan’s Bay, the snow she’d been exposed to was a dusting at best.

She had moved to the tiny, seaside town a few months prior.  It had seemed so picturesque at the time, mostly because of the changing foliage all around, painting the town in the fiery hues of autumn.  They were a stunning contrast to the sparkling blues of the ocean smeared across the horizon on all sides of the town.  Tory had been mesmerized and in raptures at the scenic beauty of it all.

Admittedly, when she’d first arrived, it had taken her a little longer to appreciate the views than most people because she’d been preoccupied with the dead body she’d found in her closet.  In any other case, Tory would have been the first suspect in that case, but she’d been fortunate enough to have never set foot in her Brennan’s Bay house before that fateful evening.  She’d inherited the house from an old client, and even though it was extremely rough around the edges, it hadn’t seemed like an impossible feat until she found the dead body of George Cahill.

That one moment had set Tory on a new trajectory...in a direction she had definitely not been anticipating.  For one thing, she’d ended up finding a hidden cache of prohibition era gin in her basement.  That was a pleasing discovery, mostly because it made Tory much richer than she’d ever expected to be in her entire life.  Among other things, having those funds was coming in handy as she renovated the house she’d inherited, Carnation Corner.

A by-product of the case was that she’d found a reason to stay in Brennan’s Bay much longer than she’d been anticipating, and it wasn’t all about the house.  Like so many people, she’d found a love for the town, and might have decided to stay based on that alone, if it wasn’t for the friends, and the man she’d also found in the town.

To most people, it might have seemed a little hinky that Tory had started dating the town sheriff right on the tail-end of the case which had been centered around her.  If the murderers in that case hadn’t confessed to their crimes, people might have been a lot more suspicious of the relationship.  As it was, most of the town enjoyed occupying their time with throwing the couple knowing and teasing glances.  In Tory’s experience, it was beginning to feel like she’d fallen right back into high school, but that seemed to be life in a small town.

Except in high school, she didn’t have to face the growing mountains of snow.

Staring at the mounds she’d stacked up like walls on either side of her front path, Tory sighed with no small amount of relief that her shovelling was done, at least for now.  Snow had a way of sweeping in without warning in the Maritimes.  Sometimes it felt as though it blew right in off the sea, with all the same tenacity and unpredictability of the ocean.  And even in the small amount of time that Tory had been in Brennan’s Bay, she believed the stories of the snow coming in so heavy and thick that it buried houses within a day.

After spending the morning shovelling the last dump of snow, she was hoping that she was never around to be buried in by snow.  At least what she was learning about small town living was that if chaos struck, nobody pulled together and helped each other like these tight-knit communities.

Even though the cold was biting, Tory removed her hat and wiped the sweat from her forehead, wincing when she realized that the stickiness continued into her hair.  She was in desperate need of a shower, and it wouldn’t be nearly as long as she wanted it to be; but if there was one thing she’d learned, it was that you didn’t get between her friend Art and his mission...whichever one he happened to have at the time.

Tory trudged back into the rental she’d been calling home since she’d arrived in Brennan’s Bay.  Originally, it was only meant to be a short-term situation, but things had gone another way, and she knew that it was time to start considering alternative solutions.  It wasn’t that she couldn’t afford the rental, especially considering her recent windfall, but she couldn’t escape her frugal tendencies.  And she was sure that there had to be a small apartment for rent somewhere else in town, possibly on the main street.

Before she made any decisions, however, she would have to make sure that she could take Wilde with her.

Before she closed the front door behind her, she whistled and watched as her dog’s shaggy black form leapt from a snowbank and rushed towards the house.

Tory hadn’t found Wilde when she moved to the town.  He had found her.  On the first night she’d spent in Brennan’s Bay, she’d found Wilde scratching at her front door.  He’d been with her ever since.  The vet in the next town had confirmed that he was most likely half wolf, half labrador.  It should have been scary to have a wild animal running around her house, but she’d only ever seen his domesticated side since the two of them had been living together...except when they were outside.  Wilde loved being outside, no matter what the weather; he never seemed to mind or even notice what was going on weather-wise.  But if Tory was inside, then Wilde was inside, and he didn’t seem to mind that either.

The black dog shook himself off, ridding himself of the layer of snow coating his fur, then ambled into the house after Tory.

There wasn’t much time to clean up, but Tory stripped out of her sweaty clothes and hopped into a short, hot shower, erasing the ache in her arms and back and sluicing off the itchy sweat from her skin.

When Tory finally had to accept that Art would be knocking on the door soon, she jumped out of the shower and rushed to her bedroom and dressed.  The flannel and jeans she threw on were representative of most of her wardrobe, so she didn’t pay much attention as she zipped and buttoned whatever her fingers brushed against first.  She did take a few minutes to finger-comb her dirty-blonde hair with the help of a hairdryer.  After that, it was a few swipes of minimal makeup, which she had to rush through because the doorbell began to ring, and Wilde’s answering whines basically guaranteed that Art had arrived.

Tory wasn’t at all surprised when she opened the front door and saw Art.  Surprisingly, she was even less shocked by his chosen outfit for the day.  Art and his clothing choices were a surprise when she’d met him, but over time, she’d gotten used to the kaleidoscope of colours and patterns he enjoyed shocking the town with.

Today, he stood on her front porch in a salmon puffer coat that stopped down past his knees.  The beanie covering most of his long, shaggy black hair was a bright canary yellow, and his gloves and scarf were lime green with white stripes.  This was all topped off with royal blue moonboots which made his long legs look super skinny.

“You almost ready to go, poppet?” Art beamed brightly, his crystal blue eyes sparkling with their usual joy and mischief.

Art had been living in the town for longer than Tory.  He’d come to pass through the town on a backpacking trip, fallen in love with it, and decided to stay.  From time to time, he would regale Tory with stories from his home in London, England.  But overall, he was very content in Brennan’s Bay with his disco era vintage antiques shop.  He was the kind of man who always made the best of any situation, and who jumped into everything with two feet and an overflowing dose of enthusiasm.

“Yep, just let me get my coat”, Tory rushed to put on a different coat and hat than she had been wearing during snow removal.  Unlike Art, Tory’s coat, hat, and boots were all black, probably from spending her life in the city.  But they were warm, and more importantly, they weren’t still damp from the morning.

While she was getting ready, Wilde jumped and played around Art, who know how to roughhouse with the dog just enough to drive him wild without anything getting too violent.  Tory was convinced that it was why Wilde always knew when Art was on the other side of the door; he knew when fun arrived.

“Good to go”, Tory announced.

“Off we pop”, Art held open the front door and Wilde rushed out, with the other two close behind him.

Even though they were in a small town, where the chances of danger were minor, Tory locked the front door behind her and then followed the other two down her front walkway, to Art’s car.

True to his nature of standing out, Art’s car was a mini-Cooper, with a red body and the British flag painted on the roof, just in case everyone in the town didn’t know that he was British.

Tory let Wilde into the back before climbing into the passenger seat.  The car was still warm, and surprisingly comfortable, considering its size.

“Is Maddy meeting us there?” Tory asked, referring to the other friend she’d made in the town.  It wasn’t that she wasn’t friends with anyone else in Brennan’s Bay, but Art and Maddy had been right beside her during the case to find out who had murdered George Cahill, the man she’d found dead in her house.  It had brought them closer together than most people would be after knowing each other for such a short amount of time.

“Are you kidding?  A town meeting literally about happiness and joy; you think Maddy is going to be there for that?” Art smirked as they drove through the town.

This was going to be Tory’s first Christmas in Brennan’s Bay.  From what the others had told her, the town did it up right.  Almost all of December revolved around the holiday, celebrated with their Christmas market as the centerpiece of the festivities.  Today was the meeting where the town discussed the market and the events for the year.

According to Art and Maddy, the Christmas market was a big event not only for Brennan’s Bay, but also for the neighbouring towns, and a lot of out-of-towners.  The market was a big deal for the town when it came to making money, and they were notorious for having the best Christmas celebrations around.  Every year, the discussion was all about balancing the tradition with new excitement for the year.

Tory was looking forward to attending the town meeting.  There hadn’t been many of them since she’d come to the town; and the ones she had gone to centered around town business...minor things, really.

But Tory loved Christmas.  Even before she had come to Brennan’s Bay, it was her favourite time of year.  Maybe it was the interior designer in her, but there was something magical about the transformation of the season.  It was when everyone made their best effort to show their joy for the season.  Everything changed, even if it was just for a little while.

The drive from Tory’s rental to the Town Hall wasn’t very long, even though they were literally across town from each other.  But the parking lot in front of the building was teeming with cars.  It seemed that the thick layer of snow hadn’t done much to deter the town from feeling the Christmas spirit.

Brennan’s Bay’s Town Hall looked like an old schoolhouse, which had been abandoned and repurposed as their only civic building.  Tory had been there once, when she’d first come to the town and was looking for the original plans for her house.  That was back when she wasn’t allowed inside Carnation Corner because it was technically a crime scene.  Back then, their focus had been the filing/storage room upstairs.  Tory had never stepped into a more disorganized room in her life, and it was a relief that they didn’t need to go there again for the meeting.

This time, when they walked into the building, they didn’t take the stairs up to the second floor.  Instead, there was a large meeting room, which Tory was convinced must have been a gym at some point.  Some volunteers had taken the time to set up a combination of benches and folding chairs, but even with those, there were still people standing around the perimeter of the room, leaning against the walls and talking with each other.  There was a hum of excitement going around the room, filling Tory with a warm and fuzzy feeling.  Even though it was weeks away, the spirit of Christmas was hanging in the air.

“There, two seats”, Art pointed towards the middle of the room.

Tory wasn’t shocked that the only two seats left in the hall were the ones on either side of Asher Lewis.  He was the owner of the local bar and could be described as prickly at best.  While his demeanour was off-putting, he ran a fairly good business, especially since The Bar didn’t have any competition in Brennan’s Bay.

Outside of his establishment, Tory had never seen Asher anywhere else in the town.  She was sure that he wasn’t a shut-in, but their paths hadn’t crossed.  They acknowledged each other when Tory went out for drinks with her friends, but aside from that, Asher Lewis was a bit of an enigma.

He rolled his eyes when Art and Tory settled in on either side of him; a gesture which Tory didn’t miss, and which Art probably chose to ignore.

“Surprised to see you here”, Tory said quietly to Asher.

“Always better to know which way the nut-wind is blowing”, Asher muttered back.

Tory had to supress her giggles as the meeting was banged into order by the ever-over-exuberant town mayor, Sheldon Price.  Tory had met him before, back when she’d decided to move to the town.  He was a short man, with thick greying hair, and an air of excitement and joy constantly surrounding him.

Even now, standing at the front of the room, on his step stool behind his podium, he was wearing a vibrant green felt elf hat, with big, pointed ears attached on the sides.

“Welcome, everyone!” he beamed brightly, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

Like students in high school, the general hum of the room lowered, though it didn’t completely fade away as everyone watched the buoyant mayor at the podium.

“This is our annual special meeting to discuss The Brennan’s Bay Christmas Market!” he announced proudly.  There was general applause from everyone, probably more for the market than the meeting, though nobody would dare tell Mayor Price that.

“The first order of business for the season is to elect our ‘Santa’s Little Helper’!” Mayor Price’s excitement ratcheted up a level.

“What is he talking about?” Tory whispered to Asher.

“Some fool idiot is going to volunteer to run the market”, Asher muttered back, “I don’t know why they ask for volunteers.  Poppy’s usually the one to take it on, like she doesn’t have enough to do.”

Tory knew Poppy.  She was one of the first people she met when she came to the town, and their meeting had nothing to do with the murder.  Poppy ran the local café, The Bean & Leaf, and made the most amazing blueberry scones Tory had ever eaten in her life.  But being the only coffee house in town meant that Poppy basically talked to everyone everyday.  This had put her in a fairly central position whenever it came to any of the town functions.  When Tory had arrived, she went to her first town auction, which Poppy had run.

Tory wasn’t sure that Poppy always volunteered to run everything.  From the way it sounded, she did it just because she talked to everyone during the day, because of her business.  But Asher wasn’t wrong.  That café did a lot of work, and Poppy was the only one who owned and operated it.  It was a lot of work for a young woman to run a successful business and take on everything else that she did around the town.  But you’d never know if Poppy was discontent, since she was never the kind to complain or argue.  Tory felt like the two of them were similar on that score.

“I thought Sheldon would run it”, Tory whispered back.

“Our mayor doesn’t do much until election time rolls around”, Asher muttered before he went into his own ramblings about useless government officials.  Tory had learned pretty early that mentioning anything related to the government was a sure-fire way to get trapped into an interminable rant about bureaucracies and rigged voting systems.  In her experience, Tory had come to realize that it was often better to just tune him out when he started up.  Most of the time, he didn’t notice if anyone was listening to him or not.

Suddenly, there was movement in the hall, and it was completely noticeable because it was Art leaping to his feet, which was akin to a flock of peacocks putting up a fuss.  Just a cacophony of colour and movement.

“I nominate Tory”, Art announced proudly.

Tory’s jaw dropped.

“Told you it would be an idiot”, Asher muttered.

“I’m not an idiot”, Tory scowled at him.

“You’re not the one who volunteered”, Asher scowled back at her.

What was more concerning for Tory was that there was a general murmur going around the room...and it sounded positive.

“Hang on a second!” Tory jumped to her feet, “I’m not going to run an event that I’ve never even been to!” she insisted.

“I think we could use some new perspective”, Art said brightly.

“I think you could use someone with experience”, Tory snapped back.  She wasn’t looking to take on a bunch of work to completely diminish her Christmas spirit.

“I think he could use a trip to a mental facility”, Asher grumbled between the two of them.

“I think it would be a splendid idea if both of you worked on the market this year”, Mayor Price beamed enthusiastically.

Tory was scrambling as she looked around the room.  All of the other townsfolk seemed to think that this was a marvelous idea, and she was getting the sinking feeling that she was going to get roped into doing something that she absolutely didn’t want to do.

“But what about Poppy?” she gestured to where Poppy was seated a few rows in front of them, “I thought she ran the market, and everyone’s been really happy with it.  Why mess with success?”

“I’m good to give it up this year”, Poppy’s smile was small, but genuine, “But I don’t think Tory really counts as a candidate, since she didn’t volunteer herself”, she added sympathetically.

“But what about fixing some of the displays, and helping to assemble some of the props?  You’re the town handyman”, Art reminded Tory.

It wasn’t something that she had consciously done.  It just so happened that Tory had come to the town about a year after their local handyman had retired and moved away to live closer to his family.  When people had found out that she had a contracting license, and was an interior designer, they’d started stopping her on the street to ask for her help with little things around the house, and since Tory was a nice person, and had never been very good at saying ‘no’ when somebody needed her help...well...she’d sort of become the local handyman.  It wasn’t the worst thing.  It brought in some money, people had help with their houses again, and Tory was able to do the jobs between working on her renovation of Carnation Corner.

However, it now seemed that those talents, and her accidental business was coming back to bite her in the ass.

“I didn’t say that I couldn’t help out fixing up some things”, Tory muttered, mostly because she didn’t want people to think that she was a complete Scrooge when it came to the holiday.  “If you’re so gung-ho about this, why don’t you be the town’s ‘Little Helper’ this year?” Tory threw right back at Art.

When Tory saw the flicker of unease in Art’s crystal blue eyes, she knew that she had cornered him, which probably wasn’t nice, but he’d been the one to volunteer her first.

“What a wonderful idea!” Mayor Price exclaimed, “What do we all think about that?”

The rest of the room applauded loudly, which seemed to be enough of an approval because three seconds later, Mayor Price announced that Art was the new ‘Little Helper’, and the meeting was adjourned until next week, when Art would present the plans for this year’s market.  As soon as he banged the gavel, the room was filled with the sound of chairs scraping and the excited rumble of people already talking about the market.

“Rookie move, kid”, Asher groaned when he stood from his chair.

“What are you talking about?” Tory muttered.

“Have you met him?  The man has the attention span of a butterfly.  Do you really think that he’s going to pull this off?”

Tory groaned inwardly.  She considered Art one of her closest friends, but Asher wasn’t wrong.  He was flighty, at best.  Tory had no doubt that he would come up with a million ideas for the Christmas market, and then rely on her to make them happen, which basically meant that she had just taken on a lot more work than she’d wanted for the holiday season.

“Take my advice.  Next year, don’t come to this meeting.  They can’t vote in someone who’s not here”, Asher clapped her on the shoulder before he started shoving through the meandering throngs of people.

Tory watched him go thinking, for once, that Asher Lewis might just be the smartest of them all.
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A Little Spirit

It was a relief, that bright, winter morning, when Tory walked up the steps outside of the sheriff’s station, carrying a travel mug full of apple cinnamon tea, with Wilde dodging in and out of snow banks on the lawn.  It had been three weeks since that fateful meeting at the Town Hall, and they had been some of the busiest three weeks of her life.

Asher hadn’t been wrong about a lot of weight landing on Tory’s shoulders when it came to the Christmas market, and Tory hadn’t been wrong about Art being the man of a million ideas.  Almost as soon as they’d started, Art and Tory had gone to take a look at the tables and props the town used every year, and saying that they were in rough condition was putting things nicely.

Unfortunately for Tory, this meant that she had been hard at work, basically rebuilding all of the stalls and organizing the layout for the market, and that had added up to a lot of work.  Tory had been to the Christmas Market in Toronto many times with her family, which was always held in the Distillery District.  It was the oldest part of the city, which made it an almost magical backdrop for the season.  Tory had a lot of fond memories of going there with her parents.  The stalls, the toys, the food, the carolers, and even a line to see Santa...it was everything you wanted for a Christmas market.

She’d be lying if she said that those memories hadn’t influenced her while she was working on the new stalls for the Brennan’s Bay Market.  Every booth she made was reminiscent of Victorian era houses, with their delicate scrollwork and minute details.  They were essentially tiny houses where the town’s volunteers could set up, looking like they were nestled inside their own stylized gingerbread houses.  She’d had to talk to all of the vendors to find out just how much space they needed, and what they were selling, since some of them needed functioning kitchen spaces.

But she was finally convinced that she had made the perfect setups for everyone, and that they would be very impressed with the intricacies of the market when it was all unveiled next Saturday.  Art had it in his head that he wanted the start of the holiday season to be a big bang of an event, and he was planning a big unveiling for everyone.  The next day, the stalls would be open, and everyone would be able to use their new and improved booths.  But Saturday was all about the first glimpse the town would get into the spirit of the season this year.

Tory was looking forward to the event, more than she was letting on to Art.  She’d put a lot of effort into getting things ready, and even though her back was sore, and she had a semi-permanent ache in her fingers, she felt that the whole thing would be received well by the other members of the town.  And even though it might sound a little self-aggrandizing, she was looking forward to hearing a little praise.

Friday wasn’t going to be as fun.  She was going to have to spend the whole day assembling their new little village, and because Art was determined for it all to be a surprise, she was going to be doing it alone...well, she was planning on dragging Art with her because this was all his fault, but she didn’t anticipate him being the most help aside from holding things together while she screwed them into place.

Suffice it to say, she needed today.

With how busy she’d been lately, there hadn’t been a lot of time for Tory and Mac, her sheriff boyfriend, to spend time together.  There’d been lunches and dinners, even the occasional run-in at The Bean & Leaf, peppered between Tory’s long work hours, but it hadn’t felt like nearly enough for Tory’s liking.

So, since Tory had known that she would be done with her current preparations the day before, the two of them had made plans to spend the day together at his apartment, putting up the tree and decorating the place.  Surprisingly, all of the work she had been doing hadn’t managed to completely kill the holiday spirit for Tory.  As a matter of fact, she was in desperate need of the simple traditions she’d had planned for the season.

Being the only sheriff in the town, James McKellen, or Mac, as everyone called him, lived just above the station.  A long time ago, the sheriff’s station had been installed in one of the older homes, then subdivided to suit multiple purposes.  The station itself took up about half of the main floor, complete with an office, a cell, and a kitchenette, not to mention the file room that Tory had yet to see.  But upon entering the house, there was a door in the dividing wall which led to the other half of the house.

On the main floor, the second half of the house was occupied with storage where Mac allowed the town to keep a lot of their holiday decorations.  It was where Tory and Art had inspected the Christmas setups and found them lacking in holiday luster.  But there was also a set of stairs which led up to the sheriff’s lodgings.

Mac’s apartment took up the entirety of the second floor.  He had two bedrooms, one bathroom, and an open kitchen/living.  It was more than enough for a bachelor, and just enough when his formerly unknown daughter, Clara, had come to visit.  The whole space was a little dated, and a little base-grade, if Tory had anything to say about it.  But it served its purpose, and Mac, being the kind of man who could have slept comfortably in a cave if he needed to, was perfectly comfortable with his space no matter what decade it looked like it belonged in.

Obviously having heard Tory and Wilde as they marched up the stairs, Clara swung open the door at the top of the stairs before they had even reached it.

Tory had come to like Clara quite a bit.  The two had become fast friends after Mac had told Tory about the daughter he’d never known he had.  Clara had been a surprise visit to the town shortly after Tory had arrived, and it had caused a minor rift between Mac and Tory until Mac had smoothed things out between them.

But during the rest of her stay, Tory and Clara had gotten close.  Clara was only staying for a few months, wanting to get to know her father a bit before she returned home.  She and Tory had talked about it, and Clara still hadn’t decided what she was going to do next.  Despite her intelligence, she hadn’t decided what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.  She didn’t want to attend university without a goal, and beyond wanting to meet her father, she hadn’t decided what any of her other goals were.

Tory got the feeling that this wasn’t something that she had discussed with Mac.  Being as strong and self-assured as the teenager was, Tory was sure that it bothered her that she didn’t know what the rest of her life looked like.  She wasn’t good at being aimless, and she’d been devoting a lot of her time lately to trying to figure out what her next step was.  Apparently, it was starting with her return to England and her mother and step-father.  That move was coming after Christmas.  Clara would be on a plane before New Year’s, and Tory knew that Mac was sad about it, though he’d never let on in front of Clara.  From what Tory had seen, Mac and Clara had gotten very close during her visit, and Mac hadn’t liked that he hadn’t been there through his daughter’s childhood.  He was a good father, and even Tory couldn’t help but feel like he’d been robbed of something, not knowing about his daughter’s existence.

But at least they were going to have Christmas together, before Clara had to go.

Clara was brightness, both in appearance and personality.  She was the quintessential bubbly teenager, with a good amount of cheek and charm thrown in.  But her cute appearance only magnified her personality.  Clara didn’t take after her father in most of her appearance.  She was far paler, had freckles, was very slender, and had a mass of flaming red hair which couldn’t decide whether it was curly or wavy on a day-to-day basis.

As soon as Wilde spotted Clara, he rushed past Tory so quickly that she almost lost her footing and fell backwards down the long flight of stairs.  But a strong hand wrapped around her wrist and pulled her up into the apartment and past Clara and Wilde whirling in a mass of fun and play.

Tory’s body slammed into Mac’s as he pulled her close and shuffled her into the apartment.  When she realized that she wasn’t going to tumble back down the stairs and crumple into a heap at the bottom, Tory grinned up at Mac and sank into the solid strength of his body.

“Morning, luv”, he murmured, his deep brown eyes were like warm pools of chocolate staring down at her.

“Morning”, Tory grinned.

Tory never considered herself to be the kind of woman who needed a man in her life.  As a matter of fact, she’d gone a long time without one and had been perfectly happy.  But Mac was the kind of man who women dreamed of, from his devilishly handsome good looks to the look he got in his eyes whenever he and Tory were together.  Being a reformed man-whore, she was sure that Mac had many moves to catch a woman, but the way he looked at her...she found it hard to believe that he’d ever looked at another woman like that.  Even Art and Maddy had said that they’d never seen Mac so caught up in anyone in all the time they’d known him.

To say that their relationship was love at first sight would have been stretching things.  But the two of them had definitely gotten under each other’s skin, which had both irritated and obsessed the two of them.  Mac had focused more on the obsession, and Tory had focused more on the irritation...at least up until the point when Mac had saved her life, twice.

Tory knew she had a dopey look on her face when she reached up and brushed some of Mac’s dark hair away from his face.  For some reason, it always looked like it was in stylish disarray, which always gave her the excuse to run her fingers through the silky strands.  She might not have done it so much if she didn’t love the way Mac smiled whenever she did it.

Mac’s head dipped, and the two of them kissed, almost sighing into each other as it took them over.  Tory had never been kissed dumb before, until she met Mac.  It made it easier to accept his past and his earned reputation as a player...all of that practice had made the man irresistibly good at reducing her to a puddle whenever their lips met.  If it hadn’t been for Clara, Tory would have dragged Mac off to the nearest bedroom to finally see what it felt like to experience the rest of Mac’s talents.  But having the teenager around had put a bit of a crimp in the couple’s sex life...or a major crimp, mostly because the two of them had been itching to bed each other since they met, but the moment still hadn’t come around.

It was driving Tory insane.

Mac was the one to step back, still grinning down at the undoubtedly dopey look on Tory’s face.

“Did you have breakfast, luv?”

“My usual”, she shrugged, which usually meant a scone and a tea to start her day.  Mac frowned, never having approved of her eating so little in the morning, but having given up on the argument a while ago.

“Let’s hope you don’t pass out during the morning”, he grumbled.  It reminded Tory why she was there in the first place, and she looked around the open half of the apartment until her eyes landed on the tree which had been set up between the kitchen and the living room.

“It’s so beautiful”, she beamed.  It had been a while since Tory had a live tree for Christmas.  In the city, it was just easier to have a fake one than to drive out and find a tree lot.  It also meant that you didn’t have to lug the dead tree down an apartment building staircase when the holiday was over.

But the fir sitting in Mac’s apartment revived a bit of that holiday spirit.  It was tall, and full, and releasing the most amazing Christmas tree smell.  It reminded Tory of all the things she’d missed about having a real tree that first year she’d given up on them.  It also helped that Mac already had it set up, perfectly straight and secured, so that whole aspect wouldn’t suck the fun out of the day.

“I wish we’d gone to the tree lot together”, she made a face at Mac.

There wasn’t a Christmas tree lot in Brennan’s Bay, but everyone from the town went to the one which set up in the next town over, St. Marx.  Tory wouldn’t have minded strolling through the rows of trussed up trees to chose one with Mac and Clara.  Since she didn’t have any of her own ornaments or decorations in her rental, Tory had decided to pass on getting her own tree this year.  But Mac had known that she was busy with the preparations for the town’s market and had insisted that he and Clara would get the tree beforehand.

Tory had already decided that they would do it together next year.

“Decorating’s more fun”, Clara said brightly when she gave up playing with Wilde.  The dog wandered over to explore the tree, but after a cursory sniff, he ambled over to the sofa and settled in to watch the others do whatever they were going to do.

“That’s true”, Tory agreed, grinning at Clara.

Decorating didn’t take as long as Tory would have liked.  Unlike most men, Mac didn’t keep his lights wrapped up in a ball that took an hour to untangle.  And he didn’t have much in the way of decorations.  But when the three were finally done with it, the tree was beautiful.  The white lights twinkled, sparkling off the red, green, and white balls hanging from the branches.  And woven all around the tree, en lieu of a garland, there was a tartan ribbon in green and red.  Even though McKellen was an Irish name, Mac’s mother was from the Scottish line Morrison, and it was his tradition to hang their family tartan around the tree.  Even Tory had to admit, sentimentality aside, it looked good woven around the branches.

“You need more decorations”, Tory sighed as she curled up on the couch.  Mac instantly pulled her into his side and left his arm wrapped around her as the three of them admired their handiwork.

“I don’t think there’s anymore room on the tree, luv.”

“Not the tree.  The tree looks great.  You need more decorations in the rest of the house”, Tory looked around the apartment.  Even not taking Christmas into consideration, there wasn’t much decorating the place.  Not a lot of artwork or doodads.  It wasn’t surprising, since Mac was a simple kind of guy, but the designer in her itched to hang some garlands on the curtain rods and change out the pillows on the sofa.

“I’m going to go outside and get started on the lights”, Clara announced.  She was already pulling on her coat and hat by the front door.

“Do you want me to help you?” Tory offered.

“You can’t.  You’re a judge this year, and a professional, and that goes against half of the rules to enter the lighting contest.  I am not going to be disqualified for cheating”, Clara grinned.  She whistled for Wilde and the two of them disappeared out the door and down the stairs.

It was true that Tory had volunteered to be on the judging panel of the house lighting competition.  Art had urged her to do it, especially since she wasn’t decorating her own house for the year.  As such, she’d read the rulebook carefully, and it was written that no house could be entered if a decorator at any level of the profession was hired to do the house.  Tory had thought that it was a strange rule until Art had told her that a lot of the wealthy out-of-towners came to stay in their vacation homes in the town over Christmas, looking for that quaint Hallmark holiday; and none of them were decorating their own houses.  It made it more fair for the town’s residents, who didn’t pay to have their houses professionally decorated for the holiday.

Mac waited exactly three seconds before he tackled Tory to the couch.  Her yelp of surprise was quickly swallowed by his demanding kiss as his hands slid up her sweater, streaking heat along the skin of her torso.  Tory moaned while the burn ignited deep in her chest and the pit of her stomach.  More than anything, she wanted Mac, right there on the living room sofa.  But Clara was right outside and could have come in at any second; that thought was like ice water to the irresistible heat building between the two of them.

“Clara”, she moaned into Mac’s mouth, and he went rigid above her right before his whole body slumped with disappointment.  Tory couldn’t seem to get her mind to form a coherent sentence, so she stroked her hands up and down Mac’s muscled back as an apology.

“Just as well.  I have something to talk to you about anyway”, Mac muttered.

He sat back up but pulled Tory up so that she was sitting in his lap.  It was a comfortable spot to be in, but it wasn’t doing much to make it easier to concentrate.

For a few minutes, they just sat in silence, each one gently caressing the other in small, innocent touches which were nowhere close to the passion they’d felt just a few minutes ago.  But it was nice, and it was moments like these that Tory liked to think about as she was drifting off to sleep every night.

“You said you wanted to talk”, she eventually reminded him.

“I think you should move in”, Mac said bluntly.

“Where?”

“Here, with me.”

Tory blinked and frowned while she looked up
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