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        The School Mistress of Emerson Pass:

        "I frequently found myself getting lost in the characters and forgetting that I was reading a book." - Camille Di Maio, Bestselling author of The Memory of Us.

        "Highly recommended." - Christine Nolfi, Award winning author of The Sweet Lake Series.
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        "This story was well written. You felt what the characters were going through. It's one of those "I got to know what happens next" books. So intriguing you won't want to put it down." - Lena Loves Books

         

        "This story has so much going on, but it intertwines within itself. You get second chance, lost loves, and new love. I could not put this book down! I am excited to start this series and have love for this little Bayside town that I am now fond off!" - Crystal's Book World

         

        "This is a small town romance story at its best and I look forward to the next book in the series." - Gillek2, Vine Voice

         

        "This is one of those books that make you love to be a reader and fan of the author." -Pamela Lunder, Vine Voice
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        "This beautiful book captured my attention and never let it go. I did not want it to end and so very much look forward to reading the next book." - Pris Shartle
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        "Tess Thompson is definitely one of my auto-buy authors! I love her writing style. Her characters are so real to life that you just can't put the book down once you start! Blue Midnight makes you believe in second chances. It makes you believe that everyone deserves an HEA. I loved the twists and turns in this book, the mystery and suspense, the family dynamics and the restoration of trust and security." - Angela MacIntyre

      

        

      
        "Tess writes books with real characters in them, characters with flaws and baggage and gives them a second chance. (Real people, some remind me of myself and my girlfriends.) Then she cleverly and thoroughly develops those characters and makes you feel deeply for them. Characters are complex and multi-faceted, and the plot seems to unfold naturally, and never feels contrived." - K. Lescinsky

      

        

      
        Caramel and Magnolias:

        "Nobody writes characters like Tess Thompson. It's like she looks into our lives and creates her characters based on our best friends, our lovers, and our neighbors. Caramel and Magnolias, and the authors debut novel Riversong, have some of the best characters I've ever had a chance to fall in love with. I don't like leaving spoilers in reviews so just trust me, Nicholas Sparks has nothing on Tess Thompson, her writing flows so smoothly you can't help but to want to read on!" - T. M. Frazier

      

        

      
        "I love Tess Thompson's books because I love good writing. Her prose is clean and tight, which are increasingly rare qualities, and manages to evoke a full range of emotions with both subtlety and power. Her fiction goes well beyond art imitating life. Thompson's characters are alive and fully-realized, the action is believable, and the story unfolds with the right balance of tension and exuberance. CARAMEL AND MAGNOLIAS is a pleasure to read." - Tsuruoka

      

        

      
        "The author has an incredible way of painting an image with her words. Her storytelling is beautiful, and leaves you wanting more! I love that the story is about friendship (2 best friends) and love. The characters are richly drawn and I found myself rooting for them from the very beginning. I think you will, too!" - Fogvision

      

        

      
        "I got swept off my feet, my heartstrings were pulled, I held my breath, and tightened my muscles in suspense. Tess paints stunning scenery with her words and draws you in to the lives of her characters."- T. Bean

      

        

      
        Duet For Three Hands:

        “Tears trickled down the side of my face when I reached the end of this road. Not because the story left me feeling sad or disappointed, no. Rather, because I already missed them. My friends. Though it isn't goodbye, but see you later. And so I will sit impatiently waiting, with desperate eagerness to hear where life has taken you, what burdens have you downtrodden, and what triumphs warm your heart. And in the meantime, I will go out and live, keeping your lessons and friendship and love close, the light to guide me through any darkness. And to the author I say thank you. My heart, my soul -all of me - needed these words, these friends, this love. I am forever changed by the beauty of your talent.” - Lisa M.Gott

      

        

      
        “I am a great fan of Tess Thompson's books and this new one definitely shows her branching out with an engaging enjoyable historical drama/love story. She is a true pro in the way she weaves her storyline, develops true to life characters that you love! The background and setting is so picturesque and visible just from her words. Each book shows her expanding, growing and excelling in her art. Yet another one not to miss. Buy it you won't be disappointed. The ONLY disappointment is when it ends!!!” - Sparky's Last

      

        

      
        “There are some definite villains in this book. Ohhhh, how I loved to hate them. But I have to give Thompson credit because they never came off as caricatures or one dimensional. They all felt authentic to me and (sadly) I could easily picture them. I loved to love some and loved to hate others.” - The Baking Bookworm

      

        

      
        “I stayed up the entire night reading Duet For Three Hands and unbeknownst to myself, I fell asleep in the middle of reading the book. I literally woke up the next morning with Tyler the Kindle beside me (thankfully, still safe and intact) with no ounce of battery left. I shouldn't have worried about deadlines because, guess what? Duet For Three Hands was the epitome of unputdownable.” - The Bookish Owl

      

        

      
        Miller’s Secret

        “From the very first page, I was captivated by this wonderful tale. The cast of characters amazing - very fleshed out and multi-dimensional. The descriptions were perfect - just enough to make you feel like you were transported back to the 20's and 40's.... This book was the perfect escape, filled with so many twists and turns I was on the edge of my seat for the entire read.” - Hilary Grossman

      

        

      
        “The sad story of a freezing-cold orphan looking out the window at his rich benefactors on Christmas Eve started me off with Horatio-Alger expectations for this book. But I quickly got pulled into a completely different world--the complex five-character braid that the plot weaves. The three men and two women characters are so alive I felt I could walk up and start talking to any one of them, and I'd love to have lunch with Henry. Then the plot quickly turned sinister enough to keep me turning the pages.

        Class is set against class, poor and rich struggle for happiness and security, yet it is love all but one of them are hungry for. ......Where does love come from? What do you do about it? The story kept me going, and gave me hope. For a little bonus, there are Thompson's delightful observations, like: "You'd never know we could make something this good out of the milk from an animal who eats hats." A really good read!” - Kay in Seattle

      

        

      
        “She paints vivid word pictures such that I could smell the ocean and hear the doves. Then there are the stories within a story that twist and turn until they all come together in the end. I really had a hard time putting it down. Five stars aren't enough!” - M.R. Williams   
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      Hello Dear Reader! I’m delighted you’ve found your way to Garland Grove for book two of the Romancing the Rink Series.

      Last year around this time, I was on a Zoom call with three of my writer besties and we decided it would be fun to do a Christmas series together. They write steamy and I write sweet, so we compromised in the middle. Still, if you’ve found me from one of them, I should warn you that this book is steam light and heavy on the romance. I hope you’ll give it a try anyway.

      For my long time readers, just a warning this does have a tame steamy scene. I thought it best to let you know, so you’re not surprised. For my Cliffside Bay fans, there’s a little Easter egg in this Christmas book with mention of a few of your favorite characters.

      I had so much fun writing this book. I’ve always wanted to do a grumpy hero and I absolutely love single dad stories. Throw in a jilted actress, and voila, you have my dream story.

      Seeing you lots of holiday cheer and for those of you who imbibe, a little Twisted Tinsel Eggnog. Recipe is in the back of the book.

      Join my newsletter here to keep in touch with me!

      Much love,

      Tess
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      The rest of my life started with a yearning for one of those soft pretzels smothered in butter and sprinkled with salt. Having left Los Angeles in the middle of the night hoping to escape the paparazzi and running as hard as I could from my very public broken heart, I’d stopped only once to rest overnight in a motel with popcorn ceilings somewhere off the freeway in southern Oregon.

      At the sight of the border patrol at the divide between Washington State and British Columbia, my stomach rumbled so loudly I could hear it over the car radio I had tuned to a country Christmas channel. After my grand escape from Hollywood and the insidious press that fed the gossipmongers 24-7, I hadn’t been able to eat. I’d been on the road for three days and had only eaten a bag of sinfully good potato chips, more diet sodas than I could count, and for health purposes, an apple.

      Lisa Perry and Pepper Griffin, my actress friends had told me to get out of Los Angeles to heal my broken heart. They’d said something about finding fresh air and real men. All of which was easy for them to say. They were married to great guys and living by the seaside in Cliffside Bay. Regardless, I took their advice and headed north. Could Christmas and a sense of peace be found in the mountains? I hoped so. Even if it was only temporary, I needed somewhere I could breathe.

      I drove for a few more hours, passing by Vancouver and veering east before gnawing hunger forced the issue. What sounded good to eat? Anything I want, I told myself. It was Christmas Eve. I had a job that started a few days after the new year. But that was still ten days away. I’d treat myself. A soft, warm pretzel. That’s what I wanted. My mouth watered. I’d find a place to stay at the next town. Find a pretzel. Surely there would be one in these cold places? Wine, too. I’d buy a bottle of the best red I could find. Then I’d take a shower, put on my pajamas, and eat in bed while watching a sappy movie. My former fiancé hated eating in bed. Barbaric, he’d told me once. Well, screw you, I thought. Now I could eat crackers in bed if I wanted.

      One of the problems with the great escape of the century? I hadn’t planned where to land. I had no hotel or motel or whatever they called a place where a girl could rest her head in the wilds of Canada. My only focus had been to get away before the whole big sin-of-a-city destroyed me with the finality of a wrecking ball. So when I saw the sign for Garland Grove, I took it as a sign. A town named for a Christmas tradition couldn’t be all bad, especially on Christmas Eve. I veered off the highway and onto a two-lane road that led toward town.

      I’d never learned how to drive. With the tutors and the soundstages and the sitcom schedule, I didn’t have the time or the inclination. There were always drivers to take me places. Or, when we first started out in show business, my mother. As a present to myself when I turned thirty, I’d taken driving lessons from a man who’d promised discretion. All I needed was it getting out that Holly Turner didn’t know how to drive. When I got my license, I bought myself a sports car. A red Porsche. Because they were the best, right? I’d told myself I was an engaged woman, after all. A huge movie star engaged to another huge movie star. Soon we would have babies, and I would need to know how to drive a minivan. But until then, I’d told Rhett over the phone, I would enjoy a speedy roadster. I should have known then that something was wrong. He’d been pushing me to learn to drive for the entirety of our two-year relationship. In fact, he’d mocked me about arrested development. Shame was his favorite influencing tactic.

      I sighed at the thought of the babies I imagined I would have with Rhett. I’d wanted all of it so badly. The marriage and children and the minivan. A normal life despite our very public lives. Then Rhett cheated on me in front of the entire world, and all my dreams vanished in the time it took for the gossip rag to post the first photograph of him and his costar living large in Paris.

      The moment I passed by the Garland Grove welcome sign, I began to see the error of my particular car choice. As if I’d entered a snow globe instead of a small mountain town, flakes as big and wide as half dollars and as fluffy as cotton balls started to fall from the sky. Patches of ice darkened parts of the road. Driving school in Los Angeles hadn’t really covered ice and snow. Find a place to stay, I told myself, and then walk the rest of the week.

      I crested a hill. The town of Garland Grove came into view. Nestled into a valley between mountains, it looked as if it were modeled after a toy Christmas village. I drove down the hill and came to a sign that said, “Welcome to Garland Grove, home of the famous garlands. Population 2,304.”

      I turned off the car’s radio. The bell from an idyllic white church with a tall steeple and double red doors decorated with large garlands chimed out the time. Noon on Christmas Eve. I was supposed to be getting ready for my wedding about now. Our ceremony was supposed to be at four on Christmas Eve. A lavish affair in Maui. Was it a coincidence that I’d come to someplace so cold? I was running on instincts these days, so who knew?

      White lights draped across the main street and wrapped around vintage lampposts. Snow-covered brick buildings hosted quaint stores, including a candy shop, bakery, wine shop, and kitchen store. Bundled-up skaters flew around an outdoor ice rink in the middle of the main part of town. Windows from a bar named the Twisted Tinsel twinkled with blue lights. And garlands were everywhere.

      I sighed with relief. This was it. I could stay here and do whatever it was one did in a town like this. A perfect place to spend the holiday week hiding and licking my wounds. No one would care a bit about someone like me. I could blend in, even if I had to wear a baseball cap and hoodie.

      Maybe I could find my sparkle again. Did I ever have any? My mother had certainly thought so when she sent me to my first commercial audition at only five years old. That one booking had turned into another dozen and then a situation comedy on one of the cable networks. Before I knew what was happening, I was famous at ten years old. Growing up in front of America isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Every zit and awkward moment is captured on camera forever. The internet never dies, either. Any real-life awkwardness was also captured by intrusive photographers and gossip rags. By a miracle and my mother’s controlling watch, I managed to stay out of trouble. After the show that had made me famous, Only Holly, ended, I had several parts as the teenage daughter in big movies. In the second one, I proved I could actually act. I was a bona fide movie star, well respected and sought after. Yet I’d been empty and lonely until I’d met Rhett.

      And there was my mother. Not today, I told myself. I would put her out of my mind and try to enjoy this beautiful village.

      A kitchen shop caught my eye. Cooking was my hobby and stress reliever. Now that I’d have to find a new place to live since Rhett and I broke up, I would do some Christmas shopping for myself. A town like this would probably appreciate a little money to stimulate the economy. I passed by an inn with a no-vacancy sign. Surely a town like this had another inn or two?

      Since the story broke, I’d been hounded by the press. They’d camped outside my house, snapping photographs anytime I went out for errands or to the gym. My neighbor in Malibu, Gennie Banks, had told me to go north. “Get out of the zoo for a bit. Clear your head. Figure out what you want to do after the film shoot coming up in Italy.” The role of a lifetime, I’d told her. Which meant I couldn’t take my broken heart to set. I needed to get myself together, or I might blow the best role I’d ever been offered.

      A copper set of pots and pans caught my eye in the window of the kitchen shop. When I turned my gaze back to the street and saw the red light as well as a woman pushing a stroller through the crosswalk, I slammed on my brakes. The car, seeming no heavier than a tin of mints, slid sideways. I tried to straighten, but it was too late. I slammed into a parked truck, then bounced like a rubber ball across the street and hit another. The car careered back to the other side of the street into a lamppost and finally came to a stop. My body flew forward. I smacked my forehead into the steering wheel before the airbag went off, trapping me against the seat. Black dots danced before my eyes before coming together into complete darkness.

      I woke to a man’s face glowering at me. A gorgeous if somewhat craggy face with eyes that might be dark green or maybe brown. Thick eyelashes and dark, brooding brows and an impatient set to his mouth made him appear either angry or just permanently grumpy. Was I in his arms? Yes, I was. Those were strong arms under his puffy jacket.

      “Hello?” Snow fell onto my cheeks and caught in my eyelashes. My head hurt. I touched my fingertips against my forehead and felt that a bump had already formed.

      We came to a bench outside a coffee shop, where he set me down and then dropped to his knees in front of me. Despite all the aches, the pleasant scent of coffee wafted outside when someone opened the door to enter. “Are you hurt? Does anything feel broken?” A gruff voice that matched his rugged features and the stubble on his face. He looked down at me with the eyes of a man who had seen a thing or two. Bad things. My empathy spiraled. I knew this kind of person. He was like me.

      But no, he wasn’t. He was large and burly, and his anger seemed directed toward me. Now that my head had cleared somewhat, I could see that clearly.

      “My head hurts,” I mumbled, hoping for a little sympathy. I had a bad feeling it was his truck I’d smashed. How much damage had I done?

      “That’s what happens when you smack it against a steering wheel. Did you learn how to drive yesterday?”

      “Two months ago,” I said.

      “Are you bloody kidding me?”

      Two children with cherubic faces and pink cheeks ran up to us. A set of deep brown eyes and another of light green peered at me from under the brims of red knit caps. Combined, those colors would make the hue of the eyes of my grumpy rescuer.

      “Uncle Forest, is the lady hurt?” The voice came from the high-pitched, lilting voice of the boy. I guessed him to be around eight. I’d worked on set with kids about his age a lot over the years.

      Forest. His name was Forest? A little on the nose for this mountain town. Did his mother have a sense of humor, or was it a dead-serious type of name? “Am I all bloody? I feel bloody.” The pain came in waves, as if I were a clove of garlic in a press.

      “No blood,” Forest said. “Just a bump the size of an Easter egg.”

      “Oh no. They won’t like that.” Strict instructions had come from the director. No tan and no tattoos before filming started. They wanted me white and pasty. Vanilla, the director had said, for a suburban housewife on vacation in Italy secretly addicted to opiates.

      “They?” Forest asked. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those nuts who believe in UFOs.”

      “Huh?”

      He scowled in answer.

      “I meant for my job coming up.” Either the bump or my low blood sugar made me feel as if I were outside my body watching a very strange film.

      “You have a job?” Forest asked, his voice dripping with disdain.

      “Of course I do.” I squinted down at him. He didn’t know who I was. Maybe no one else here would, either.

      Forest pointed at my black pumps, which I thought paired nicely with my ripped skinny jeans. Apparently, this Forest did not agree. “Why in the name of all that’s holy would you be wearing those shoes? It’s December.” He said the word those in a way that made me think of mucus.

      “I drove here from LA.” In fact, my toes had gone completely numb. “I didn’t really plan on going this far north.”

      “LA. Of course you’re from California.” He cursed under his breath.

      “Uncle Forest, language.” This came from the little girl.

      “Sorry, Ruby.”

      “I like your shoes.” Ruby gave me a shy smile. “When I grow up, I’ll have shoes like that too. I’m Ruby. That’s my brother Dane and my Uncle Forest.” She leaned close and whispered in my ear. “Sometimes he’s a grumpy bear, but don’t let it scare you.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ruby.” I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself as I whispered back to her, “Your uncle’s right that this isn’t really the best weather to wear them in.”

      “Are you cold?” Ruby’s light brown hair hung down her back in a long, loose braid. Strands had escaped to frame her heart-shaped face. A beauty. She could be on television. That’s what my mother would see, anyway. An opportunity for cash. As I’d been.

      “A little.” The combination of adrenaline, fear, and cold had made my teeth start to chatter.

      Forest shrugged out of his thick jacket. “Here, put this on. Your California blood is obviously extremely thin.”

      “It’s like thirty degrees.” What was this guy’s problem, anyway? “Anyone would be cold.” Despite my annoyance, I let him wrap me in his jacket, which smelled of pine and a tangy aftershave. The smell of a man. He looked like a man, too. A real one, not just one who played one on television. Is that how they made them up here in Canada?

      Ruby tore her cap from her head and thrust it at me. “Uncle Forest says we should always wear hats.”

      “A lot of heat’s lost through the head,” Dane said, sounding much older than his years. He held up his hands. “Would you like my gloves? They’re about the right size.”

      I smiled at him, despite the throbbing pain in my head. “You’re very sweet, but I’m fine. Ruby, please put your hat back on. You don’t want to catch a cold.”

      “That’s a myth,” Dane said. “Uncle Forest said people’s mothers always say that but it’s not really true.”

      “We don’t have a mom,” Ruby said. “Or a dad. They died when I was a baby. Uncle Forest is our mom and dad now.”

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted out before realizing that it might sound as if I was sorry they were stuck with their uncle the grouch. “About your parents.”

      “We don’t even remember them,” Ruby said. “So you don’t have to be sorry.”

      Forest cleared his throat. “Do you think you need to see a doctor?”

      “No, I’m fine. I should probably get going. I have to find a pretzel.” I tried to stand, but my legs felt wobbly and unsteady, so I sat back down with a thud. Getting out of here was not going to be as easy as I’d hoped.

      “A pretzel? What the hell does that have to do with anything?” Grumpy Forest’s thick eyebrows drew together in a look of definite irritation. He pointed at my car, which was now a smashed mess. Was that steam coming out of the engine? “Do you see that? You’re not going anywhere unless it’s walking on those silly shoes.”

      “I wanted a pretzel. That’s why I stopped here.” Black dots once more danced before my eyes. I blinked them away and willed myself to stay present. What if I had a concussion or something and fell asleep? I might never wake up. Would anyone even care? I’d thought Rhett cared until he decided he’d rather have Nicki Roland. I sighed, trying not to cry. Maybe I should just go to sleep. This grumpy man could carry my frozen body out to a field, and that would be that.

      “Do you want me to call a tow truck?” Forest asked. “I’m assuming you can pay for one, given that car.”

      “Yes, please. Is there a shop around here that can repair it?”

      “Lady, there isn’t much hope for that. Given the state of your very tiny and ridiculous car, you’re not getting out of here until after the holidays. The auto shops are all closed for Christmas, and God knows the insurance company won’t help until they’re good and ready. Eventually, the insurance company will total it and you’ll have to buy another car before you can get out of this place. Who knows how long that’ll take.”

      “Insurance?” I asked.

      “Yeah, insurance. Jesus, you’re insured, aren’t you?” He raked a hand through this thick dark hair.

      “Oh yes, of course. I think my assistant did that when he went to get the car.”

      Forest shook his head. “I knew it. You’re rich.”

      “Yeah, so what?” I stuck out my chin in what I hoped looked like strength but was probably closer to defensiveness. “Am I supposed to apologize for that?”

      “At any rate, you’re stuck here for the holidays,” Forest said.

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I’ve no place else to go anyway.”

      A flicker of empathy crossed Forest’s face, but he quickly hid whatever compassion he had for me behind another scowl. “Do you have a place to stay?”

      “How would I have a place to stay? I told you I just stopped for a pretzel.” I wasn’t about to give this guy the satisfaction of knowing I had wanted to stay here before my unfortunate accident.

      “We have an inn,” Ruby said. “And no one at all is staying there after Uncle Forest accidentally poisoned someone.”

      “You have an inn?” He’d poisoned someone? A girlfriend? Ex-wife? A customer?

      “It’s a bed-and-breakfast,” Forest said. “Not an inn. And I allegedly gave someone food poisoning. Yelp doesn’t care if you’re guilty. They just let whatever jerk post whatever they want.”

      “Tell me about it.” I looked from one face to the other. Dane looked like a small version of his uncle. A less grouchy one. Ruby was pretty with flushed cheeks and an upturned nose. If either of them had been my mother’s children, they’d already be on television.

      “All the inns are booked,” Dane said, speaking for the first time. “So you’ll have to stay at our place.” He sounded like a grown-up instead of a third grader.

      “I can’t leave the scene of the accident,” I said. “I hit someone’s truck.”

      “My truck,” Forest said. “You hit my truck.”

      “Oh, it’s your truck?” An unfortunate turn of events. “How bad is it?” I asked meekly.

      “You smashed part of the bed, but it’ll run. Thankfully, or I’d be in deep trouble. Some of us actually need our vehicles for our livelihood.”

      “I’ll replace it. The whole truck if need be. I’m very sorry.” I looked up at him, hoping my sincerity would make him less angry.

      It didn’t.

      “You can bet your sweet ass you will.”

      Sweet ass? That was something, anyway.

      A Mountie wearing one of those cute Canadian hats approached. “Hey, Forest. Kids.” A chapped, reddened face told me he’d spent a lot of winters outside. “Is this the little lady who hit our lamppost?”

      “And my truck,” Forest said.

      “I’ll pay for everything.” The spots were back, taunting me with all their bouncing.

      “Is she drunk?” This came from the Mountie, who had now leaned down to get a better look at me.

      “No, not drunk. Very hungry, thank you very much.” My stomach growled as if to prove the truth in my statement.

      “Wait a minute. I know you,” the Canadian cop said. “You’re that actress from television. The one Rhett Wood dumped for the other one. What’s her name? The real skinny one.”

      I groaned and closed my eyes. Why, why, why had I ever thought I could get away from the humiliation? No matter where I went, people found me. Soon, it would spread all over town that pathetic Holly Turner, dumped for the much more acclaimed and thinner actress, Nicki Roland, was here. The idiot who crashed her car into the lamppost. I’d never escape. I might as well just walk into one of these Canadian lakes and not come back up to the world.

      “She’s famous?” Dane asked.

      “Right, I forgot your uncle doesn’t let you near any screens,” Mountie John said. “Yeah, she’s real famous.” He turned back to me. “I’m Mountie John. Nice to meet you.”

      All three sets of eyes studied me. While the children looked at me with only curiosity, Forest appeared skeptical. I could almost hear his thoughts—how could this mess ever be in front of a camera?

      “Anyway, Miss Turner, don’t you worry about a thing. I’ll get this car over to the shop. My brother owns the tow truck and I can drag him out of the Twisted Tinsel to get it over there.”

      “I’ll call my insurance,” I said. Or I’d have my assistant do it.

      “You can do it online,” Mountie John said. “Easy peasy. You have one of those tablets with you?”

      “I have my laptop,” I said.

      “You just log in to your account then,” Mountie John said.

      I nodded as if I knew what he was talking about. I’d picked out the car I wanted, and Ryan had done the rest. But I’d have to take care of this. He deserved a week off from my nonsense.

      “Could I stay at your inn…bed-and-breakfast?” I asked. “Until the first of the year? That’ll give me time to figure out the whole car thing.”

      “We don’t have a television,” Forest said.

      “Uncle Forest thinks they’re evil,” Dane said. “Or at least the phonies who are on the television.”

      “He’s probably right about that,” I said. “Anyway, it’s not a problem. I have a bunch of books on my laptop to read.”

      “I’m right about most things,” Forest said. “Right, kids?”

      Ruby smiled sweetly but didn’t answer.

      “He’s only kidding,” Dane said to me. “Uncle Forest does nothing but second-guess all his moves.”

      “Dane, that’s enough,” Forest said. “I do have a room if you’d like, but I have to tell you—the reviews about my cooking haven’t been good.”

      “Food poisoning?” I asked.

      “That happened once, and I think the idiot was actually hungover and trying to save face with his girlfriend.”

      “We did serve shrimp at the happy hour, though,” Dane said. “I read in the encyclopedia that shellfish go bad rather quickly.”

      “About that room?” I asked. “Would you be able to give me a lift out there?”

      “How else would you get there?” Forest offered me a calloused hand and lifted me to my feet. “Girl, you need some gloves and a good jacket.”

      “Do you sell those at your inn?”

      He closed his eyes and grimaced as if I were the biggest idiot on the planet. “No, it’s not that kind of inn.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I kept my mouth shut and followed him over to my car to get my suitcases. This was going to be a long week.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Forest

          

        

      

    

    
      This day wasn’t going at all how I’d thought it would. I had Holly Turner in my truck. Apparently, she was a famous American actress. I’d never heard of her. All I knew was that her two enormous suitcases were in the bed of my truck. I don’t know how long she’d planned on being away, but given the weight of them it appeared to be about six months. She’d looked at them with a worried look when I’d tossed them in the back as if the exposure to a little snow would work through the plastic and ruin her precious designer clothes. What she should worry about were those impractical pumps barely concealing bare feet. She could get frostbite and lose a toe. Maybe I’d mention that to her later, I thought, irritated. As much as I’d taken an immediate dislike to her and wished she wasn’t coming home with us on Christmas Eve, it was good that we’d have a paying guest. If she stayed until the new year, I might be able to make the mortgage.

      Now, as we drove down the two-lane highway toward our family farm, the kids were in the back seat chattering away to Holly about our cat, who we’d thought was a boy, having a litter of kittens.

      “How many are there?” Holly asked.

      “Eight. One died.” Ruby said this stoically as if the poor mite’s death hadn’t caused more than a few tears. My niece was sensitive and so tenderhearted that I worried about her future. The world wasn’t made for people like her.

      Dane leaned forward as much as his seat belt would allow to talk to Holly. “Specifically, there are two black-and-white striped, two tuxedos, one white-and-orange striped, one just orange, one total white, and a striped grey one.”

      “Uncle Forest doesn’t know how we’re going to get rid of them.” Ruby shook her head sadly. “But I wish we didn’t have to.”

      “We’ll find good homes for them,” I said. I’d made the mistake of muttering something within earshot of my niece and nephew about more money from vet bills and how we’d never get rid of all the kittens. I’d found Ruby crying in her room, worried I was going to put them in a bag with rocks like some story she’d heard at school. I was a harried, grouchy mess half the time, but I wasn’t cruel. Even I could see how cute the little pests were. Especially the orange one. And the all-white one, too. The two tuxedos had the cutest personalities. Never mind, I couldn’t take more than a few and they’d better earn their keep by killing the mice and rats that liked to take refuge in my barn.

      “Are you really on television?” Dane asked.

      “Yeah,” Holly said. “I was hoping no one would find out I was here.”

      “Why?” Ruby asked.

      “I’m tired of being chased.” Holly sighed and looked out the window.

      “Chased? Who’s chasing you?” Ruby asked. “I hate being chased. There’s a boy at school who chases me every recess and says he’s going to kiss me.”

      “Gross,” Dane said.

      I glanced over at Holly, who had seemed to shrink into her corner of the truck at the mention of her career. Was she running from something? Someone?

      “Have you ever seen her in the movies, Uncle Forest?” Dane asked.

      “Can’t say I have, no. I’m not much of a movie guy.” I had no idea who she was and didn’t care. Yes, she was a stunner in the looks department with all that shiny hair, those big brown eyes, and her obviously fit body. I could see how she’d be on television or whatever. She had the bone structure of a bird I could crush in my hands, though. Her choice of attire in this kind of weather—skinny jeans, high heels, and a light sweater—didn’t indicate a keen intelligence.

      “Do you have a jacket?” I asked.

      “In my suitcase. It may not be enough for here, though. Like I said earlier, this wasn’t really in my plan.”

      “What was your plan?”

      “I didn’t really have one, other than to drive north,” she said.

      A dart of pain throbbed in my right eye. This woman was a pain in my rear already. Who drove north with no plan? Still, there was a part of me that felt sorry for her too. She had a vulnerability that reminded me of my sister and mother. They’d been kindhearted and empathetic, which made them susceptible to those with less-than-honorable intentions. Mom had taken in any stranger who needed a home and a home-cooked meal. My sister had been the same way. I’d breathed easier when she married Marc. He’d been a heck of a man. The kind you wish for your little sister. Then they’d been taken from me and the kids. Mom had been gone for a few years by then already, or their deaths would have killed her. My dad died when I was in college. That left me and the munchkins. Sadly for them, they’d been left with the very worst person in the family. The one least likely to raise nice kids.

      I’d been in Vancouver working for an accounting firm when I’d gotten the call. The phone call no one ever wanted. My sister, Laney, and her husband Marc had been killed in a car accident when a semi-truck had slid into their lane on the highway. There was no one but me to take the kids. So I came home and did what had to be done.

      My sister and Marc had completely gutted and remodeled our family farmhouse to make it into an inn. They’d had plans for the whole place. A tourist trap with horse-drawn sleigh rides, hot chocolate around the firepit, and then retiring to one of the cozy rooms afterward. What I hadn’t known was the second mortgage they took against the house to pay for all of it. Add a huge mortgage, utilities, the cost of feeding and clothing children, and some hospital bills in there from my niece’s troubled birth, and you got one broke former accountant. Besides my bookkeeping and accounting clients, I’d taken a job on Friday and Saturday nights at the Twisted Tinsel as a bartender to try to make ends meet. Mrs. Knight, my mother’s best friend and our closest neighbor, stayed with the kids those nights. If it weren’t for her, I don’t know where we’d be.

      “Why don’t you like movies?” Holly asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “I don’t dislike them, really. I don’t have time for them.”

      “Uncle Forest has a lot to do around the place plus two jobs, and he just falls into bed at night,” Ruby said.

      “We hear him snoring sometimes before we even fall asleep,” Dane said.

      Way to spill all the family secrets, I thought.

      “Good for you,” Holly said to me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, almost growling. “I’m broke and can’t afford to hire enough staff to help me run the place so I have to do everything myself. I’m so tired most nights I can barely shove dinner in my face. Is that what’s good for me?”

      “I meant being able to fall asleep easily.” She turned back toward the window, but not before I saw the hurt in her eyes.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      The children had gone silent. I’d scared them with my loud, gruff speech. Man, I was a jerk. I used to be fun, back in the day. In the time before I inherited the weight of the world.

      “What room should we give Holly?” I asked, hoping to change the mood.

      “The one with the flower quilt.” Ruby shot one of her sweet smiles Holly’s way. “That’s the one you’ll like best, I just know it.”

      Holly returned her smile. “I’m sure I will.”

      We turned into my driveway. The snow had stopped as we headed out of town. Several inches had accumulated, covering everything in a pristine white. We’d been in town to buy groceries for our holiday meals. Thinking of cooking a Christmas dinner worthy of the kids made me tired. I should have just ordered a meal from our local grocery store as I’d always done before. However, Ruby had begged me to cook this year. Even though she was only six, she wanted to learn how to make a proper dinner as she’d seen in one of her picture books. I couldn’t resist my niece’s pleas. She was such a good child, never asking for much and seeming to know, in the way my sister and mother had, just what I needed. Too bad she was stuck with me.

      Dane, too, was the best kid, always pitching in on whatever chores he could. At eight years old, he couldn’t do a lot, but he made sure the chickens were fed and the eggs collected every day. He was my little scholar, too. His teacher had told me he was gifted mentally and physically and that I should enroll him in as many extracurricular academic and sports activities as I could. Good luck with that, I’d thought.

      “Is there cell coverage out here?” Holly asked, looking at her phone.

      “No. Internet’s sketchy, but we have it inside the house.” Just wait for it, I thought. Here it comes. The city girl will freak out at the thought of being without her stupid phone twenty-four hours a day. What did they look at all day, anyway? I saw them in town, gaping at the screen, and wanted to shout to them to get a job.

      “No television. No internet. No phone,” Holly said under her breath. “Perfect.”

      “Hey, if you don’t want to stay here with us, no problem. I can take you back to town and let you fend for yourself.”

      She turned to me, her brown eyes flashing. “You make a lot of assumptions, you know that?”

      “I call it like I see it.”

      “Oh, really? Well, for your information, I wasn’t being sarcastic. No news or internet and a dead phone is a dream come true. Just the vacation I was looking for.”

      Her vehement and slightly hostile expression told me she was telling the truth. She was obviously checking out for the holidays. Or was she a fugitive?

      “You’re not a criminal, are you?” I asked quietly.

      She barked out a bitter-sounding laugh. “A criminal? Good one. I’m a famous actress who was just publicly humiliated by my fiancé.”

      That sounded like a story. Appalled at my curiosity, I simply nodded. “Good to know.”

      She shot me a dark look. Good. If she didn’t like me she wouldn’t be hanging around downstairs all day when I had things to do.

      I pulled up to the house. The day was already darkening, and the lights I’d managed to string around our front porch twinkled. Inside, I could make out the silhouette of our yet-to-be-decorated Christmas tree. Another thing to do today.

      “You guys take Ms. Turner in and show her the room, okay?” I said before shutting off my truck. “I’ll bring everything inside.”

      “Will do,” Dane said.

      Holly wobbled in her high heels through the dusting of snow as she walked toward the house with a child on each side. When she almost slipped, Dane put his hand out to steady her.

      “Here, take our hands,” Ruby said.

      “We won’t let you fall,” Dane said.

      “Thanks, guys.”

      My eyes stung as she took each of their hands and they made their way toward the porch. Why, I couldn’t say. I didn’t even like this lady. She was nice to my kids, I’d give her that. They’d obviously taken to her because she was so pretty. Whatever. She was a guest. In and out. No reason to give her any energy whatsoever.

      If only I knew what and how to feed her. She looked as though she could use a good meal. The forecast had called for more snow starting late this afternoon. Until they plowed the roads, we wouldn’t be getting out of here. I hoped I’d gotten what I needed for a few days of decent meals. If only I had someone to cook them.

      I took the groceries in through the back door to the kitchen. I’d have to unload them after I got the suitcases. When I switched the lights on, the radio came on with a country singer crooning “Jingle Bell Rock.” I’d loved that song as a kid. Dammit, I needed to put the scrooge aside and make this Christmas good for the kids. It would most likely be our last one in this house.

      I’d really hoped for guests to fill the rooms, but after the bad reviews, that dream had pretty much died. I could still see them when I closed my eyes at night.

      Nice house but the food was TERRIBLE. In all caps as if lower-case didn’t convey their displeasure clearly enough. Another had called the breakfast inedible. The second-to-worst one described in great detail the time I’d caught my apron on fire. It’s not as if anyone but me was in danger. The very worst one was the accusation of food poisoning from the shrimp cocktail I’d served during the five o’clock wine hour.

      Seriously, how did anyone make French toast so that it wasn’t soggy in the middle? And don’t even get me started on pancakes. They were impossible. How had my mother’s always been perfectly round, fluffy, and a golden tan? Mine turned out burned on the outside and raw on the inside.

      It broke my heart a little to realize that Ruby’s sudden interest in cooking had arisen out of my tirade about pancakes being the devil.

      So far, this Holly Turner was my only December guest. I hope she slept through breakfast. Or, even better, was the Hollywood type who didn’t eat. Maybe I’d lucked out with the perfect guest. Time would tell, I thought, as I went back to the truck for the suitcases.
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      Thankful for my level of fitness, I hauled Holly’s lead suitcases up to her room. I’d expected her to be there, but the room was empty. I walked out to the hallway and stood at the top of the stairs. Voices were coming from the kitchen. Right, my guest was hungry. She’d told me so. I’d need to feed her if I wanted a good review. Maybe she’d tell her rich Hollywood friends about my place? In addition to learning how to cook, I needed to start acting nicer. But damn, nice was hard for me. Especially these days. Seeing all my friends doing what they wanted and starting to enjoy financial success hurt. I was happy for them, obviously, but couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for myself. I’d thought I’d have made partner at my firm by now. I’d been valedictorian and won a huge scholarship to university. A lot of good that did me. Here I was barely thirty with two kids and an unsustainable business.

      I sprinted down to the kitchen. What was this? Holly and the kids were unloading the groceries. They’d turned up the Christmas music and were singing along. Moxie had returned to her bed and had her chin resting on her paws, keeping watch of this strange turn of events. I sniffed the air. What was that smell? Cinnamon and apples? I turned to the stove. Steam rose from a pan. Hot apple cider? Who’d thought of that?

      “Cider?” I asked.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Holly said. “The kids and I were cold, and I saw the cider in the fridge.”

      “Um, sure.”

      “Ruby tells me cooking isn’t your favorite.” Holly reached up to pull four mugs from where they hung from hooks. “Would you mind if I helped? It’s Christmas Eve. We could have a nice meal.”

      “You cook?” I raised one eyebrow, forgetting my vow to be nice.

      “Cooking happens to be one of my only skills besides acting,” Holly said.

      “I only bought enough for tomorrow’s dinner. A turkey and some other stuff.”

      “I was telling the kids pasta and homemade meatballs is one of my favorite things to have on Christmas Eve. I could make that for us—if you’d like?”

      “Oh, do we have what we need for meatballs?” I asked.

      “Yes, Uncle Forest,” Ruby said, jumping up and down. “Holly already found everything she needs in the pantry.”

      “She’s going to make sauce and everything,” Dane said.

      “And cookies.” Ruby squealed. “Lots and lots of cookies.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked Holly. “You’re supposed to be our guest.”

      “Honestly, I can’t think of anything better than hanging out in this gorgeous kitchen with my new friends. The house is beautiful. I love everything about it. The colors, the dark trim with the light walls, and how everything’s elegant but cozy too. And this kitchen.” She swept her hand through the air as if presenting an award.

      I warmed with pleasure at the compliments about the house. Even though my money problems were foremost in my mind, I had to admit my sister had done a remarkable job on the remodel. Her aesthetics were everywhere from the light granite countertops and kitchen island to the wide-planked, dark-stained floors. A formal dining room just off the kitchen had a long table for all the guests they’d expected. Mostly it was empty, but tonight we would eat there instead of here in the kitchen.

      “Do you want to see our room sometime?” Ruby asked.

      “I would love to. Do you share one?”

      “We like it that way,” Ruby said. “Right, Dane?”

      One of Dane’s eyebrows quivered but he answered in the affirmative. He’d asked more than once for his own room, but thus far I’d said no. My hope had been that guests would fill up the five bedrooms not occupied by one of us. If Dane only knew what we faced he’d know how good he had it. An apartment in town with two bedrooms if we were lucky and a kitchen the size of our current mudroom. He would know soon enough.

      Holly blew on her hot cider. The steam danced merrily. “I’d have loved a brother or sister to share with when I was a kid. You two are very lucky.” She smiled at them in turn. Nice mouth. Especially puckered up or in a smile. Too bad I was who I was. The younger me might have had the nerve to hit on her. Not now. That guy seemed like from another lifetime.

      Dane and Ruby beamed back at Holly. My heart ached to see how happy they looked. They deserved so much more than I could give them. They needed a mother. Mrs. Knight did what she could, but she was older and didn’t have the energy of a younger woman. By the time I came home at night from my bar shift, the poor lady was always asleep in the recliner as if they’d put her through the wringer.

      “Uncle Forest, can she cook for us?” Ruby asked. “I could help.”

      “I’d really like to,” Holly said.

      “Well, then, knock yourself out.” I rested my hands against the kitchen island. “I’ve got some things to do before it gets dark.”

      “Can we take Holly to see the kittens?” Dane said. “We gave Moxie more food and water.”

      “Thanks for taking care of Moxie.” Boots and her kittens were under the stairs in a cozy bed we’d made for her once we’d found out he was a she and expecting babies. “If Holly’s interested in the kittens, then go ahead.” Was she interested in kittens? She seemed to like kids. Or was good at pretending anyway.

      “Uncle Forest, don’t forget about the tree.” Ruby fixed her eyes upon me as if I might try to run away. “We have to decorate it.”

      I nodded and stifled a yawn. “Right. I’ll get the boxes down from the attic.”

      “But first, have a cup of cider,” Holly said. “I’ll make us a pile of toast too. There’s nothing a pile of toast won’t solve, right?”

      “I guess so,” I said. Toast? Maybe I should start serving that for breakfast and give up on the rest. I went to the pantry and came out with a fresh loaf of sourdough Mrs. Knight had brought by earlier. She brought us bread about twice a week, and it was better than anything you could find at the store. I was grateful, trust me, but hated feeling like a charity case.

      “I love toast,” Holly said to the kids. “All bread, really. But there’s something about butter melted onto warm bread. So good.”

      “Same here,” Dane said. “Nothing better.”

      “And strawberry jam,” Ruby said. “I love sweet things. Right, Uncle Forest?”

      “Too much.” My sister would be appalled that I let them have ice cream and cookies. She’d been a strict health food nut.

      “Uncle Forest, we should have stopped to get Holly a pretzel,” Dane said. “That’s what she wanted.”

      “I forgot,” I said. “Sorry about that, but we’ll take you into town at some point. I’m not sure anyone sells a soft pretzel, but we can look.”

      “Fantastic,” Holly said. “But only if you want to. I’m low maintenance.”

      I doubted that but kept my big mouth shut for once.

      “Or I could make us some,” Holly said. “Maybe tomorrow or the next day. Do you have yeast?”

      Yeast? I had no idea. “There’s sourdough bread. That’s all I know.”

      “Excellent. Let’s make some toast, people,” Holly said.

      The kids jumped from their stools and ran to the pantry. Who knew toast could be this fun to them? They didn’t care about my toast. I did burn it a lot, but still. Now, shiny new object Holly was making toast, and suddenly it was a damn holiday. I took a sip of my cider and burned my tongue.

      This was going to be a long week.
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      Despite his confession about being a bad cook, the kitchen had all the equipment I could possibly want to make cookies, including a stand-up mixer. The kids sat on stools at the island putting food coloring in the frosting I’d made as I took the last batch out of the oven. We’d cut out all kinds: Santas, gingerbread boys, stars, moons, and angels. I was pleased to see that the frosting turned out thick but would still be easily spread over the cookies.

      “While these cool, do you two want to show me the kittens?”

      Moxie lifted her head from her nap as if the mere mention of the cats aggravated her.

      “Sure, come on.” Ruby jumped from her stool, followed quickly by Dane. I noticed a movement outside, where the snow was now falling in droves. Forest was coming out of the barn wearing a thick work jacket. He trudged through the powder with shoulders that were slightly hunched. Too much on his plate, I thought. The man has too much.

      I followed the kids out to the living room and around to the back of the stairs that led to the second floor. Dane opened the door to a storage area built under the stairs. A tabby mama lay on her side while her babies played around her.

      “This is Boots,” Ruby said. “We thought she was a boy, and now we’re too used to her name to call her anything else.”

      “Boots is a cute name for a girl or a boy,” I said.

      “That’s what I think too.” Ruby nodded in a way that made me think that she now thought it was a good name because I did.

      “Oh, gosh, they’re so cute,” I said. “How old are they?”

      “Almost four weeks,” Dane said. “We have exactly a month to find them homes.” He sounded like a higher-pitched, less-grumpy version of his uncle.

      I sat on the floor outside the cubbyhole to get a better look at the kittens. “How did you get Boots?”

      “He, I mean she, just showed up one day,” Dane said. “Uncle Forest tried to shoo her away, but she kept hanging out on our front porch.”

      This cat sounded a lot like me.

      “Moxie barked at her, but she wasn’t afraid,” Ruby said. “Uncle Forest said she could live in the barn if she wanted to stay here so bad.”

      “She killed a lot of mice. Uncle Forest liked her for that,” Dane said.

      Ruby continued the story. “Finally, when it got cold, Uncle Forest said she could come inside the house but that she had to be checked for disease. That’s when we took her to the vet and found out she was a girl and that there were kittens in her tummy.”

      “Now we’re in a fine mess,” Dane said. “Or at least that’s what Uncle Forest says.”

      The white kitten came toward me. “Is it all right if I pick them up?”

      “Yes, now that they’re older,” Ruby said.

      I held the kitten between the crook of my arm and chest and stroked her head. She yawned and burrowed closer to me. “I’m in love.”

      “If you take one, you need to take another,” Dane said. “Otherwise, they’re lonely.”

      “Like me and Dane,” Ruby said.

      Dane rolled his eyes. “Not like you and me. We’re stuck together. Nothing lonely about that.”

      “Yep,” Ruby said happily. “Me and my brother.”

      Forest came in through the front door carrying a stack of wood. “I’m back.”

      I stuck my head out from the cove under the stairwell. “Do you need help?”

      He dumped the logs into the cast-iron basket by the stove. “No thanks. Unless you want to take those cats off my hands.” He wiped his hands on his yellow-stained jacket before shrugging out of it and hanging it on the rack by the door.

      I would gladly take a kitten home with me. If I weren’t leaving for three months at the beginning of the year, I’d take at least two. I could become a crazy cat lady and forget all about men.

      Forest plopped down next to us on the floor and reached one large hand out to scoop up one of the tuxedo cats. He brought her to his face and looked into the kitten’s green eyes, then stroked her head. “I smell something good.”

      “It’s our cookies cooling,” Ruby said. “Holly said we couldn’t frost them yet.”

      “Are you hungry?” I asked Forest. “I could fix you something. A sandwich?”

      “Nah, I can wait until dinner,” Forest said. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      “What about the tree?” Ruby giggled as the orange kitten crawled under her shirt.

      “Let’s do it after I shower.”

      “We have to frost the cookies,” I said to the kids. “And I have to make the sauce.”

      “You sure you don’t mind cooking?” Forest asked me.

      “Not at all. Keeps me busy and not thinking about what I was supposed to be doing on this day.” I hadn’t expected to share, but this warm house and the cuteness of the kids and kittens had my guard down.

      “What were you supposed to be doing?” Dane asked.

      “Never mind,” Forest said. “You two go wash your hands before cookie-decorating time.”

      Ruby set aside her kitten and scrambled to her feet. Dane did the same, and they both ran toward the kitchen.

      “And no nibbling on cookies,” Forest called after them.

      We were quiet for a moment, playing with the kittens.

      “What were you supposed to be doing today?” Forest asked me.

      “This was going to be my wedding day.” I looked at my watch. It was two already. “In a few hours from now I would have walked into the church and married the man I thought was my happy ever after. But my fiancé found someone he liked better than me.” I glanced over at Forest to see he’d stopped stroking the kitten and looked at me with new interest. “You’d know all about it if you had a TV or spent any time on the internet. That’s how I found out. I saw him with her on some gossip show.” The pain of that moment still lived in my chest.

      “Is that why you were driving north?” Forest asked. “To escape?”

      “Pretty much. I needed to be somewhere I could breathe. The photographers stalk me everywhere I go in LA. Especially after all this.”

      “That sounds terrible.”

      “It is.”

      “Well, I’m glad you found us then,” Forest said. “You’ll never be lonely around here.”

      “I’m sorry about your truck. I’ll get you a brand-new one if you want.”

      He visibly bristled. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can pay to fix the dent. I don’t need a new one.” I needed to remember this was a proud man, one who wouldn’t take kindly to the idea of charity. “Americans,” he said under his breath.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I went immediately hot. Just when I’d thought this guy wasn’t all ill-tempered mountain man, he proved me wrong.

      “Americans are obsessed with everything being new and shiny. Any small ding, you get rid of it instead of trying to fix it.”

      I studied him for a moment. He picked up the orange kitten and gave it the same strokes he had the other one. This was a hard man to read. He claimed he couldn’t wait to get rid of the kittens, yet he treated them with such gentleness. What could those hands do to me?

      I shivered. “I was only trying to make it right. If you don’t want a new truck, what’s it to me?”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” He nuzzled his chin against the kitten. “I have a lot on my mind.”

      “I know the feeling.” I got up from the floor. “But for now I need to focus on getting a sauce going. They’re best if they simmer for a while.”

      “Sure thing. I’m heading upstairs to shower. I’ll come down as soon as I’m done.”

      I shivered again, imagining what he’d look like all lathered up with soap. What was wrong with me? I didn’t even like this man. My flesh was weaker than I thought. Thinking of him naked was not allowed. Or thinking of him at all, for that matter. Get your head on straight, girl.
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      After my sauce was simmering on the stove and the kids and Forest were outside doing chores in the barn, I called my manager. Marge Taylor was a battle-ax from old-school Hollywood. Hard on the inside and out, her unpublished tagline, the one she told only her clients, was: Large and in Charge Marge Has Your Back. She usually put the f-bomb in the middle there somewhere as well. I’d been with her for ten years now. There was no one I trusted more as a manager or a friend. She and her wife, Mary, had become family to me.

      She picked up right away. “Hello, kid. Where are you?”

      I told her where and how I’d come to be here. “My car won’t be fixed anytime soon, and I figured this was just as nice a place to lick my wounds as anywhere else. The house is fabulous.”

      “Wait, back up to the part about the hot guy. You banged into his truck but he still invited you back to his inn?”

      “Bed-and-breakfast. There’s no one else here. Apparently, the breakfast part of the offerings isn’t the best.” Had she called him hot? “How did you know he was hot?”

      “I could hear it in your voice,” Marge said.

      “He’s great but not my type. He has children.” I told her the story of how he came to have custody of his niece and nephew. “He’s actually really sweet even though he was a little grumpy at first.”

      “You had just run into his truck.”

      “Exactly. Forest’s kids are the cutest, too. I’m having so much fun with them.”

      “His name’s Forest? That’s the best thing I’ve heard in weeks.”

      I laughed. “In a weird way, he looks like his name. Did I tell you there’s no television in the house? No tablets or phones, except for Forest’s, of course. They play games like go fish and read books.”

      “Sounds terrible,” Marge said.

      “Only to us. They’re used to it. In fact, I like it here. I’ve been cooking a ton, which is very relaxing. Forest has two jobs to support the kids. He has to work at a bar to bring in extra cash.”

      “He works at a bar? A foxy bartender? Perfect.”

      “He’s actually an accountant. Bartending is his second gig. But like I said, he’s off-limits. I don’t want the kids to get hurt.”

      “How hot is this guy?”

      “Scorching. Rugged. Enormous. He hasn’t said but he seems like he must have played hockey in high school.”

      “Even better.”

      “Marge, I’m not going there.” Even though I’d already fantasized what it would be like if he sneaked into my room at night.

      “You’re no fun.”

      “I know. Anyway, say hello to Mary. I’m off now to finish up my sauce.”

      “Spaghetti sauce? Interesting,” Marge said.

      “Stop being a know-it-all.”

      “Not possible. But I’ll let you go.”

      “Talk to you later.” I hung up the phone and went to check on my sauce.
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      The scent of garlic, tomatoes, and Italian spices filled the house as I opened the boxes I’d carried down from the attic. To be festive, I’d built a fire in the stone fireplace and lit some candles on the mantel. During the remodel, my sister had put gas fireplaces in all the rooms but had kept the original family one here in the sitting room. A pile of shortbread cookies made that afternoon and a pot of tea were arranged on a tray.

      I’d strung lights on the tree before the kids had gotten up this morning. I always cursed a lot and didn’t want them to hear. All in all, the fresh tree looked good. I loved the smell. Mixed with the simmering sauce, it smelled a whole lot like a family lived here.

      As I dug out the ornaments for the kids to hang, Holly sat in the window seat near the tree watching the snow fall. She’d changed out of her skinny jeans into a loose pair with cuffed ankles, a red knit sweater, and fuzzy socks. I hated to admit it, but she looked good in my house. Especially now that she was dressed more appropriately for the weather.

      “The snow’s so pretty,” Holly said, turning away from the window. “Do you guys ever get sick of it?”

      “I do,” I said.

      “Not me,” Dane said. “Plus, it makes it easier to spot winter birds.”

      “Dane loves birds,” Ruby said.

      “I love birds too,” Holly said. “But I don’t know anything about them.”

      “I know a lot,” Dane said. “I can teach you.”

      “That would be great.” Holly smiled before turning her gaze back to the window. She did her best to hide her sadness, but I could see it by the set of her mouth in the reflection of the glass.

      “Holly, do you want to hang an ornament?” Ruby asked. “We have lots.”

      Holly shook her head. “No, this is your family tradition. You two and your uncle should hang them. I’m enjoying watching.”

      Too excited to finally be decorating, the kids didn’t argue. For the next thirty minutes, they chirped away as they worked. I did my best to hang a few ornaments on the upper branches, but we were bottom-heavy anyway.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t have this decorated already,” Holly said. “Is trimming the tree on Christmas Eve a tradition with you?”

      “No, Uncle Forest was too busy before now,” Ruby said. “He has a lot of work to do all the time.”

      Holly rose from the window seat and stretched, lifting her sweater up over her taut stomach for a moment. I quickly looked away. It had been way too long since I’d been with a woman. Even spoiled actresses looked appealing. Who was I kidding? This particular actress was as sexy as they came. I especially liked her in her casual clothes. They softened her somewhat, made her seem more like an ordinary person. An ordinary, superhot person. “I’m going to check on the sauce and finish fixing dinner.”

      By the time darkness had blocked out the falling snow, we’d finished decorating. The tree twinkled merrily next to the stone fireplace, putting even this old scrooge into the Christmas spirit. I sent the kids up to take baths before dinner. They clambered up the stairs talking excitedly about the food we’d soon have. I’d scarred them for life with my terrible cooking.

      “Do you need help?” I asked Holly.

      “No, you do your thing with the kids. I just have a few things to do before we’re ready to eat.” She padded across the room toward the kitchen.

      The room seemed less bright without her in it. Weird observation. Never mind all that. This sparkling star was not mine to keep or even make a wish upon.

      I went upstairs and drew a bath for Ruby. Dane was old enough now that he liked showers, saying baths were for babies.

      I squirted some of the bath bubbles in and Ruby slipped under the water. Usually she played for a few minutes before I washed her hair, but tonight I felt compelled to return to my one and only guest. Just in case she needed anything. “How about hair first?”

      “Sure.”

      I filled the pitcher from the tap while she dipped her hair into the soapy water. She liked to pour a nickel-sized amount of shampoo into the palm of her small hand herself, so I waited patiently for her to lather up. When she was ready, she scrunched her eyes closed and waited for the pitcher of water to cascade over her head. I always had the towel ready for her. She liked to wipe her eyes right away. I’d suggested this solution when she rebelled about water in her face. By rebelled I mean started to cry. I hated it when she cried. Who knew if I was doing the right thing, but I offered up the pitcher as a compromise.

      “Uncle Forest?”

      “Yep?”

      “How come you don’t have a wife?”

      She’d never asked that before now. “I don’t know.”

      “Would you like one? Someone to help with us?”

      “If it were the right lady, yes.” As if I’d ever find one who was interested in a broke bachelor with two kids and a worthless ten acres in the middle of nowhere. Despite how cute my kids were, it was still a lot to accept.

      “Do you think Holly’s pretty?”

      I laughed. “Listen, little Miss Matchmaker. Whatever thoughts you have in that noggin of yours, put them aside. Holly Turner is a famous actress. She won’t be here for long.”

      “But she seems to like it here.”

      “How can you tell?” I asked.

      “She kept saying how pretty it was and how much she liked the house and the kitchen. When we were making the cookies she told us she always wanted to have a family to make cookies with.”

      “Doesn’t she have one?”

      “Nope. Only her mom, but they don’t talk.”

      I pondered all this information for a moment. “That’s nice that she said those things. But again, don’t get carried away with your active imagination. You got it?”

      “I got it.”

      Not convincing. Maybe Holly should give her some acting lessons. “Good. Now, you can play for a bit, but then get dried off and put your Christmas pajamas on that Mrs. Knight got you.”

      “Okay, I will.”

      I left her playing with her rubber ducks and went out to the hallway. From my bathroom came the sound of Dane singing “Jingle Bells” off-key and hopefully scrubbing away all the grime of the day. He’d been out helping me in the barn before we’d gone into town. For better or worse, the kids had become independent and helpful. They were country kids who had a lot of chores. I wasn’t raising any softies, that’s for sure.

      I bolted downstairs to see about my guest. My guest who had taken it upon herself to cook dinner for us. My gorgeous guest who had commandeered the kitchen like a professional.

      She was bent over a cutting board chopping

      “How would you feel about a glass of wine?” I asked. “I still have a few good bottles down in the cellar.”

      She turned to me. “Still?”

      Holly listened carefully, detecting the truth in the details, including my choice of words. “My brother-in-law and sister were living here before they were killed. Marc was from a wine-making family and had filled our cellar. Do you like white or red?”

      “Either. You choose. I’ll check on my sauce.”

      I loped down the stairs to the basement cellar. Marc had put wine racks into one corner, and rows and rows of wine remained nearly four years later. If I were smart, I’d have had a wine auction to see if I could raise enough money to keep the house. Somehow, though, the idea of getting rid of Marc’s carefully curated collection seemed wrong.

      I ran my fingers over the tops of the bottles. Bottles chosen by Marc to drink with his bride had remained long after the man who’d bought them. The sting of loss almost brought me to my knees. My sister and her husband had been so vitally alive and so very needed by their small children. There wasn’t a day I didn’t think about them or wonder why it had been me left to raise the kids when they were much better equipped to do so. Would they have been able to make this place a success? They had all the attributes I didn’t, including knowledge of food, wine, and hospitality.

      I rested my forehead against the wooden rack for a moment until the temporary paralysis left and I could return to the living. Then I trudged up the stairs, wondering what I would ever think to say to the woman waiting upstairs. We had nothing in common. She was of a world I couldn’t even imagine. I wasn’t exactly the best conversationalist, either. I’d always been more comfortable with numbers and sports.

      I put all that aside to focus on the task at hand. My brother-in-law had had a wet bar put in the butler’s pantry that connected the kitchen and dining room. Glasses hung upside down above a granite counter. I tugged the cork from the bottle and poured us each a small amount. Typically, I was a cheap beer kind of guy, so I had no idea if this was any good. Holly was rich and probably ate and drank at the finest restaurants. Hopefully, I’d picked out a good one.

      Holly was in the living room standing by the window looking out into the darkness. She turned at the sound of my footsteps.

      “For the cook,” I said. Even to myself the friendly tone in my voice sounded fake.

      “Thank you. I’ve been yearning for a glass since I got here.” She took the glass from my outstretched hand and lowered her nose to take a quick sniff.

      “We’re that bad, eh?” I asked, only half joking.

      “Not because of you or the kids,” Holly said. “Everything else. The reason for driving north and all that.”

      “Right. The wedding.”

      “The called-off wedding.” She lifted her glass. “Toast me. For dodging a bullet.”

      “Is that how you see it?” I clinked her glass with mine.

      Holly tapped her temple. “In here.” She pressed a hand against her heart. “Here, not so much.”

      She moved from the window over to sink into one corner of the couch. I joined her on the other end. The fire crackled as the logs shifted.

      “It’s so quiet here,” Holly said. “Does it ever feel lonely?”

      “Not because of the quiet.” I sipped from my glass. The wine tasted good to me, but what did I know? I watched Holly for clues as she took her first sip, but she didn’t comment with any of the things Marc used to say like: fruit forward, tannins, finishes.

      “It must be hard to raise the kids alone.” Holly’s eyes shone from the light cast by the fire. She had eyes that seemed to focus on whatever she was looking at with an intense interest.

      I didn’t want to be looked at that closely. Or did I? I’d not had the company of a beautiful woman in a long time. Not since before I’d come home. My former fiancée had not looked at me that way. She’d been busy and twitchy. Never able to focus on anything for long. This woman had a calm serenity that reminded me of the morning after the first big snowfall of the year. Quiet and without imperfections.

      Other than her lack of driving skills.

      “It is hard to raise them alone, especially for me. I mean, the kids aren’t hard. They’re exhausting but so fun and sweet that it’s worth everything I had to give up when I came back here. This place—keeping up, trying to find a way to keep from losing a home and land that’s been in our family for a hundred years—that’s hard. Especially for me.”

      “Why you?” Holly asked.

      “Because I have no clue what I’m doing. I’m constantly nervous I’m going to mess up how perfect they started out to be with some inadequacy on my part. My sister was a terrific mom. Marc, my brother-in-law was a great father. They had this vision for their life and their family, and they set out to do exactly that. Then fate intervened.” My throat constricted.

      She reached across the sofa as if she were going to touch me but pulled back and took another sip of her wine. “You’re doing something right. The kids are fantastic.”

      “They are, aren’t they? I’m trying to keep them here in the country, but it’s not looking good.”

      “Is that why you’ve opened it as a bed-and-breakfast?”

      “No, it wasn’t my idea. When my mom died, Laney and Marc were the ones who decided to keep the property and turn it into a bed-and-breakfast. They put everything they had and took out a loan against the mortgage to remodel the entire thing. It didn’t used to look like this. Growing up, it was just a regular old farmhouse, not a showpiece.”

      “But this was your sister’s dream, not yours?”

      “That’s correct.” Impressed by her insight, I spilled the whole story. “When my sister and her husband died, I got the call you never think will come. Our parents were already gone, so it was only her and me. I’d agreed to take the kids if anything happened to them, but I never thought two seconds about it. I never imagined it would actually happen—that we’d lose both of them and that I’d have to step up and take care of the kids and this place.”

      “Was it a car accident?”

      “Yeah. They were out for the first time since they’d had Ruby. Celebrating their anniversary. I’d talked to my sister earlier that day, and they were excited to be going out. She bragged that she’d lost enough of the baby weight to fit into her little black dress. On the way back from the restaurant, a semi hit them. The authorities said their deaths were instant.” I stopped for a moment to catch my breath. “God, I hate thinking about that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Holly said softly. “That must have been a nightmare.”

      “I don’t remember much from those first few weeks. I went into survival mode, I guess. I left Vancouver where I worked at an accounting firm and came back here. They were one and four at the time. I knew nothing about kids, let alone babies. Thank God for Mrs. Knight or I would have been screwed. I’d never changed a diaper. Mrs. Knight was my mom’s best friend and our neighbor. She’s been a godsend.”

      “You weren’t married, obviously? When all this happened?”

      “Right. The girl I was engaged to wasn’t into the idea of an instant family, so she didn’t come with me. Broke off the engagement.”

      She made a sound like someone had punched her in the gut. “That must have hurt.”

      “It did. All better in the end, though. As you say, I dodged a bullet. I had to make everything as stable as I possibly could for the kids. It’s just been the three of us against the world ever since.

      “Here’s to you.” She reached over and clinked my glass once more. “For dodging a bullet.”

      “Still, rejection hurts, right?”

      “Absolutely.” She groaned softly, which had an unfortunate effect on my libido. I swallowed and looked back at the fire.

      “You might be the only person in North America who hasn’t witnessed my humiliation,” Holly added. “Rhett and his new girlfriend haven’t been shy to share photos of their time together in Paris.” Her voice caught, and the rims of her eyes reddened. She sipped from her glass. “I wish it didn’t hurt. I wish I could stop feeling anything. Even for just a damn week during the holidays. I was running from it, you know. Coming up here like this with no plan. A friend told me to go north. I think she might have meant it figuratively, but I took it literally. Got in my new car and headed north on the freeway until I wanted a pretzel and took the exit for Garland Grove.”

      “And ran into a lamppost and a grouchy inn owner’s truck?” I asked, teasing.

      “Right.” She dropped her face into one hand. “I’m so embarrassed. I never learned how to drive until recently.”

      “How come? Around here, we can’t wait to get our licenses. But maybe that’s because we’re country folks who need a car to get anywhere.”

      “No time, really. My driver or my mom took me to work and auditions. I never really needed to drive myself.” She dipped her chin for a moment, obviously thinking through something, then shook her head. “No, that’s not right. It just occurred to me—my mother didn’t want me to drive. It gave me too much power.”

      “Power over what?” I asked.

      “Power over where I went, who I saw. She wanted to make sure I remained employed. I was our moneymaker from the time I was five when I got my first commercial. It’s been the treadmill ever since. She made sure of that.”

      “Is that why you’re not with her during the holidays?”

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she gave me a cold, hard stare that made my stomach flutter with nerves. I’d said something wrong. I had no idea what it could be, but it had given her a stony glint to her eyes. Good job, idiot, I thought. Way to alienate your one and only guest.
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      Was this man full of it or for real? My mother’s control and misuse of my money had been gossiped about for years. Anyone who went to a grocery store would have seen the headlines on the tabloid rags.

      “I said something wrong,” Forest said. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I’m not used to meeting someone who doesn’t have a whole lot of assumptions about me. Things they think they know because of gossip and false reports. Most people know about my toxic relationship with my mother.”

      “I don’t. Or anything else about you that you haven’t told me yourself. Is that good or bad?” Forest shifted slightly to drape his arm around the back of the couch.

      I gave him a long look, still suspicious. This was the way I had to be, though. I couldn’t trust anyone. I’d thought I could trust Rhett. He’d been the only one I’d thought would never betray me. Turns out, he’d hurt me as much as my mother had. “She still thinks she has a say in my life when she doesn’t. Since I cut her off financially, she tries to manipulate me by talking to the press. Anytime I’ve let my guard down, she’s taken advantage of whatever I was stupid enough to share with her.”

      Before he could respond, the kids came barreling down the stairs. “Is dinner ready yet?” Ruby asked. “My stomach is all rumbly.”

      Dane placed his hands on the arm of the couch to lean close to me. Smelling of fresh soap and dressed in their flannel pajamas, I wanted to hug them and never let them go.

      Instead, I kept my head and rose from the couch. “Let’s check the sauce and make some noodles.” I placed my glass of wine on the table and held out my hand to Ruby. “Would you like to be my helper?”

      “Sure!” Ruby skipped ahead of me into the kitchen.

      I first lifted the lid from the pot of sauce simmering on the stove. “Would you like to be the taster?”

      “Yes, yes.”

      I dipped a spoon into the sauce and waited for a second until it cooled before handing it to her.

      “Yummy.” Ruby smacked her lips. “I want more.”

      “Let’s get this done then,” I said.

      Forest came into the kitchen with our wineglasses as well as the bottle. “What can I do?” He poured more wine into our glasses. I wish I could say to myself that I hadn’t noticed the way his butt looked in his dark jeans or the expanse of his chest in the cobalt-blue sweater, but that would have been a lie. He’d shaved his stubble, giving him a more youthful and less cantankerous countenance. I averted my gaze. This was not the man to play with.

      “Would you like to fill a pot with water for the pasta?” I asked. “I’ll put the meatballs in the oven.” I’d already formed them earlier and they were in the mudroom, which I’d noticed was considerably colder than the kitchen.

      “Will do,” Forest said. “Even I know how to boil water.”

      “Except for that time it spilled all over the stove,” Ruby said.

      Forest shot her a dark look. “That was not my fault. Moxie had a bunny in her mouth and had brought it in here,” he said to me. “Very distracting.”

      “All the blood,” Ruby said in a fatalistic tone.

      Moxie raised her head and sniffed the air but seemed to find nothing interesting and went back to resting.

      “What can I do?” Dane asked.

      “Where do you have holiday meals?” I asked. There were seats at the island where I suspected they all ate on an ordinary day. This, however, was Christmas Eve, and should be special.

      “In there.” Dane pointed to the dining room. A dark wood table had been decorated with a red liner and festive centerpiece. They’d hoped for guests, I thought. Empty nesters without family for the first time in years, or maybe a honeymoon couple or two. Instead, they had only me. I had to do my best to make this a wonderful holiday for them. If I could figure out how to pay Forest’s mortgage on this place without hurting his pride, I was going to do it. What good was all my money if I couldn’t help people like Forest and these kids?

      “Would you like to set the table?” I asked Dane.

      A pang made my chest ache for a split second. This was no more real than the Christmas sets I’d acted on over the years. I couldn’t get attached to this family the way I did with the casts of whatever show or movie I was doing at the time. They’d often become temporary families, but when the show ended and we all had to move on, we inevitably lost touch other than an occasional text or call.

      I went out to the mudroom to get my meatballs and put them in the oven. Forest had gotten plates and silverware out, and Dane was dutifully placing them on the table. Ruby had climbed up on one of the stools and was watching the pasta water. Steam from the water curled wisps of fine hair at the base of her neck and over her forehead.

      “A watched pot never boils,” I said.

      “Really?” Ruby’s eyes widened.

      I laughed and exchanged an amused look with Forest. “No, not really. It’s just a saying.”

      “Do you mind if we use paper napkins?” Forest asked me. “The cloth ones are for when we have guests. They’re maddening to iron.”

      “Holly is our guest,” Dane said.

      Forest smacked the heel of his hand playfully against his forehead. “Yes, she is. It’s not typical that a guest is doing all the work, though. Should I feel guilty?” He took a generous sip from his wine. The flush in his cheeks betrayed his buzz. I liked relaxed Forest. He must not have many evenings like this. A home-cooked meal, no job to go to, a stellar bottle of wine. And me. Did he like having me here?

      No, you ninny. He’s having a nice time. The only contribution I was making was providing a decent meal. My value was in the service I provided. Hadn’t that been my role all my life?

      “No reason to feel guilty,” I said. “I’m happy to be with people, and I love to cook.”

      “Where’s your family?” Dane asked.

      “I don’t have any.” Explaining the toxic relationship with my mother to an eight-year-old wouldn’t have been appropriate.

      “Well, tonight, we’re it,” Forest said. “We’re happy you’re here with us.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot.” My eyes stung. I turned my back to them, busying myself with the dirty bowl in the sink.

      “Holly doesn’t have a stocking,” Ruby said, sounding worried. “And will Santa know she’s here?”

      “Don’t worry about Santa.” Having gotten control of my emotions, I turned back to them. “He always knows where we are.”

      “For sure.” Forest plucked Ruby from the stool and twirled her in a circle.

      Ruby squealed just as the water boiled on the stove.

      “Maybe it is true that a watched pot never boils,” I said as I dumped an entire packet of spaghetti into the pot.

      “Uncle Forest, you made me miss it,” Ruby said.

      “We should put Christmas music on.” I used a wooden spoon to stir the pasta in the pot. “Make it even more festive.”

      Forest set Ruby down on the top of the island and pulled out his phone. We all cheered when “Run Rudolph Run” came through the speakers. “I love this one.” I waved the wooden spoon in time to the music.

      Forest grabbed me around the waist. I dropped the spoon on the counter. “Would you care to dance, Ms. Turner?”

      “Um, all right.”

      He grinned down at me as he wrapped one arm around my waist and took my hand in his empty one and danced me around the kitchen. Surprisingly light on his feet for a guy with his bulk, we made a full circle around the island. I had one arm firmly around his strong neck. His muscular frame dwarfed my small one. Damn, it felt so good to be in a man’s arms. A strong, steady man. This was the real thing, not some fake action star. He dipped me at the end of the song, making me bubble with laughter.

      I thought he’d let me go then, but instead he tightened his arm around me. Our eyes locked. “The First Noel” began to play. “This is my favorite,” I whispered.

      “Me too.”

      The muscles in his thighs pressed into mine. He smelled spicy and a little salty. I placed my thumb over the pulse in his neck. I looked over to see both kids staring at us. Had they never seen their uncle dance with a woman before?

      “More, more.” Ruby clapped her hands. “Keep dancing.”

      “I should stir the pasta.”

      “I’ll do it,” Ruby said.

      “No, I don’t want you to burn yourself.” I went to the stove to check my noodles. My cheeks were even hotter than the rest of me. I’d been completely lost in him for a moment, forgetting the kids were even here. I had a feeling a girl like me might be lost in him forever if I weren’t careful. This was a stop on a path toward healing, I reminded myself. Not the real thing.

      The timer for the meatballs beeped. “I’ll get those,” Forest said.

      Soon, I had the meatballs, pasta, and sauce all in the pot. While Forest lit the candles in the centerpiece, I helped the kids with their plates, making sure they had enough sauce and meatballs in proportion to the spaghetti. Forest poured us more wine and milk for the kids, and we all sat together at the table.

      “To our unexpected guest,” Forest said, raising his glass.

      “Thank you for taking me in, even after I smashed into your truck.”

      “Thank you for this incredible dinner,” Forest said.

      “Yeah, yum,” Ruby said.

      We all clinked glasses before digging into our food. My appetite had returned with a vengeance. I ate with as much enthusiasm as the rest of them.

      “I thought actress types didn’t eat,” Forest said.

      “I eat,” I said. “That’s why I’m not skinny like so many.”

      “You look just right to me,” Forest said.

      “Me too. I want to look just like you when I grow up.” Ruby sucked in another noodle.

      “I like the way I look, too,” I said. “But everyone’s always telling me to drop ten pounds.”

      Forest’s gaze darted to my chest before returning to his plate. “You have everything in just the right places if you ask me. A bag of bones is no good to dance around the kitchen with, for example.”

      I flushed, remembering the hardness of his muscles. “What are some of your traditions at Christmas?” I asked, hoping to distract myself.

      “We always go into town on Christmas Day and go ice-skating,” Dane said. “After we open our presents.”

      “Would you like to go with us?” Ruby asked.

      “I don’t want to intrude on your family time,” I said.

      “You won’t be,” Dane said. “Right, Uncle Forest?”

      “If Holly would like to join us, then yes, we’re happy to have her.” He turned to me. “But only if you want to. You might enjoy a quiet day instead.”

      “I’d love to go. Thank you.” Skating. How perfect for Christmas Day.

      “Then we look at the gingerbread houses,” Forest said. “They have a contest every year, and the participants get a little crazy.”

      “Last year there was a fight,” Dane said. “Between two old ladies.”

      “I hope that happens again,” Ruby said.

      I laughed. “That would be something to see.”

      “It was embarrassing for all involved,” Forest said. “Grown-up people acting like idiots over some cookie houses. This town has some quirky people, as I’m sure you’ll notice tomorrow.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      We ate some more and laughed and talked until our plates were empty. Dane was the first to push his plate away and pat his stomach. “That was the best dinner ever.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I said.

      “May we be excused?” Ruby asked. “Dane and I have some secret things we have to do before bed.”

      “By all means,” Forest said. “Take your dirty dishes to the sink, please.”

      They jumped from their chairs and took their plates and silverware with them into the kitchen.

      “What do you think their secret plans are?” I asked.

      “They have to fill my stocking,” Forest said. “Every year Mrs. Knight takes them shopping on her own dime and they get stuff for me.”

      “How sweet of her.”

      “I wouldn’t have made it without her these last few years.” He gestured toward the windows. “She and my mother were best friends since they were little.”

      “This wine was great with the sauce,” I said as I picked up my glass for another taste.

      “Is it?” Forest shook his head. “I don’t know anything about wine.”

      “This is a Chianti. Italian wine. Italian food.” Italy. I would be there in just over a week. I’d looked forward to the challenging role but also to spending time with Rhett during my off-hours. We’d had plans to explore as much as we could while we were there.

      “I stood down in the cellar for a few minutes trying to decide which one. I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of a sophisticated actress.”

      I didn’t know if I liked him thinking about me that way. Was that all he saw? Someone aloof and untouchable?

      Did I want him to think of me as touchable? I looked at his rough hand as it lifted his glass to his mouth. A firm mouth and strong jawline. What would a kiss from him feel like? Good, I thought. Really good. Was a fling what I needed?

      No, not with a man like Forest. He was not a fling. He was a whole lifetime type of man. For some lucky woman out there. A normal woman with a normal life. One that could fall right into place here with him and the kids and school pickup lines and ice-skating parties.

      “Thanks for all this.” He swept his hand over the table. “You made tonight special.”

      “Being here with your kids is helping my broken heart more than I can say. Thanks for letting me crash your party.”

      “You’ve livened the party up quite a bit.” He splayed his hands on top of the table. “I would never have come up with this great meal.” He sighed before finishing off the wine in his glass. “They need so much more than I can give them. But I’m all they’ve got.”

      “You’re enough,” I said.

      His mouth lifted into a reluctant-looking smile. “Thanks. I almost believe it when you say so.”

      “How come you don’t have a woman in your life?”

      “Lots of reasons. This is a small town, so it’s not like I can meet anyone I haven’t known too long to know all the reasons why they’re not for me. I have nothing to offer. I’m broke and have two kids. Not exactly a catch.”

      I disagreed but wasn’t about to say so. “Do you ever feel resentful about the kids?”

      “Not really. Family’s everything, you know. My sister trusted me with the two people she loved more than her own life. It’s my privilege to look after them. To love them.”

      My eyes stung with tears. “That’s really sweet.”

      “Where are you going after the new year?” Forest took his napkin from his lap and folded it back into a rectangle and set it next to his empty plate. “Did you mention a film?”

      “Yes, in Italy. A two-month shoot, which really means three. Rhett and I were supposed to honeymoon in the South of France and then head over to Italy. He said he would take a few months off and be with me.”

      “Did you ask him for that?”

      “I did, yes. The only couples in Hollywood who last make sure they don’t spend too much time apart. I wanted us to have the best chance we could.” I twisted a corner of my napkin around my index finger.

      “And he agreed?”

      I watched him over the rim of my wineglass. Was he for real? Trustworthy? He seemed genuinely interested, but what if he were gathering information to sell to the tabloids? My lips involuntarily pressed together.

      “What did I say?” Forest asked. “I can see I overstepped. Again.”

      “It occurred to me that maybe you’re collecting information to sell the gossip rags.”

      He laughed and set down his glass with a thump. “I can assure you that is not the case. Even if I were inclined that way, who would I give all this information to?”

      “Bottom feeders. They’re all over LA, just waiting for someone to falter.” Or fall, as I’d done.

      “I know we don’t know each other well, but you can trust me. During your time here and afterward, too. I’m broke, but I don’t sell out my friends. No matter how bad I need the money.”

      “How bad do you need the money?” My friends. A warmth spread through me. I liked the sound of being his friend.

      “Never mind all that. We were talking about you.”

      “Tell me.”

      He grimaced and adjusted in his chair. “I can’t make the mortgage in February. I’m going lose this place before the end of the coming year unless something changes. Even working two jobs, I can’t keep up. The loans they made against the house and property to do the remodel will be the death of this place. We might have been able to if I could get the inn filled, but it’s not happening. I’ve no idea what I’ll do or where I’ll go. The kids’ whole lives are here. Mine too, for that matter. I’m looking at having to rent an apartment in town.” He picked up the bottle of wine and shook it. “All done. I guess that means it’s time to do the dishes. Then I’ll have to get the kids to bed.”

      Disappointment dampened my mood. I hadn’t wanted the evening to end. Still, I was tired too, from all the driving, then the emotions of crashing the car and coming here. “It was a big day.”

      “No doubt.”

      We both got up and started to clean the kitchen, falling into a rhythm much like our dance earlier, easy and unspoken. I rinsed, and he loaded the dishwasher. Soon enough, everything was done. I hadn’t wanted that to end, either.

      “You must have people who do all this for you?” Forest hung a kitchen towel over the handle of the lower of the two ovens.

      “No, not really. I don’t want anyone in my home. I’m paranoid about people selling my private life to the tabloids.”

      “Wait, maybe I should rethink this. How much for a story?” Forest asked, eyes dancing. “Maybe I could pay my mortgage off.”

      I chuckled as I squeezed the washrag dry and placed it over the faucet. “If you were smart, you’d blackmail me for the money.”

      He sobered. “That must suck, never able to trust anyone.”

      “It does.”

      “All I wish is that my money problems would go away. Maybe being broke isn’t the worst thing.”

      “No, besides health problems, money problems are the worst. I remember what it was like before my mom started pimping me out.” I told him how she’d set her sights on me making a living for both of us. “She saw an opportunity and went for it. I had my first job by the time I was Ruby’s age.”

      “What gave her the idea that you would be good at it?”

      “I was always singing and dancing around the apartment. She had wanted to be an actress but then got pregnant with me. Single mom type of situation.”

      “She wanted to be an actress?”

      “That’s right.” I laughed at his expression. “In LA everyone’s an aspiring something or other, including my mother. Not too hard to figure out how this all went down, right? She took me to an audition for a commercial and I got it. After that, it was one job after the other. I got the success she always wanted, thus making a complicated relationship with a narcissist even more twisted. She was controlling, which was bad enough, but she also was a wild spender. I had to go to court to get myself emancipated at sixteen, which was all over the news. My departure triggered her into a whole new level of crazy. She started this series of interviews where she portrayed me as abusive and unstable. It got so bad that I had to do something. She very nearly ruined my career. Everything she said was a lie, but the tabloids don’t care. If it’s salacious, they’ll run it. Finally, I had my legal team put together an agreement for her silence in exchange for a large amount of money.”

      “She took the deal?”

      “My mother’s all about herself. So, yes.”

      “Do you talk to her at all?” Forest asked.

      “No. As far I’m concerned, what I told the kids is the truth. I don’t have a family.” Tears pricked my eyes. Rhett was supposed to be my family. I looked up at the clock on the wall. Nearing eight. I was supposed to be at my wedding reception about now.

      “Hey, you all right?” Forest asked softly.

      “Yeah.” I waved my hand in front of my eyes. “This is simply an emotional day for me. I should have been married by this time.” I grabbed a paper towel from the rack and pressed it against my mouth. When I’d called Rhett to ask if the reports about him and Nicki Roland were real, he hadn’t even bothered to deny it. Not that he could have lied. I’d seen him with Nicki just like the rest of the world. The photographer’s long-distance camera was an excellent piece of equipment. Rhett’s tattoo of a gecko on his right forearm was unmistakable. “I was so stupid. I should’ve known he was cheating by the way he was suddenly always busy. He lost all interest in the wedding.”

      “I’m sorry.” He came around to where I had my back against the sink. “I know how hard it is to be so easily cast aside. The woman I was engaged to got married to someone else a year later. You deserved better.”

      “I guess so.” My voice cracked as I forced a smile. “Don’t be nice to me, it just makes it worse.”

      “It seems to me that you need a little nice in your life.”

      “This woman he’s with—she’s twenty-two, and so pretty. I mean, like no one I’ve ever seen. He couldn’t resist, I guess.”

      “I don’t care what she looks like—no one deserves to be cheated on. Finding out about it from the television? That’s cold and cruel. When Loretta broke off our engagement, she at least had the guts to tell me to my face.”

      “What he said to me when I asked him if the photographs were real—that’s not something I can forget.”

      “What did he say?” He was inches from me now. I moved my gaze to look straight into his eyes. Flecks in his eyes were the color of dark tea. They sparkled from the pools of darker brown.

      “He said it was my fault because I was selfish and cold like my mother.” Tears blurred my vision. I swiped at my cheeks with the back of my finger. “I don’t want to be selfish and cold.”

      “You’re not selfish.”

      “You don’t know me,” I said.

      “I’ve seen you with my kids and how they responded to you. No one can fake it with children. They know a good person from the bad.”

      “Is that true?”

      “Yes. Now, as far as your coldness, I couldn’t speak to that. Unless, of course, you wanted to kiss me so I can judge for myself.”

      “Kiss you?” I crossed my arms over my chest. Is that what I wanted? I did, but I didn’t want all the complications that came with it.

      “Yeah, to give you a second opinion.”

      “I’m quite certain that’s a terrible idea.”

      The left corner of his mouth twitched. “So what if it is? It’ll be a moment in time. That’s all.”

      “One moment in time. That’s all.” He was right. It’s not like any harm could come of it. I would be gone in just over a week. “I’ve been wondering what it would feel like to kiss you for most of the day.”

      The creases around his eyes deepened. “You have?”

      “How could I not? You’re about the sexiest man I’ve ever seen.”

      “Bullshit. You’re around movie stars all the time,” Forest said.

      “Not ones who look like you. There’s something to be said for authenticity.”

      “Such an overused word.”

      I touched my fingertips to his bottom lip. “Are you going to kiss me or not?”

      “How could I not? You’re beautiful.” He dipped down to capture my mouth with his. The world fell away as I responded to his lips. He pressed me against the sink. I wrapped my arms around his neck and groaned softly when he broke into my mouth with his tongue.

      “Uncle Forest?” A sweet, high-pitched voice pulled me back to reality.

      Forest jumped away from me. “Ruby, what are you doing here?”

      Her little brow furrowed. “I live here?”

      I stifled a nervous laugh. What had I done? He wasn’t in a place in his life to join me for a little romp in the hay. These kids relied on him. Plus, they might get attached to the idea of my presence in the house on a permanent basis, which would not happen. And what if I fell too? A rebound kind of falling? It wouldn’t be real, but sometimes the heart didn’t know these things until much later.

      “Did you finish your secret project?” Forest asked.

      Ruby nodded and beamed up at him, then turned toward me. “Does this mean you’re staying here forever?”
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      I could have kicked myself. What was I thinking? The kids would jump to conclusions about any woman they saw me kissing in our kitchen. I’d been careful all these years never to bring a woman home or give them any hope whatsoever that I’d find someone to complete our family. I knew Ruby, especially, needed a woman around. From the look of sheer delight on her face, I could see she’d already planned the wedding and Holly becoming room mother in her classroom.

      Dane burst into the kitchen and stopped when he saw all of us standing there. Holly’s face had reddened to the color of her spaghetti sauce. Her eyes reminded me of a startled animal, unsure whether to run or pretend to be invisible. I had no idea what I looked like, other than guilty. Ruby whipped around to address her brother. “They were kissing.”

      “Kissing?” God bless him, Dane looked as disgusted as a boy of eight should be when faced with the idea of his uncle kissing a woman.

      “Never mind all that,” I said. “Mrs. Knight brought us over some homemade peppermint ice cream. How would everyone like a bowl to go with a Christmas cookie?” The best way to distract them was through dessert.

      “Me, me,” Ruby shouted.

      “Me too.” Dane shrugged as if dismissing what he’d just heard.

      “I…I should probably go on up to my room,” Holly said. “It’s been a long day.”

      “What? No, please don’t go,” Ruby said, sounding as if she were about to burst into tears. “After ice cream, Uncle Forest is going to read us The Night Before Christmas.”

      “Don’t you want to hear that?” Dane asked. “He does the voices really good.”

      She looked over at me. “If it’s all right with your uncle.”

      “It’s all right with me,” I said, smiling. “Mrs. Knight’s ice cream is kind of famous in this house.”

      Holly smiled back. “I used to love peppermint ice cream when I was a kid.”

      “Yay,” Ruby said. “I’ll go get the book. He reads it to us in front of the fire.”

      “I’ll get the ice cream,” I said.

      The ice cream was in my big freezer in the garage. Once there, I opened the lid and let the cold air cool my flaming cheeks. What had just happened? I needed to pull myself together. This was a night for the kids, not me and my lustful cravings for our guest. What was wrong with me? I was acting like a teenager.

      I grabbed the silver tin of the homemade ice cream and closed the freezer. Before going back, though, I wanted to do a quick search on my phone. I typed in Holly Turner. Immediately, the browser listed a half dozen stories about the scandal. I took a good look at the bastard who’d hurt her. Yes, he was pretty. One of those assholes who would get better-looking with age. The woman he’d cheated with? Very young and yes, beautiful. Nothing on Holly, obviously. Holly was a classic beauty, whereas this woman had more of porn-star vibe. Fake boobs and hair extensions, if I had my guess.

      I tucked my phone into the pocket of my jeans and went back into the kitchen. Dane had gotten down four bowls from the cupboard and was leafing through one of his comic books. Holly was gone. Had she bailed on us? I hoped not. Dude, you’re in so much trouble, I thought. If you’re this bereft after knowing her for six hours, then when she leaves after the holidays, devastation was inevitable.  “Where’s Holly?” I asked.

      “She went upstairs to use the ladies’ room. That’s what she called it.” Dane giggled. “Girls are so weird.”

      I chuckled and scooped the first chunk of ice cream into the bowls. “Grab that tray for me, kiddo.” I gestured toward the serving tray I’d set out earlier.

      “Okay, got it.” Dane fetched it for me and soon we had the bowls arranged nicely along with four spoons and napkins.

      By the time we got out to the living room, Holly and Ruby were on the floor in front of the fireplace. Holly was braiding Ruby’s hair. Not the type of braid I knew how to do but one of those French braids my niece was always begging me to master. I’d even watched a video online, but my fat fingers were no good with her slippery hair. I set the tray on the coffee table. The radio was playing “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town.”

      “Uncle Forest, do you see my hair? Does it look pretty?”

      “It looks great, honey. Thanks, Holly. She always wants a French braid, but I’m no good at it.” I held up my hands. “These mitts were not made for fixing hair.”

      “I’m sure they have other talents.” Holly tossed me a flirtatious smile that made my stomach flutter. I had a few ideas for my hands. All of which involved some part of checking Holly twice. Did I even remember how to use these paws? I was willing to take a chance to find out.

      I grabbed one of the bowls of ice cream, hoping to distract myself. The girls remained on the floor to eat their ice cream. Dane had settled in one of the easy chairs and scooped his ice cream using one of the cookies as a tool. We were all quiet as we enjoyed Mrs. Knight’s phenomenal treat with real bits of peppermint candy cane intermixed.

      “This is really good,” Holly said. “I should not be eating it, but it’s Christmas, right?”

      “Why shouldn’t you be eating it?” Dane asked.

      “I’m always watching my figure,” Holly said. “Actresses are supposed to be thin, so I don’t eat dessert that often.”

      “I’m not going to be an actress then.” Ruby smacked her lips. “Ice cream is too good to give up.”

      “You might be onto something.” Holly put her empty bowl back onto the tray. “But a treat every once in a while is just fine. Especially one this good.”

      By the time the rest of us finished, the hour was nearing nine. Usually the kids went to bed around eight, but since it was Christmas, I knew they’d be too excited to fall asleep. I wanted them good and worn out so I could sneak their Santa presents in.

      “Is it time for the story?” Ruby asked.

      “Yeah, sure.” I grabbed the book as the kids scrambled onto the couch to sit on either side of me.

      Holly got up from the floor to take Dane’s vacated chair and sat cross-legged, looking as excited to hear the story as the kids were.

      “’Twas the night before Christmas…” Ruby’s and Dane’s warm bodies melted against my side as I read. This was the kind of moment worth all the worry and stress of raising them alone. They were my heart. My everything. I had to figure out a way to keep them in this house. My family’s house.

      When the story ended, I closed the book. “I guess you two better get upstairs and brush your teeth so Santa can come.”

      With some reluctance, they trudged toward the stairs. At the bottom step, Ruby turned back to us. “Can Holly come up to tuck us in too?”

      “It’s up to her.” I glanced over at Holly. She was staring into the fire with the same sad expression she’d had earlier. “Holly?”

      She flinched as if I’d startled her before turning toward the kids. “I’m sorry, what did you ask me?”

      “If you’d be able to help me tuck them in.”

      “Oh, yes. I’d love to do that.”

      “Yay,” Ruby said before heading up the stairs.

      I waited until I saw them disappear before returning my attention to Holly. “You okay? You were lost in thought there.”

      “Yes. I was thinking about last Christmas.” She stood and wandered over to one of the windows. “It stopped snowing.”

      I yearned to ask follow-up questions, but I didn’t want to pry. If she chose to share with me, she would. Pressing her to do so would make her clam up. Or it would me, anyway. “Good. I’d like to take the kids in to the skating party tomorrow. If the roads are bad, I don’t risk it.”

      “Especially with drivers like me out there.” A dejected twitch of a smile crossed her face before she twisted back to the window.

      “Hey, I’m sorry about how I acted this morning when you hit my truck. I acted like a brute,” I said.

      “I deserved it.”

      I went to stand next to her. “I’m too hard on people sometimes. It’s this constant stress about money.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. We’re way past that anyway.”

      “I was obsessing all morning about losing this place and how I could possibly tell the kids that the only connection left to their parents would soon be gone. I’ve worked two jobs to try to keep up, but an appliance or my truck needs a part or one of the kids breaks something and then I’m behind again.” I shivered. I’d had to have the furnace repaired last month, which had taken most of my paycheck. I wandered over to the fire and tossed in another log. “I owe everyone in town money, not just the bank for this house.”

      She turned slowly toward me. “How much do you owe, all told? Not the payments you’d have to make to ward off foreclosure, but in total?”

      I shoved my hands in my pockets and watched the log catch fire. “Just the house alone is about five hundred thousand. Plus another fifty grand in other debt. I have school loans too. Enough that I have no chance to save the house.” Embarrassed, I stayed facing the fire, warming my hands in front of the flames. “But never mind all that. I should enjoy the last Christmas in this house.”

      She joined me by the fire. “Let me pay the debt for you. We can wipe it clean.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I stepped away, staring at her. Was she joking? No, not from the look on her face. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “Consider it a thank-you for letting me be part of a family. Even if it’s only for a few days.”

      “Do you make a habit of this?” Anger surged through me. How dare she drop something like this? She didn’t know us. Didn’t have any ties to us at all. Did she enjoy bailing out grown men? Any thoughts I’d had of a exchanging some sugar plums with her later vanished. Nothing like an offer from the big Hollywood star to castrate a man.

      “Make what a habit?” Her brow wrinkled. She tugged on one of her dangly earrings. “Are you mad?”

      “Hell yes, I’m mad. You can’t blow into town and offer a man over a half a million dollars and expect him not to be pissed.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      From the look of confusion on her face, she certainly didn’t. “I don’t need a bailout from some rich woman I don’t even know. Especially not one from California.”

      She reeled backward as if I’d hit her. “All right then. I guess I know a little more about you than I did a minute ago.”

      “Seriously, who do you think you are?”

      Her voice shook. “I’m no one. Just a lucky person when it comes to money. And what good is money if you can’t help your friends?”

      “I’m not your friend.”

      “That much is obvious.” She’d paled, and her hands shook as she wrapped her arms around her middle in a gesture of self-protection. “Forget I said anything. Go ahead and lose your house. Your stupid, selfish pride is much more important than putting your kids in jeopardy. God forbid you should take help from a woman to keep your kids off the street.”

      My fists clenched. I would have loved to have something to smash. She was right. Who was I to turn down an offer that would take care of all my problems? We’d be free. The kids could stay in our family home. I could start to put money away for their college educations. Maybe I could even drop my second job.

      “Uncle Forest?” Dane’s frightened voice came from the bottom of the stairs.

      Crap. Had the kids heard all that? I turned toward him and rearranged my face into a smile. “Hey, buddy. You guys ready for bed?”

      Ruby appeared from where she’d been hiding behind her brother. “Are we getting kicked out of our house?”

      “What? No, no.” All anger dissipated in an instant. Dammit all. Why had I allowed this discussion to happen in my living room? I’d done this. Shouting and carrying on like a jerk. A generous offer from someone who genuinely wanted to help us. I was an idiot. Now I’d ruined Christmas. Not to mention that we were losing our house.

      Holly swept past me and knelt by the children. “Don’t be scared. Your uncle was helping me with my lines for a movie I’m doing after the holidays.”

      I stared at Holly. Where had that lie come from?

      “What?” Dane asked.

      “Actresses have to learn lines and practice their scenes before the director makes a video,” Holly said. “Your uncle was practicing with me.”

      “It sounded real,” Dane said.

      “That’s because I’m a good actress.”

      “What about him?” Dane pointed at his uncle. “He sounded really mad.”

      “Your uncle has hidden acting talents,” Holly said. “Anyway, we were just playing around.”

      The kids seemed to buy it. Their shoulders came down from where they’d nearly touched their ears.

      “I was scared,” Ruby said. “Uncle Forest doesn’t yell.”

      “He’s grumpy sometimes but never at home,” Dane said.

      “I’m sorry.” Holly opened her arms. “Come here. Let’s hug it out.”

      Ruby hurled herself into Holly, almost knocking her over. Holly held her close with one arm and offered the other one to Dane. “You too.”

      Dane, rather stiffly, allowed himself to be brought into the embrace. His back muscles shuddered before he relaxed against her. She kissed each of their heads. “Let’s get you tucked in now.”

      The three of them walked up the wide stairwell hand in hand. I followed, reeling from what had just happened. Was I trapped? Did I have to take the money now? My old friend anger crept back in. Holly had saved the day, but at what cost to me?

      At the top of the stairs, I stopped at the nook in the wall where I displayed family photographs. I picked up the one of my sister and me when we were about Dane’s and Ruby’s ages. I’d promised her I’d take care of her children. A miracle had dropped into my lap. I had to take it, even if it made me feel like a complete failure. All roads had to lead back to the kids, though. They were the only thing that mattered. Staying here was what we all needed. So that is what I would do.

      The kids and I had two small bedrooms at the back of the house. Ruby and Dane had twin beds a few feet apart. We all shared a Jack-and-Jill bathroom that connected our rooms. I liked to be close to them in case one of them needed anything in the middle of the night.

      Holly pulled back the covers for a yawning Ruby to climb under, then tucked them around Ruby’s shoulders. My niece always slept on her side curled up like a panda bear. Dane, on the other hand, slept on his back, often with his arms flung over his head, as if he fell asleep while in motion.

      I smoothed Dane’s hair away from his forehead and kissed him. “Sorry I scared you, bud.”

      “That’s okay. Now that I know you were acting, it’s all fine.” He elongated the word acting, which made me chuckle.

      “Would you like me to sing you a song before you go to sleep?” Holly asked after she gave Ruby a kiss on her temple.

      “Yes, please,” Ruby closed her eyes. “‘Santa Coming to Town.’ That way he’ll make sure to know you’re here with us.”

      Holly perched on the end of the bed and then began to sing in a sweet, clear voice. She could sing, too? Talent oozed from this woman. No wonder she’d had so much success.

      Dane smiled before closing his eyes as Holly finished singing. She put her finger to her lips and nodded toward the door. We tiptoed out to the hallway. I shut the door behind us.

      I motioned toward her room, not wanting to talk to her this close to the where the kids were. We quietly slipped into her room. She stepped over to the bed to turn on a lamp.

      I shut the door behind me. “Would you like the fire on?” I asked.

      “Sure.” She paced from one end of the bed to the other and then back again.

      I flipped the switch for the gas fireplace. Sometimes I lay awake at night counting up all the money they’d spent on various items, including all the gas fireplaces. Regardless, the rooms were impeccably decorated. It figured that Ruby would suggest this one for Holly. Each of the rooms had a different color scheme and style. The Flower Room as Ruby called it reminded me of a cherry tree in the spring, all light greens and soft pinks.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” Holly said.

      “Which part?” I asked, grumbly.

      “All of it. I shouldn’t have interfered. And then when the kids so obviously heard us, I couldn’t think of what else to say. My improvisational skills kicked in there. I couldn’t stand the idea of them being upset at Christmas.”

      “What am I supposed to do? They think everything’s fine.” I collapsed into one of the armchairs, all the energy draining from me. Of all the long days and nights since I’d had to step up for the kids, this was the most tired I’d ever been. “Nothing’s fine. Not one thing.”

      She pressed her lips together as if to keep words from slipping out. I knew what she wanted to say. Then take the money, you idiot.

      “I’m sorry I reacted with so much anger,” I said.

      “I triggered your feelings of insecurity.”

      “Yes. Still, I’m a jerk.”

      “I understand insecurity better than you think. I’m practically swimming in it every day. Anyway, it wasn’t my place to offer.” She plucked at the cuticle of her thumb and spoke without looking at me. “I can’t stand the idea of you worrying about anything after all you’ve done for these kids. That’s all. I wanted to fix something. Everything in my life is out of my control most of the time, and this was a tangible action I could take that would make a difference to your family. I’ve never had anything to offer but money. To my mother. To anyone else. I thought Rhett was different, but it turns out he didn’t really love me. This money—it’s what I was going to use for my ridiculous wedding. If you took it, then maybe all my heartbreak and humiliation wouldn’t have been for nothing.” She clasped her hands together and sank onto the end of the bed. “I’m sorry, though. The last thing I ever wanted was to make you feel worse.”

      “Don’t apologize. You’re a phenomenal woman, and not because of your money. That’s the least of it, actually.” I dropped my face into my hands. How could I have made that comment about taking money from a woman? Talk about a pig. I lifted my gaze to her, but she was staring into the fire. “I’m sorry I said that crack about accepting money from a woman. I lashed out because…because I feel like a piece of crap. You’re kind and generous, and I’m a jerk. I want more than anything to be what the kids need and instead I’m inadequate in every way.”

      She lifted her gaze toward me with the intensity of a laser beam. “That’s not true. Not one bit. You’re remarkable. You took all this on without complaint and have done everything you could to make a good life for these kids. To me, you’re a hero. ”

      “It doesn’t feel that way to me.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “I remember what it was like for my mom and me before I started making money. Mostly, I remember the ramen noodles. You know the kind in the plastic package?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Terrible for you. All salt and carbs.”

      “And despair.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      “I’d probably be a lot smarter if I’d had some vegetables and protein during my first five years.” A sad twitch of her mouth couldn’t quite work itself up to a smile.

      “You seem smart enough to me.” I studied my hands. “Do you believe in miracles?”

      “Not really.” She sounded weary and defeated. I’d contributed to that by being an obstinate, proud man.

      “I didn’t either,” I said. “Until you showed up here today.” This kind offer from Holly was a way out of all my worries. I would be able to breathe without the enormous debt and fear of losing the house. Was my male pride hurt? Yes, but the kids mattered more. I must remember that always. Their uncle was a failure, but at least I wasn’t stupid.

      She came to sit next to me in the other chair. “If I thought I could be a miracle to you or anyone, maybe I wouldn’t feel like crap all of the time.”

      “I’ll make you a deal. If I take your money, then you have to let yourself feel good for the rest of your time here. No self-doubt or believing that idiot Rhett’s actions have anything to do with who you are. How truly special you are.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Holly traced the flower pattern in the upholstery with her thumb. She’d caused the cuticle to bleed.

      I had an urge to take her into the bathroom and put antibiotics and a bandage on the self-inflicted wound the way I did Ruby and Dane.

      “But old habits die hard,” Holly said.

      I shook my head in disbelief. How could a woman who looked like her and had so much talent feel inadequate? “If I could do anything during your time here, it would be to give you the gift of seeing yourself as I see you. As the kids see you.”

      “How is that?” Holly asked softly and with such childlike vulnerability that my entire body ached with sympathy. And empathy, for that matter. We were more alike than I’d have ever thought.

      “Like a Christmas angel,” I said. “Our angel.”

      “I’d like to be that. For however long I’m here.” Her eyes glistened. “To mean something, anything, to another person might have the power to save me.”

      “I’m not sure who is saving who here.” I stood and offered her my hand to help her up, then took her into my arms and whispered into her sweet-smelling hair. “I’ve never been too good with gratitude. But thank you.”

      She clung to me for a moment. “Thank you.”

      “I should go now, right?”

      “I don’t want you to, but yes.” She stepped a few inches back from me. “We have to remember what’s best for the kids. Seeing us together would only give them false hope.”

      She was right, but damn, I didn’t want to leave her. “Good night, Holly.”

      “Good night. I’ll see you in the morning.” She kissed me on the cheek and then gestured toward the door.

      I gave her one last smile before slipping out into the hallway. For a moment, I hesitated. Every part of me except my brain wanted to return to her. However, I was already dancing with the devil. I needed to walk away for all our sakes.
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      After Forest left the room, I swiped a few times on my phone to transfer money from my savings account to my checking. Then I took my checkbook out of my purse and wrote a check for six hundred thousand dollars. I found an envelope in the desk and placed the check inside with Forest’s name on it. I’d slip it into his stocking in the morning.

      I could hear his footsteps going down the hallway toward his room. My instinct was to follow him. The walls of the room seemed to expand to fit my loneliness. I was in a wide-open space with no idea which direction to go.

      A text came in from Marge.

      Hey kid. Wishing you a Merry Christmas. How’s it going up there?

      I wrote back. Good. I guess. Feeling a bit lost. Wish you were here. What did you and Mary do tonight?

      We volunteered at the shelter, then ate our weight in dumplings and shared a bottle of the wine you sent.

      I smiled as I typed. Good for you.

      Any word on Hunkerson?

      He’s pretty great. Too great for a fling. Those kids…the sweetest. We need to protect them from getting ideas about me staying for long. I haven’t met any kids who needed a mother more than I did as a kid. I hesitated. Should I tell her about the kiss and the rest of it? No, I decided. Marge would only worry about me.

      I can get that. Too bad, though. A meaningless liaison is just what you need.

      That’s the problem. It wouldn’t turn out to be meaningless. Not for any of us. Especially me.

      I don’t know what that means, but I won’t nag you since it’s Christmas Eve. Have a good day tomorrow, okay? Don’t forget who you belong to and straighten your crown.

      Love you!

      Same. Mary says hello, Merry Christmas, and thanks for all the wine. Night, kid.

      Night.

      Should I have taken her up on her offer to spend the holidays with them? Probably. But I’d needed to escape with my misery instead of spreading it around. I’d done the right thing. Plus, if I hadn’t come here, I never would have been able to help Forest and the kids.

      I plugged my phone in to charge the battery, then drew a deep bath and dumped an entire bottle of the jasmine-scented bubbles into the water. When the tub was almost full, I submerged myself up to my chin. I hadn’t let myself cry during this escape road trip. It had been an exercise in will. I’d shed so many tears over Rhett by the time I left LA that I’d had enough crying for a lifetime. Now, though, the tears leaked down my face as hot as the bathwater.

      Some of those tears were of gratitude. I’d had such a good day. An unexpectedly good day, given what I thought I’d be doing on this Christmas Eve. The others were for the expectations for my wedding that I’d carried around all year. Had Rhett thought of me at all today? Probably not. Given the photographs of him and Nicki Roland over the last few weeks, they seemed to be living the big life in Paris. The paparazzi had taken pictures of the happy couple all over the City of Love, holding hands, kissing, even feeding each other. That one had made me vomit. Quite literally. While they were stuffing escargot dripping with butter into each other’s mouths, I was home puking up a smoothie.

      The house creaked, reminding me that a sexy man was just down the hall. No, not for you, I told myself. Everyone in this house was vulnerable and fragile. Lying to the kids had been horrible. I’d already complicated things enough, and I hadn’t even been in their lives for twenty-four hours. I’d allowed myself be lulled into a false sense of intimacy with Forest and his adorable children. Was I that lonely? That desperate for affection? The answer was yes, obviously. But I shouldn’t be selfish. It was not fair to the kids. Who was I to be playing house with their uncle when all three clearly needed a woman to love them?

      When my muscles had fully relaxed, I got out of the tub and put on the robe that had been folded into a square on the counter. I took a good look at myself as I brushed out my long hair. I looked pretty bad without makeup. Dark circles under my eyes were proof of all the sleepless nights since I’d first seen the story about Rhett and his costar. Like the times it had happened with my mother, the feeling of utter public betrayal had brought me to my knees. Since then, I’d dragged through each day. Every time I left the house, the press had followed. It was hard enough to recover from the sting of betrayal but even worse when the whole world knew about your pain. If it hadn’t been for Marge and Mary, I don’t know what I would have done.

      I washed my face and brushed my teeth. What about tomorrow and the rest of the week? I’d do what I’d promised and go into town with them tomorrow but after that, I should rent a car and head back to the States. I could spend the rest of the year in Seattle wandering the rainy streets feeling sorry for myself. No one in this house needed all the complications spending time with a person like me brought. I was like poison to good people. Rhett must have felt that, or he wouldn’t have so easily fallen for someone else. I’d been kidding myself to think he would want me. How did I possibly think I was someone a man like Rhett would want to marry? He knew me. Knew how my mother had twisted and confused me with her lies, sucking the life out of me. My mother had never taught me how to be anything but a moneymaking machine. Money for her. Without money, I had nothing to offer anyone. Especially children or a man like Forest.

      I pulled a long, soft T-shirt I wore to sleep in over my damp skin. A candy had been placed on one of the pillows. I smiled, thinking of Ruby or Dane putting it there for an unknown guest. I put it aside and climbed into bed. The sheets were cold on my bare legs. I turned off the lamp and curled up into a ball. After tomorrow, I would disappear and let these poor people be. Tears came again. I tried to stifle any sound, but a little squeak came out of me as I sobbed.

      A tapping on the door startled me. I sat straight up in bed. “Yes?”

      “Holly, can I come in?”

      Forest. Had he heard me crying?

      I turned on the bedside lamp and wiped my eyes with a tissue, then got out of bed to open the door.

      “Are you all right?” Forest wore flannel pajama bottoms and a T-shirt that clung to every muscle. It wasn’t fair how good-looking he was. Even a brokenhearted mess like me could imagine what it would feel like to shimmy my fingers under the fabric of his shirt and touch his muscular stomach.

      “I’m okay.”

      “I know the sound of a girl crying. Can I help? Warm milk?”

      “No, no. I’m fine.” I started to cry again, totally pathetic, standing there hugging myself and weeping in front of a man with the weight of so much on his shoulders. I must seem spoiled and vapid.

      He stepped closer and took me into his arms. I leaned into him and pressed my damp cheek next to his chest. Let him hold you for a moment, I told myself. Give in to it. Just for a little while. “You’re too beautiful and sweet to cry one more moment about that moron. He’s the one who lost out, do you hear me?”

      I lifted my face to look up at him. His eyes glittered in the dim light. I caught my breath as a wave of desire ran through every inch of me.

      He kicked the door shut with his foot and kissed me, devouring my mouth. He lifted me up by my legs and carried me to the bed. I fell backward onto the soft down quilt that swished under the weight of our bodies.

      He was on top of me, kissing me again. I could feel the evidence of his attraction through the fabric of his pajama pants. I was breathless and warm and wanted so much more. “Holly? Is this a mistake?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He had his hands on the backs of my legs, then they moved up to my breasts. His mouth roamed my body. I stifled a moan of pleasure.

      “We have to be quiet. The kids,” Forest said by my ear before his tongue drifted down my neck.

      “Yes, yes, I know,” I whispered. “What about a condom?”

      He sat up so abruptly that the mattress bounced. “Crap, a condom. Right. I have some in my room somewhere. Don’t move. Or, I mean, you can move, but just not out of this bed.”

      The floor creaked as he scurried over to the doorway. I rolled over on my side as he slipped out to the hall. What was I doing? Should I do this? It had been a long time since I’d been with anyone but Rhett. We’d been together for several years by the time we decided to marry. Before him, I’d had a dry spell. A period of time where I protected myself from opening up to the vulnerability of sex. That had been my plan for now as well. Forest, though? I wanted him. Bad. More so than anyone I’d ever come into contact with, which was a lot considering how many actors, cameramen, directors, and casting people came in and out of my life. Forest had wakened every part of me during our limited time together. I wanted more. I craved the feeling of his weight, the softness of his mouth, and the taste of skin on the tip of my tongue.

      A night of pleasure—that’s all this was or needed to be. What harm could it do? The children wouldn’t even have to know.

      But what about you? What will this do to you? A voice came out of nowhere, whispering in my head. I told it to shut up.

      I’d taken off my t-shirt by the time he came back to me. I watched in the dim light as he shed his shirt, pants, and socks. He held up three condoms. “Just in case the first time around’s a bust. It’s been a minute since I had a woman in my bed.”

      I held back the covers. “Get in here and let’s get you some practice.”

      He pulled me to him and covered my body with his. His lips nipped and teased mine before moving to nibble on my ear. I held my breath as his mouth traveled down to my breasts. The tip of his tongue teased my nipples, causing me to moan. His hands moved up and down my legs.

      “Damn, you have the most gorgeous legs.” His fingers explored between my thighs, pressing and caressing all the right parts. I might lose it before he even had time to move inside me.

      “I want you,” I whispered. “Now.”

      “Hang on, let me take care of something first.” His voice sounded rough, like a man who’d been on a weeklong bender of cigarettes and whiskey.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the crinkling of the condom wrapper. The bed shifted as Forest moved. “Sorry, a little out of practice,” he muttered. “There we go.”

      I smiled to myself. How was it possible that a man could be so ridiculously sexy and endearing at the same time?

      He grabbed me and kissed me and pushed open my legs. I was so wet that nothing prohibited him from an easy entrance. A second later, he was moving slowly. “God, you feel good,” I said.

      “You too.”

      His thrusts became more urgent and deeper. The pleasure was so intense that I wanted to cry out, but knew I couldn’t let the kids hear us.

      The tension built. I tried as hard as I could not to make any noises, but soft moans came out just the same. Finally, I lost control, crying out as my back arched. Seconds later, he gasped and tensed before exploding. He shuddered, his breath hot on my neck.

      “You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever been with. I could have you a thousand more times and always want one more time.”

      “Have me?” I giggled.

      “You know what I mean. Be with you.”

      “A thousand times doesn’t sound like nearly enough.” I clung to him for a moment, enjoying the feel of our sweaty, hot bodies together.

      “Don’t sound so surprised.” He kissed me while still inside me, before gently removing himself and falling next to me. “Good Lord. That was a fine Christmas present.”

      We lay on our backs, catching our breath for a moment. When I could breathe normally again, I rolled onto my side, taking him in. The lamp on the bedside table cast just enough light for me to see every contour of his delicious form.

      He turned to face me. “You feel way too good in my arms.”

      “Same here. I’d talked myself out of this, you know,” I said. “The last thing I want to do is cause a problem for you or the kids. But you’re irresistible.”

      “No strings attached. I know you have to go back to your real life.”

      I trailed my fingers down his muscular shoulder. His skin was still damp to the touch. “Right. Not that you’re asking me to stay. We’ve known each other for less than a day.”

      “That would be ridiculous. Kind of like a gift of six hundred thousand dollars.” He nipped at my neck.

      “I’m glad you’re no longer mad at me.” I put a finger through a wave of his thick hair.

      “My pride’s a little bruised. That said, the money changes everything. I can’t thank you enough.” He rolled over to his back. “Come here. Let me hold you. Tell me your dreams.”

      I tucked myself close to him and rested my cheek on his chest.

      “Can we agree to enjoy each other until I have to go and part as friends?”

      He put his arm around my waist, pulling me closer. “Sure, I can be your rebound guy.”

      “Will you mind?” I asked, teasing.

      “It’s the least I can do since you saved my family home.”

      “You owe me nothing. If anything, I owe you.”

      “You mean because of the great sex?” Forest asked.

      I laughed and nudged him with my elbow. “If that’s how you’re paying me back, then sign me up.”

      We were silent for a moment. Outside the large windows, the stars shone brightly. A sliver of a moon smiled at us.

      “Tell me a secret,” Forest whispered. “Something no one knows.”

      I had to think for a moment. One no one knew? Did I have one the world didn’t know? Yes, I did. “I did one of those DNA tests a few years back. To find my dad or any half siblings I didn’t know about.”

      “Did you find him?”

      “Yes, he was dead, though. A little more digging and I found out he died of a drug overdose in his twenties.” I played with the soft hair on his chest. “I come from great stock, right?”

      “You’re perfect. And not your parents.”

      “I’m not perfect, but thanks for saying that. I haven’t been feeling too great about myself.”

      “You’ve had a blow to your ego. Being rejected hurts, no matter the reason. It hurt like hell when my ex told me in no uncertain terms that it was either my niece and nephew or her.”

      “What a horrible person.” That was out of my mouth before I could stop it. “Sorry. I mean, maybe she wasn’t all bad.”

      He snorted. “Don’t apologize. She certainly showed her true colors. Thank goodness. If all this hadn’t happened, I would have married her. At some point, during a trying period, people show you who they really are.”

      “During both good fortune and bad,” I said. “The measure of one’s character is how you act when things are going your way. I’ve seen so many people corrupted by fame and money. In the business I’m in, it’s pretty common.”

      “I have a confession to make. I looked you up on my phone and saw all the stuff about your ex and that child he’s hanging out with.”

      I chuckled. “She is young.”

      “Like me, you should be glad you didn’t marry him. He would have cheated eventually. That type always does.”

      “When you say it like that, the whole thing seems on him,” I said. “But in the middle of the night, I start to go back over every moment of our time together and wonder what it was that I did to drive him away.”

      “I stand by my earlier statement. This was about him and his damage. Give yourself a Christmas present and let yourself off the hook. Being betrayed is bad enough without turning on yourself.”

      I breathed in his words, letting them truly settle inside my heart and mind. “I’ll work on that.”

      “Good.”

      “Give yourself a present, too,” I said. “What you’ve had to do here and your money troubles were not your fault. You inherited a lot to deal with. The man you are—the one who put his own life on hold to make his whole life about his two children—that’s the finest type of man in the world. Needing financial help from someone willing to give it is nothing to be ashamed of.”

      His eyes glistened in the dim light. “Stop or you’re going to see a grown man cry.”

      I cupped one side of his stubbly cheek with my hand. “Thanks for being my rebound guy.”

      “I aim to serve.” He pulled me close and kissed me.

      “Serving twice in one night?” I asked, gasping as he ran a thumb over my nipple. “This is good service you’ve got at this inn.”

      I knew I was in jeopardy of forgetting what this was. A holiday fling with a terrific guy. At the moment, the idea of leaving this bed, this house, or this town was the last thing I would ever want. For now, though, I put all my fears aside and pushed him onto his back and climbed on top.
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      As the first light of morning crept under the shades, I woke with a start. His side of the bed was empty. A note on the bedside table read, “Had to play Santa. Come down when you wake up.”

      I shivered as I jumped out of bed and went to the door and listened for the sounds of the children but couldn’t hear anything. With no intention of washing the scent of Forest off my skin until I had to, I dressed quickly in jeans and a sweater, then pulled socks on my cold feet. A quick brush of my after-sex-crazed hair before wrapping it into a bun. I couldn’t wait to get downstairs.

      There was a knock on the door, followed by the high-pitched voices of Ruby and Dane. “Holly, Holly, are you awake?”

      The deeper voice of their uncle came next. “I told you not to wake her.”

      I grabbed the envelope with the check for Forest and stuffed it under the waistband of my jeans. Then I yanked open the door to see all three of them standing there. The children were still in their Christmas pajamas, but Forest wore faded jeans and what I could only describe as an ugly Christmas sweater with the face of Rudolph in 3D. I wanted to squeeze the red nose but held myself in check. “Good morning. Merry Christmas.” A rumble of excitement rushed through me. No one could be sad while watching the excited faces of the children on Christmas morning. “Did Santa come?”

      “He did, he did.” Ruby tugged on my arm. “Come down.”

      I laughed and descended the stairs with Ruby’s hand in mine. The tree’s lights twinkled merrily. Coffee, cocoa, and some pastries were set on the table in front of the fireplace. A roaring fire warmed the room. Snow framed the windowpanes. “Oh, it’s so perfect,” I said, under my breath.

      Ruby and Dane ran over to two large wrapped presents near the tree. I looked over at Forest. “How did you do all this?”

      “I got up about an hour ago. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “I slept like the dead,” I said. “All that exercise.”

      Forest shot me a clandestine look. “Let’s have coffee while the kids open their presents. Do you take cream or sugar?”

      “Just cream, please.” After everything we’d shared the night before, it was strange to think we didn’t know how the other took their coffee. While he was busy with our coffee, I sneaked the envelope into his stocking. After it was securely tucked inside, I curled into one corner of the couch to watch the festivities.

      The faint sound of “Silent Night” came through the speakers. Outside the windows, a wispy winter light hinted at the crisp, sunny day to come. Christmas mornings with my mother hadn’t been like this. Usually the weather was fairly warm in Los Angeles, but even so, we’d spent a lot of holidays somewhere tropical. I could only remember a smattering of Christmas mornings and couldn’t recall a single gift. There had been some, I’m sure of that. My mom was an expert at spending money. But I hadn’t been a child. Not like these two, anyway.

      “Ruby, you go first,” Dane said, sounding virtuous. He took his older brother duties seriously, I thought. Such a sweet kid.

      “Thanks, Dane.” Ruby tore the paper from the package with both hands to reveal a cardboard box.

      “Here, let me help you.” Forest took a pocket knife from his jeans and slid a blade between the flaps. He lifted a dollhouse from the box. As far as I could tell, it was an exact replica of the big house.

      “Oh, oh, oh! Uncle Forest! Uncle Forest!” Ruby squealed and dropped to her knees to look at all of the intricate rooms. “How did Santa know about our house?”

      “He knows everything.” Forest winked at me as he sat next to me on the couch.

      “Did you make it?” I whispered in his ear.

      “Yes, what do you think?”

      “I think it’s amazing. You’re good with your hands, that’s for sure,” I said, still close to his ear.

      My double meaning was not lost on him. He chuckled under his breath. “I’m pleased with how it turned out. There were all these samples left over from when my sister remodeled the house. I really had second thoughts, given that until yesterday I thought we might lose the real one.”

      “Did it take a long time? It must have,” I said.

      “I started last February. So yeah.” His eyes sparkled as he watched Ruby pick up various pieces of the miniature furniture. He leaned close to me again. “I feel about a thousand pounds lighter this morning.”

      “Me too,” I whispered back to him. “Thanks to my rebound guy.”

      “As I said, I’m happy to be of service.” He looked away to watch Dane open his gift.

      He tore the paper off his package. The wrapping paper for the Santa gifts was different from anything under the tree. A clever detail that if missed would have tipped the kids off that there was no Santa. A gush of affection for this gentle giant of a man who made dollhouses and made sure his children believed in Santa for as long as they could in this hard world boiled up inside me. Sure, I was attracted to him. That much was clear. But could this be more than a few fun days of romps in the proverbial hay? If I were a normal person with an ordinary life, everything would be different.

      Dane shouted when he saw what was inside. “This is what I asked for.” He lifted a pair of binoculars out of the large package. “I thought it was something else when I saw the big box.”

      “Binoculars?” I asked out loud. What a strange gift for a little boy to have asked Santa for.

      “It’s to see all the birds,” Dane said in a tone that implied how obvious this should be to anyone with half a brain. He went back into the package and pulled out a thick hardcover book. “And a book with all the birds. Santa rocks.”

      I could almost hear the hum of pleasure coming from Forest.

      “We have presents for you, Uncle Forest.” Ruby jumped up from her dollhouse to grab two from under the tree. “We made them at school.”

      “I can’t wait to see,” Forest said. He opened Ruby’s first—a Christmas ornament in the shape of a tree made from popsicle sticks. Her photograph was glued to the middle. “Do you see how I decorated it with lights just like our tree?”

      “I love that detail, but I love the photo the best,” Forest said. “Thank you, Ruby.”

      “You’re welcome.” She came to rest on his knee.

      Dane’s present was also an ornament, made from a hard brown material shaped in a heart. “Smell it,” Dane said.

      Forest sniffed. “That smells delicious.” He handed it to me.

      The ornament smelled of cinnamon. “The whole room will smell good every time you put it on the tree,” I said.

      Dane nodded, clearly pleased that I understood the concept. “That’s what my teacher said. I thought a heart was kind of weird, but it does smell good.”

      The kids opened a few more presents. Each got a book and new socks. Their stockings had candy, an orange, and ornaments carved by Forest. Dane’s was a Christmas sparrow and Ruby’s a small angel.

      “These are incredible.” I ran my finger over the ridges of the sparrow’s wings. “You’re very talented.”

      “Not really. Just a little hobby.”

      “I think you could sell these,” I said.

      “They take me too long to do. I’d make about five cents an hour.”

      “I’m sorry we don’t have any presents for you,” Ruby said to me. “We didn’t know you were coming.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “Being here with you all is the best present I could ever have.”

      “You can come again next year if you’d like,” Dane said. “We’ll have presents for you if you come here again.”

      “I’ll let you know.” Another Christmas here sounded like a stupendous idea. “Forest, you haven’t opened your stocking yet.”

      Dane brought it over to him. “Here you go.”

      Forest reached inside to pull out candies, an orange, a potato peeler, and a magnet with a photo of the kids. He handed it to me. “Mrs. Knight’s work.”

      I smiled down at the picture of Dane and Ruby with their arms around each other in front of a blue lake.

      “What’s this?” Forest asked as he lifted the envelope from the stocking.

      “That’s from me,” I said.

      He raised one eyebrow before opening the flap to take a peek. A sideways glance told me he saw the contents, but he left the check inside the envelope. His eyes were red-rimmed when he looked over at me. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” We locked eyes for a moment. If a person could say thank you with his eyes, then Forest had just done exactly that. I’d donated to many charities and good causes over the years, but never one that I’d been able to witness firsthand. Not that Forest was a charity case. Quite the opposite. He was a hero. Sometimes, even men like Forest needed a hand from a neighbor.

      “What’s for breakfast?” Ruby asked. “I’m hungry.”

      “I could make some pancakes,” I said. “Do you have any bacon?”

      “Pancakes?” Ruby asked, sounding dubious. “We don’t want the fire alarms to go off on Christmas.”

      “We don’t have much luck with those,” Dane said, looking up from his bird book.

      “I don’t have much luck,” Forest said. “But Holly might be a good pancake maker.”

      “I’m a great pancake maker. The key is getting the pan just the right temperature,” I said. “Who wants to help?”

      Ruby answered by climbing into my lap and resting her soft cheek in the spot just above my collarbone. “I do.”

      I kissed the top of her shiny hair, wishing I could make this moment last forever.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Forest

          

        

      

    

    
      After Christmas Day breakfast, we all dressed for the ice-skating party and headed into town.

      “Is the outside rink open all year?” Holly asked.

      “No, from Thanksgiving until the end of February,” I said as I parked in the public lot a few blocks from the festivities. The day was as beautiful as they came, with a clear blue sky. The light reflecting off the snow was bright enough I needed my sunglasses. The kids were bundled up in their heaviest jackets and wool caps and gloves. Holly hadn’t had a warm enough jacket, so I’d lent her my red-and-black lumberjack-style coat, which was too big on her. She looked adorable anyway in her wide black sunglasses.

      The kids were already tearing down the sidewalk toward the rink by the time I grabbed my bag with our skates and got around to helping Holly from the truck. “You look like a movie star in those glasses.” I gave her my hand to help her down to the slippery pavement.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Holly said.

      “You should,” I said gruffly.

      I was playing with fire. The night we’d spent together had been as magical as her sudden appearance in our lives. Somehow, though, I couldn’t get myself to worry as I usually would. We were saved. The house would remain in the family. That’s all that mattered. Even after she returned to her real life, her gift would still be here.

      Holiday music blared from large overhead speakers. Although it was midday, the white lights hung over the ice were turned on, but the sun rendered them useless. The forecast had called for more snow, but I sure couldn’t see any signs of the weather changing.

      I helped Ruby with her skates and sent her and Dane out to the rink before heading over to the rental shop with Holly.

      “Don’t worry about it if you can’t skate,” I said. “The locals might mock you, though. As will I.”

      She shoved my shoulder before taking off her sunglasses. “Wait and see, Canada. I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      I smiled as she looked up at me with twinkling eyes. “I like tricks.”

      “I may have shown you all of those last night,” she said. “But you can have a replay if you’d like.”

      “I’d like that very much.” I would have kissed her if we hadn’t been out in public, but I had to be careful. Not only because of my kids but the rest of this nosy town.

      To prove my point, two teenage girls rushed toward us, stopping mere inches from Holly. They had the long straight hair all the girls wore these days. Between that and their matching black leggings and jackets, I wouldn’t have been able to tell these two apart in a lineup. “I can’t believe it’s you.”

      “We love you so much. We watch reruns of your show all the time.”

      “Can we take our picture with you?” The slightly taller of the girls had taken out her phone.

      Holly clutched my arm. “I can’t take a photo with you. I’m sorry.” Her voice had a strangled quality I hadn’t heard before, and her flirty expression from seconds before had been replaced by one that resembled a hunted animal. “I’m on holiday.”

      The girls looked disappointed but put their phones away. “We’re all about Team Holly, by the way.”

      “We hate Rhett now,” the taller one said.

      “There’s no need for that,” Holly said. “I’m fine.”

      “Listen, girls, we’re trying to enjoy our day, so if you don’t mind?” I asked.

      “Oh, sure. Sorry. We didn’t mean to disturb you.” They slunk away but not until after one more adoring look at Holly.

      By now, a crowd had gathered around us. I recognized many of the faces peering at Holly as if she were a museum specimen. These were good people who meant no harm. Still, Holly was a human being who’d come here for a little peace. “Look, guys, Holly’s here to get away from photographers following her around. Can you give her a little space? And no photos.”

      “Sure, man.” Bill Thomas, who owned the bike shop, stepped closer. His rotund physique made me think it was unlikely he actually rode any of his merchandise. “We’re not used to a real celebrity here with us. Sorry, Miss Turner. We’ll leave you be.”

      A little girl I recognized from Dane’s class hadn’t taken her eyes off Holly. “We love your show at my house. Even my mom watches.”

      “Thank you. Thanks, everyone.” Holly smiled politely. “We’re off to get skates.”

      The crowd parted and drifted away. I took Holly’s hand and escorted her toward the hut, aware that people continued to stare at us. This was a small town. Not much happened. I hadn’t really thought that through before bringing her up here. People would talk, inventing a love story about the lonely innkeeper with two children and the famous actress. I might never live this down.

      Holly asked for size eight skates, and the two of us went to sit on a bench to change out of our shoes. After she had both her laces tied, she gazed out at the ice and sighed.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I just don’t want anyone to know where I am. Someone’s bound to take my photograph and post it on social. Before we know it, the photo will be everywhere.”

      “Should we give your ex a show then?”

      Her lips twitched into a brief smile. “As much as I like that idea, if it gets out that I’m here, there will be paparazzi parked outside your gate. I don’t want the kids exposed to all of that. They’ll have your picture plastered everywhere, too.”

      “Really? Mine? Who would care about me?” I couldn’t fathom the idea that anyone would be interested in me, even while beside the famous Holly Turner.

      “They’ll be interested in who I’m with. It’s because of this whole Rhett thing. My story’s hot right now. People love to see others fall from grace.” She glanced around us before putting her sunglasses back on.

      “Is that how you see this? As your failure?” I asked.

      “I don’t know if failure’s the right word. It’s humiliating. Embarrassing. Mortifying. You can’t believe the things people are saying online.”

      “I can’t imagine, actually, since I’m not on there.”

      She studied me with her head tilted to one side. I could see a distorted view of myself in the lens of her glasses. “How did I find the only man in North America that has no TV or social media?”

      “I’m odd. I get that about myself.”

      “Not odd in a bad way. Unique.” She took a cap from the pocket of her jacket and pulled it down over her ears so that only the sparkle of her dangling earrings showed.  “I should have worn a disguise. Don’t be surprised if photos end up everywhere.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Let’s dance like no one’s watching.”

      “Dance?”

      “Skate, go out to dinner or sledding. Whatever it is you want to do. Let’s pretend like there’s no consequences. Maybe there won’t be, you know. People here are respectful of privacy. Worst case, they take photos of us and your nubile-minded ex will see them and get jealous that you’re with such a handsome guy as me.”

      She smiled and placed one hand on her knee. “As long as you don’t care about the risk. I just don’t want you or the kids hurt.”

      “We won’t be. And anyway, the moment you leave town, they’ll be on their merry way.”

      “True. They can’t show photos of the kids, either. It’s a law.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” What kind of parent was I? It hadn’t even occurred to me that photos of the kids would be out there.

      “But if it gets out that I’m here with you, your photo will be everywhere, along with the press researching your history.”

      “There’s nothing for them to find, other than what I’ve already told you about my family.” I snickered. “I can see the headline, though. Beautiful Actress Seen in British Columbia with Mystery Man Resembling a Yeti.”

      She laughed and clasped my chin in her small, cold hand. “You don’t look like a yeti. More like bigfoot. He’s hairier.”

      “I’m the more manly of the two. Good to know.” I held her gaze for a moment. Her eyes were the prettiest shade of brown. “You’re way too beautiful for a guy like me, yeti or not.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the way you look.” She rested her hand on my knee. “I could look at you all day. Every time I do, I see something about you I hadn’t noticed before.”

      “Like what?”

      She touched my temple with one finger. “You have a tiny bit of gray right here. I can see it out here in the light.”

      “The loan to the bank is in every gray hair,” I said. “Maybe they’ll reverse now?”

      She put her gloves on and pointed toward the ice. “Let’s skate, Canada.”

      I followed her, fully expecting her to wobble and fall and that I would catch her, hero-like. Instead, she took off at a great pace, then did a balletic twirl. I skated over and caught her by the waist. “Where did you learn to skate like that?”

      Holly put her arms around my neck before seeming to remember we were in a public space and dropping them to her sides. “I did a movie about a skater. Took lessons for six months.” She took my hand, and we maneuvered through and around various clumps of skaters.

      “No way. Isn’t that what stuntpeople are for?”

      “Sometimes. But in this case, they wanted to get as much footage of me as possible. We had a real skater do the scenes where she’s skating competitively, but they were interwoven with me. Editing is crazy that way.”

      “That’s pretty cool. Maybe you’re Canadian at heart?”

      “Hi, Uncle Forest and Holly,” Ruby called out to us as she skated with her best friend from school, Caroline. Dane was skating with a group of boys on the other side of the rink.

      “Rockin’ around the Christmas Tree” came on, blasting out of the speakers.

      “I love this song.” Holly let go of my hand to do another twirl. Temporarily blinded by her beauty, I almost slipped and fell.

      She returned to me. “When I was a kid, I used to dream about a Christmas like this. Snow and ice-skating. Hot cocoa around a fire.”

      “We’ve got all that.” The loneliness in her voice made me want to give her a thousand more days like today.

      She glanced up at me briefly. “I’ve had such a special time here with you guys.”

      A hollow feeling came to me at the thought of the day she would leave us. “When do you have to go for sure? Like latest?”

      “I have to be on set the third day of January. I could stay until New Year’s Day if I flew out of Seattle to Florence.”

      “What about your car?”

      “My assistant can come up and drive it back to LA for me,” Holly said. “Will it be all right if I stay this whole week?”

      “Stay as long as you like.” Or never leave. “We’ll all hate to see you go.”

      She peered up at me, her eyes bright in the sunlight. “I’ll hate to go.”

      “Nah, I’m just your rebound guy.” The guy she had to bail out of debt. Don’t forget that part, I reminded myself. I wasn’t her equal. I’d never be able to live in her world. She might think she liked it here, but she’d be bored and restless. There weren’t even fancy places to eat in Garland Grove. Did she like fancy places? Probably. Most women did.

      “The best rebound guy ever,” Holly said.

      My chest ached. Fire. Playing with fire. We continued skating, still holding hands. “You know what the locals say about this rink?” I asked.

      “What’s that?”

      “People fall in love here. They can’t stop themselves. Supposedly there’s magic dust or something.”

      “Do you want that? To fall in love?” Holly asked.

      “I haven’t thought about it much in the last four years. The kids have been my priority. Plus, I haven’t had much to offer a woman. A broke single dad isn’t exactly a catch.”

      “Money isn’t everything.”

      “You only think that if you have a lot of it,” I said.

      “You’re probably right.” After a moment she said, “I must seem like a spoiled, clueless brat to you.”

      “You seem generous, Holly. I mean, come on.”

      “Yes, but still.”

      “I can’t even conceive of what it would feel like to not have to worry about money.” What would it be like to walk into a grocery store and not compare prices?

      “I can’t imagine what it would feel like to have a home and two little people I love so much that I’d be willing to take two jobs just to take care of them. Trust me when I say that money really isn’t everything. What you have? That’s the stuff that truly matters.”

      What kind of fool let this girl go? “Do you still love Rhett?” I asked. “Even after what he did?”

      “That’s an out-of-the-blue question.”

      “Sorry, I was thinking just now about what an idiot he is.”

      “I’m hurt and wounded. That’s not the same as love, though.”

      The song changed to “O Christmas Tree.”

      Holly hummed a few of the lines. “Anyway, it’s not important what I feel about him. He chose someone else over me, which proves he never loved me.”

      I wanted to kill Rhett Wood with my big dumb paws. “You’ll meet someone good one of these days and you’ll forget all about him. He’ll be a blip.”

      “I can’t see myself trusting anyone again.”

      “Not all men are like him. In fact, most men aren’t,” I said. “Most men would do anything to keep a woman like you happy.”

      “I think men like you might be the anomaly. Not the other way around.”

      Men like me? Men like me had no business with a woman like Holly. That’s what I knew for sure.
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      After an hour of skating, the kids joined Holly and me on a bench. Dane and Ruby’s friends were all standing in line at the hot dog and sausage cart. I knew the kids wouldn’t ask because I always said no when it came to eating anything other than what I made at home. Usually I brought peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. I’d completely forgotten today. After all the exercise, I knew they’d be hungry.

      I suspected they smelled better than they tasted, and five bucks for a hot dog was ridiculous. However, it was Christmas. I could afford to buy my kids a hot dog even though I could get a whole package and the buns for what it would cost for one here. Counting every penny would be a thing of the past now. Without the mortgage and debts, we could live comfortably on my accountant salary. I could give up the job at the bar, too. Mrs. Knight could have her evenings back. Would this perpetual tiredness be a thing of the past, too?

      “You guys want a hot dog?” I asked.

      “Really?” Dane’s eyes widened in obvious surprise.

      “Isn’t it a rip-off?” Ruby asked. That’s what I usually told them when they asked for something like this.

      “It is a rip-off, but it’s Christmas,” I said.

      “I want one too,” Holly said. “One of those chicken sausage ones.” She pointed to the side of the cart where he had the different choices listed. “With sauerkraut.”

      “Yuck,” Ruby said.

      “You’ve never even had sauerkraut,” I said, teasing.

      “It sounds gross,” Ruby said. “Sour.”

      I gave Dane a stack of cash that probably smelled like beer that I’d made in tips from the bar. “I’ll have the same as Holly. And get a couple of sodas too.”

      “Soda? Really?” Ruby jumped up and down. “This is the best Christmas ever.”

      “Thanks, Uncle Forest.” Dane hurled himself into my arms. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I said, gruffly. “Get the soda that doesn’t have caffeine. You two are hyper enough.”

      “Yes, we will,” Dane said before turning to Holly. “Caffeine stunts growth.”

      “Right. We don’t want that,” Holly said.

      I waved them away. “Now off you go. I’m hungry.”

      “We’ll be right back, Holly.” Ruby pressed both of her hands onto Holly’s knees before kissing her on the cheek. “You’re so pretty,” she whispered, loud enough for me to hear.

      “So are you,” Holly whispered back.

      Dane ran toward the line and fell into place with his friends. Ruby skipped. The act of her happy skip caused tears to come to my eyes.

      “You did this,” I said to Holly as I gestured toward the kids who had joined their friends in line. “You made it possible for me to buy an overpriced hot dog for my kids. I’ve had to say no to almost everything. Counting every damn penny. Using my bar money for groceries because my debit card wouldn’t have gone through.” My voice caught. I took in a deep breath to steady myself. “It broke me. Day after day of worry was making me old and bitter.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek. “I’m glad I could do that for you and for them.”

      I held her close, breathing in her sweet scent. If only I could stay in this day forever.

      “I don’t know what would have happened to me if you all hadn’t taken me in,” Holly said. “You can’t imagine how much I was dreading these days alone. You all saved me.”

      “I’m glad we could do this for you. But let’s be clear who is saving who here. Beautiful actress, one. Yeti, zero.”

      “Bigfoot, not yeti. And we can agree to saving each other and call it even.”

      We decided to take a vacated table and waited there for the kids to return with our dogs. A few girls came up to Holly and asked her if she would autograph their napkins. She did so graciously, and they went away without a fuss.

      “Does this happen everywhere you go?” I asked.

      “Mostly it’s just younger girls who approach me. Reruns of my old sitcom play on cable channels, so a whole new generation recognizes me from that. It was a show for tweens back in the day. Still is, I guess.”

      I thought about all of that for a moment. What a different childhood she must have had than the one I had here in this little Canadian town where the most exciting thing that happened was this ice-skating rink every December and playing on the high school hockey team. I’d wanted nothing more than to move away from here back then. How ironic that I’d had to come back ten years after I left. If I’d known I’d have no one left but my niece and nephew, I might not have left in the first place. I missed all those years with my mother.

      The kids returned with our lunch. After a flurry of wrappers and napkins and layering of additional ketchup on Ruby’s hot dog, we all dug in, eating as if we hadn’t had Holly’s delicious pancakes that very morning.

      Ruby announced the need for a bathroom break and Holly volunteered to take her. I watched as they hobbled over to the bathroom still wearing their skates.

      “My friends told me they saw Holly on the television,” Dane said. “They wanted to know if she’s your girlfriend.”

      “What did you tell them?” I asked.

      “I told them I saw you kissing, and they said that’s a sure sign,” Dane said.

      Dread settled in my gut. “Listen, bud, I don’t want you to get attached to her. She’s only going to be here for a week, and then she has to go back to work.”

      “Why?” Dane’s gaze never left my face. He was like this sometimes, watching me as if I were a code he had to decipher.

      “She has work there she has to show up for.”

      “You like her, don’t you?” Dane asked. “You smile a lot when she’s around.”

      God help me, he was right. I did like her. She’d rolled into town, smashed into my truck, and wrecked my heart. I could fall in love with her in a second if I wasn’t careful. Already, the thought of her leaving made me feel as if I’d fallen into a dark, empty well. “I do like her. But she has to go back to work, like I said.”

      “Maybe she could come back and visit.” Dane took one last sip of the soda he and his sister had shared.

      “Maybe.” How could I explain to an eight-year-old that Holly Turner was a rich movie star with no use for the likes of us? We were a few days of fun for her, nothing more. She had her real life to return to. A life we would never fit into even if she wanted us to.

      “How come you let us have hot dogs?” Dane asked.

      “It’s Christmas.” My boy was too smart. When he and his sister were older, I’d tell them about what Holly Turner had done for us. For now, they were too young to understand. “We’re doing better. In fact, I’m going to stop working at the bar. I’ll be home with you guys every night now.”

      “That’s awesome. Mrs. Knight will miss us, though.” Dane screwed the top back on the empty bottle of soda and rested his chin on it.

      “True. But she can come for dinner anytime she wants,” I said.

      “Good plan,” Dane said.

      Holly and Ruby returned. We all agreed to another hour on the rink before returning home to put in our Christmas turkey.
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      Around six that night, I took the small turkey from the oven. The skin had crisped to a golden brown, perfuming the air with a comforting holiday scent. Ruby and Dane had been sent into the living room while we finished up the last of the preparations. As much fun as it had been to have them “helping,” they’d been underfoot. They consoled themselves by whipping out a pack of cards and were currently playing a rousing round of old maid. Forest was at the counter putting the finishing touches on a batch of mashed potatoes.

      “Now for the gravy,” I said. “The hardest dish of the night.”

      “Mine always comes out lumpy,” Forest said. “I don’t know why. Last year I tried straining it, but it tasted terrible anyway. Like flour.”

      “The secret is to make a roux.” For the next few minutes I showed him how to combine flour and butter in a frying pan and then to add water until it made a nice paste. I used some of the drippings from the turkey to add flavor and thinned it with more water and a dash of white wine. After it had simmered for a few minutes, I gave him a spoonful to try. “Taste and tell me if it needs more salt.”

      He blew on the spoon before putting it in his mouth. “That’s incredible. You’re hired.”

      “I have a job already.” I sobered at the thought of leaving here. Of course I’d have to. The role waiting for me was juicy and challenging, just the thing I needed to keep my mind off my personal problems. Staying here was not an option, I told myself in my sternest silent voice. This was a holiday. That was all. Not a love affair with Forest or his adorable children.

      “What happened?” Forest put his hands in my front apron pockets and peered down at me. “You got sad.”

      “Just thinking how nice it is here with you and the kids. Going back to my real life is sounding less appealing by the minute.”

      He kissed me. “We have a whole week.”

      “Yes, we do.” Why was I feeling as though I needed to cram a whole lifetime in that one week? This was insane. I’d known him such a short time.

      “You need to taste the potatoes and tell me if you think they’re edible,” Forest said.

      I did so. Despite their lumps, the cream and butter ratio was perfect. “I like them lumpy. These are great.”

      “There are lumps?”

      The look of dismay on his face made me laugh. “Some mashed potatoes are more smashed. Don’t worry. The kids are going to love them.”

      He kissed me again. “This house hasn’t smelled this good in a long time. Not since…well, you know.”

      While Forest carved the small turkey, I put the potatoes, cranberries, green beans, and stuffing on the table. When everything was ready, we called in the kids. Their eyes went wide at the sight of our feast.

      Forest had dressed them up for dinner. Ruby wore a velvet dress the same color as her name. Dane had on khaki pants and a nice shirt. I had put on a blue sweaterdress paired with tall boots and felt quite festive. Forest wore black jeans and a red turtleneck sweater that made him look like James Bond. He’d shaved his scruff and slicked back his thick hair. I’d rather have had him for dinner than the turkey.

      We talked and laughed as we passed food around. I helped both kids with their gravy, after telling them to make a hole in their scoop of potatoes.

      “It’s like gravy lake,” Dane said.

      “Yes, it is,” I said before planting a kiss on the top of his delicious-smelling head.

      He beamed up at me. “Thanks, Holly, for all the yummy food. I wish you were here forever.”

      I glanced across the table at Forest. He raised one eyebrow but didn’t comment. Were we messing with the children’s heads? Was this a completely selfish thing we were doing? It was one thing to have a fling with a consenting adult. But when it affected the kids, was it setting them up for heartbreak?

      “Holly,” Forest said.

      I looked back at him. He shook his head. I knew exactly what he was trying to say. Don’t worry and ruin a special night. I nodded back at him.

      “Let’s have a toast,” I said.

      The kids raised their milk glasses, and Forest and I raised our wineglasses. “To my most favorite Christmas yet,” I said. “Thank you for letting me crash your party.”

      “I thought you crashed your car, not a party?” Ruby asked, sounding confused.

      The rest of us all laughed.

      “It’s just a saying,” Forest said. “That means Holly wasn’t expected to be here for Christmas, but she’s glad she is.”

      “Oh, okay.” Ruby set aside her glass and attacked her mashed potatoes. “This is one good dinner and not a rip-off.”

      Forest and I laughed again. It felt good to laugh. There were a few moments last month when I would not have believed I could ever laugh again, and certainly not this soon. Something here in this house with these three gorgeous humans felt right. Was there more here than I thought? Could Forest and the children be my home?

      No, don’t think crazy. My romantic nature was going to get me into trouble yet again.

      I returned my attention to my mashed potatoes where it belonged.
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      We finished dinner and the dishes and then went into the living room to enjoy the fire. Forest put on music and the kids went back to playing cards. This is what families without televisions did, I thought. How strange that so much of my life involved something they knew nothing about.

      “O Holy Night” came on the radio.

      “Dance with me?” Forest asked.

      I went into his arms, and we danced together to the lovely notes of Beyoncé’s amazing rendition of one of my favorite songs. As though we were teenagers, I had my arms around his neck and he had his wrapped about my waist. The fire washed everything in a warm orange light. Candles flickered and filled the air with the scent of vanilla. Snow fell outside at a lazy pace, as if the wide flakes were in no hurry to reach their destination. Moxie had come in from the kitchen to lie down in front of the fire and fallen asleep. Perhaps dreaming of bunnies, she twitched her yellow tail occasionally.

      This might be my most perfect moment, I thought. Nothing would ever fill me with such peace as this. I’d hold this one dear for the rest of my life.

      “This was the perfect day,” I whispered in his ear.

      “For me too.”

      We danced to another song before the children asked if we’d like to play a game of Candy Land with them. Not wanting to disappoint although I could have danced all night with Forest Sully, we joined them on the floor. Three games later, Ruby yawned. It was almost nine. Way past their bedtime. I shivered in anticipation of what Forest and I would do once they were asleep.

      “Time for bed,” Forest said. “You’ve all stayed up way past your bedtime, and you were up very early.”

      Ruby yawned again, reminding me of the kittens. “Holly, you’re coming to tuck us in too, right?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” I said.

      We all trudged upstairs. While Forest supervised their bedtime routine, I brushed my teeth and washed my face and then headed down to the kids’ room. I’d never felt comfortable enough with any man to let him see me without makeup. With Forest, I knew he liked me with or without lipstick. I’m not sure why it was different with him, but it was.

      The kids were already in bed when I came in. Forest had just given them a goodnight kiss. I did the same. “I’ll see you both in the morning,” I said.

      Ruby’s eyes had closed. She would be asleep before we even left the room.

      “Night,” Dane said, sounding as sleepy as his sister.

      We walked out to the hallway. Forest shut the door behind us and then pressed me up against the wall and kissed me hard. He tasted deliciously of mint toothpaste. I guess he had the same idea as I. No reason not to head to bed as soon as we got the kids down for what I hoped was a sound sleep. His hands made their way up the skirt of my dress. “You’re all I can think about,” he said.

      “Let’s go to my room.”

      “Lead the way.” As if we were magnetized together, he broke apart from me and practically dragged me down the hall to my room.
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      First thing the day after Christmas, I had called Mrs. Knight to see if she’d stay with the kids for an hour or so. Holly and I had agreed to head into the bank and deposit the check. She’d called her financial adviser and he’d explained that it would save a lot of hassle if she went in with me. It wasn’t every day that someone wrote a check for that amount of money.

      The entire ordeal at the bank had left me exhausted. Everything had been further complicated by the exchanges rates and depositing United States dollars into a Canadian account. Thankfully, I didn’t know the bank manager personally. As grateful as I was, it was embarrassing to be bailed out of my debt by someone. I was hot and sweaty during the entire transaction. I got a lot less so when I arranged for the entire sum of my mortgage to be paid in full.

      When I got home, I’d pay my credit cards balances and other everything else I owed. I would be free of the financial strain for the first time in four years.

      “I know that was hard for you,” Holly said as we exited the bank into the clear, cold morning.

      “A bit, yeah.”

      “Do you want to grab a coffee and a bite to eat?”

      “Sure.” We walked down the main street of town past the various shops, including a gift shop that had been there since the dawn of time and a new touristy coffee shop that had a line out the door. We stopped when we came to a women’s clothing store. “I’d like to buy a decent jacket,” Holly said. “I’m kind of freezing.”

      “Yes, good idea.” I’d offered her my lumberjack coat this morning but she’d declined, saying she wanted to look presentable for the bank visit.

      I held the door for her and she slipped past me.  A blast of warm air from the heating system rustled my hair. Christmas music played softly overhead. The unique smell of new clothes and perfume scented the air. A young woman looked up from behind the counter where she’d been writing prices on tags. This was an old-school type of shop. No fancy accounting software for Garland Grove businesses. I could only imagine the accounting mess at the end of the year. I had three clients who ran businesses similar to this one. I was constantly nagging them to upgrade, but small shops around here ran on a slim margin. My hourly prices reflected that. When I’d worked for the accounting firm in the city, my hourly billing rate was four times what I could get away with here.

      The clerk did a double take when she saw Holly, obviously recognizing her. I was thankful that she refrained from comment. “Happy Boxing Day. I’m Dawn. Can I help you with anything?”

      “Thank you,” I said, then explained that we were hoping to purchase a down jacket for Holly.

      “I have a few I think you’d like.” Dawn motioned us to the back of the shop where dozens of coats waited for a body to warm.

      I wandered off while Holly looked through the rack. There were a lot of pretty things displayed, including jewelry, scarves, hats, and handbags. I’d have liked to find something nice for Holly but figured she probably had more expensive tastes than this. A jacket for Canada was one thing. Costume jewelry was quite another. Anyway, I couldn’t exactly buy her anything when she’d just paid off all my debt.

      As we’d sat side by side at the bank, I’d come to terms with a hard truth. This money arrangement between us made a romance impossible. I had to keep that in mind. This was a week of fun after the most generous thing anyone had ever done for me. However, the power dynamics were complicated. Giving a gift to one’s benefactor would be inappropriate. As would entertaining any thought of a long-term relationship.

      I hated feeling obligated to another person, especially one I had such a strong physical and emotional reaction to. Remember what a good day we had yesterday, I reminded myself. The hot dog day. Such a silly thing. Silly yet significant.

      “Forest, what do you think of this one?”

      I turned to see Holly wearing a red quilted jacket with a faux fur collar. “You look fantastic. Like a local.”

      She unzipped herself out of it and handed it to Dawn. “I’ll take it, please.”

      “Do you need anything else?” Dawn asked, eyes gleaming. “Hat or scarf? Gloves?”

      “I need a pair of gloves,” Holly said. “The ones I have aren’t thick enough. A hat, too. Maybe a matching set?” She looked so excited by the prospect that it made me smile.

      Dawn led her over to the counter with the hats and gloves lined up in neat rows. I wandered up to the front, looking out to the street. The sun shone brightly, but the temperatures had plummeted. There would be ice on the roads tonight when I returned from my shift at the bar. It would be one of my last shifts. Horace wouldn’t be too happy to lose me, but he knew how I hated being away from the kids at night. Not to mention I might actually get a life if I actually had a weekend night free.

      A life?

      What did that mean exactly? I’d certainly enjoyed the last couple nights sharing Holly’s bed. Sex was great, but was I ready for a relationship? Had Holly’s arrival reminded me of how much I missed having someone to share my life with? I’d been in survival mode for so long that having a relationship wasn’t really an option.

      A relationship? Or Holly?

      Holly Turner. Holly with her shiny hair and dazzling smile. Her long limbs and gorgeous eyes. The way she covered her mouth when she laughed as if she were afraid she was too loud. Sure, I’d not known her long, but there was a connection between us. An understanding that went deeper than I would have ever expected. Was it Holly who I imagined by my side on all these suddenly free evenings?

      Crap. This was not good.

      Holly was at the counter paying. Apparently, Dawn had recovered from her reticence and was telling Holly how she’d grown up watching her show. “During my awkward stage.”

      “I grew up doing the show,” Holly said. “During my awkward stage.”

      “You were not awkward. All of us girls wanted to be like you.”

      “That’s sweet,” Holly said.

      I knew enough by now to know that Holly would have liked to have traded places with any of the girls in this town, especially the ones who were part of a family. A home where she could feel safe and loved instead of used for her moneymaking abilities.

      Holly, wearing her new jacket, grinned as we returned to the sidewalk. “I’m so much warmer now. Let’s celebrate everything and go to lunch. Will Mrs. Knight mind if we stay away for a bit longer?”

      “No, she said to take our time. There’s a nice bistro around the block here. I’ve never been, but I’ve heard it’s good.”

      “Sounds perfect.” She pulled her new soft leather gloves on as well as a new knit cap, both in a fawn brown. Fawn? Yes, that was the right color to describe her eyes.

      What was I doing, thinking of the exact color of her eyes? This was very bad and getting worse by the minute.

      We walked hand in hand to the bistro. I couldn’t stop touching the woman, I thought, as I separated from her long enough to hold the door open for her.

      The place had a French café type of vibe with small tables covered in white cloths and a black-and-white tiled floor. An aroma of garlic and butter made my stomach growl. A server dressed in white with a black apron took us to a table by the window and left thick paper menus for us to peruse while he fetched us glasses of water.

      “This is a cute place.” Holly tugged her hat from her head and then slipped out of her jacket. “Perfect for a lunch date.”

      “I wonder what you see when you look at my little town?”

      “I see a place for families.” I was growing accustomed to the melancholy tone in her voice when she spoke of family and home. Still, familiarity didn’t change my desire to fix it all for her. “Quaint shops. An ice-skating rink where people fall in love. A sweet French bistro where a couple could go for date night. Honestly, this place makes me question a lot of the choices I’ve made in my life.”

      I flushed with pleasure. “It’s a good place to raise kids.” What was it about someone complimenting the place you live that made a man fill with pride? It wasn’t as if anything here had been my doing. Still, her words made me warm inside.

      “What was it like to grow up here? Tell me everything.”

      I chuckled, tickled by the curiosity in her eyes. “First, choose something to eat, and then I will.”

      “I already know.” She thrust her menu toward me. “The coq au vin. It’s my absolute favorite meal.”

      “Really?” I hadn’t looked at the menu yet. The prices had me reeling. Twenty dollars for a ham sandwich, and that was the least expensive item.

      “I make it sometimes for myself. Pathetic, I know. A meal for one.”

      “Do you cook for yourself?” I set the menu aside, having decided the ham sandwich was the only viable option.

      “Not often, but sometimes. It relaxes me.”

      The server came by, and Holly ordered. I asked for the ham sandwich, or jambon-beurre, as it was listed on the menu.

      “Is that all you want?” Holly asked. “How about a cup of lobster bisque? Doesn’t that sound nice? Something warm?”

      “It’s excellent,” the server said.

      I loved lobster bisque. One splurge wouldn’t ruin the budget, I supposed. Not now that Holly had saved me. “Sure, yeah. Thanks.”

      After the server walked away, Holly reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “I didn’t think about the prices. I’m sorry.”

      “How did you know that’s what I was thinking?”

      “You’re not hard to read,” Holly said. “I know this money thing is awkward between us, but I wish it wasn’t.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “I’m sorry. It was rude of me. I hate to think I’ve made you uncomfortable.”

      “This whole thing is weird.” And doomed, I thought. There was no way, despite my fantasies, that the two of us could ever have anything other than a fling. I made sure of that the moment I accepted her money.

      “Listen to me,” she said. “The money shouldn’t matter.”

      “It feels that way.” I looked away from her penetrating gaze to the street. A young couple holding hands strolled by the window. A wave of envy rumbled through me. I’d have liked to be a man Holly admired for my ability to take care of her. That could never be the case.

      Remember the hot dogs. I did this for the kids. All roads had to lead back to what was best for them. Feeling sorry for myself over my hurt pride did not serve them.

      “Please, let’s just forget all of that and enjoy ourselves,” Holly said. “We don’t have much time.”

      “Do you know what I’d do to be able to buy a lunch like this for a woman like you without a second thought?”

      “You don’t have to. I like you either way.” Holly reached across the small table to squeeze my wrist. “Please, let’s have a good time. We have such a short while together.”

      “Yes, all right.” I’d do my best, but my mood had changed. My stupid ego.

      “Now, you were supposed to tell me what it was like growing up here. Spare no details.”

      While we waited for our meals, I told her about growing up here: ice-skating parties, snowshoeing, the drive-in theater that charged five dollars a carload no matter how many kids you had stuffed in the back. “There were hayrides and afternoons sliding down the mountains on inner tubes.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “We could do that with the kids while you’re here,” I said. “There’s a place just out of town.”

      “I’d love that.”

      I told her about my family and how things had changed dramatically for us when my father died unexpectedly. “He was a PE teacher and seemed in good health. One day, his heart stopped. Some kind of defect, they told us.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Oh, that must have been terrible.”

      “It was. I lost my mom when I was in college. Lung cancer. Diagnosed one day, and a month later she was gone. And then my sister and Marc.” I took a sip of water to hide the emotion that swelled up in me at the mention of my family.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been.”

      “Yeah, I miss them all every day. It’s bad to be the last man standing, so to speak. The memories of all our good times helps, though.” I smiled as an image of my mother cooking in our old kitchen flashed before me. “My mom loved Christmas. She used to decorate the whole house the day after Thanksgiving. All month long, she’d make cookies and all these amazing treats. My sister and I both had a huge sweet tooth, so we loved December. We had this wooden Advent calendar my dad had made us. She’d put homemade fudge or peppermints in there for my sister and me. Every day when we came home from school, we’d rush to it.”

      “Do you do that for the kids?”

      I shook my head. I’d never thought to do so. Why was that? “No, and I don’t know why. I’m not sure what even happened to the Advent calendar. It might be somewhere in the attic. When my sister died, I was in shock for, I swear, an entire year. I can’t remember most of it. If I hadn’t had Mrs. Knight, I’ve no idea how I would have survived. Ruby was still in diapers, for example. I didn’t know how to do anything.”

      “You figured it out, though. The kids are thriving.”

      “I haven’t broken them so far,” I said. “Miraculously.”

      Our meals arrived, smelling so good that my mouth watered. My ham sandwich was on a French baguette and partially wrapped in parchment paper secured with a brown string. The French knew how to make the ordinary special.

      Holly breathed in the scent of her dish. “Rosemary, garlic, and butter. Could there be a better combination?”

      I took a bite of my soup and groaned. “This is amazing.”

      We ate for a few minutes, sharing bites with each other. My sandwich practically melted in my mouth. Smeared with butter in combination with the salty ham and the crunchy bread, it gave credence to its fancy French name.

      “I’m going to get fat if I stay here much longer and get fired from this movie I’m supposed to start filming next week.” Holly sipped from her water glass. “I’ve never eaten so much in one week in my life. Even when I was a kid my mom was strict about my calorie intake.”

      Next week. Too soon.

      “What’s the project like? The one you’re going to film in Italy?” I asked, despite my lack of enthusiasm about her leaving me to go back to her regular life.

      “It’s a role of a lifetime, honestly. One I never thought I’d even be considered for.”

      “Why?”

      “The character is this high-society type spending a few months in Italy. She’s hiding an opiate addiction from her husband and friends. As the days go by, she loses more and more control of her life. The role’s not exactly glamorous, but it’s super meaty. Usually, I’m the girlfriend or wife of the lead male. There aren’t that many roles for women.” She set aside her fork. “This is probably going to jinx me, but if I can pull this off, I’ll have a whole new clout as a serious actress. When you become famous as a teenage star of a mediocre but wildly popular sitcom, the transition’s not that easy. I’ve been slowly gaining respect as a real actress.”

      “Sounds like a great opportunity.” Could I sound more disingenuous? It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested. I was jealous of her other life.

      “I must sound so vapid, pampered, and self-absorbed.” Her cheeks colored. “I shouldn’t have gone on like that.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. This is your life and career. You have every right to have ambition. I like the way your face lit up when you were talking about the work.”

      “That’s the thing. The work is so different from the fame. The latter wears me down, but I love acting. I’m even thinking about trying my hand at directing one of these days.” She lifted a shoulder. “But there I go again.”

      “For someone with your talent and beauty, you have surprisingly low self-esteem.”

      “You don’t know if I’m talented. You’ve never seen anything I’ve done.”

      I laughed. “Guilty on that count. I’d like to, though. And I’m quite certain about your beauty.”

      “Why don’t you have a television? I’ve been curious about that.”

      “My sister didn’t want one when she had the kids. She was planning on homeschooling them and keeping them as sheltered as possible. I wanted to honor the television part. Homeschooling was a bit much though.”

      “With your two jobs, I think you’ve had your hands full enough.”

      “Speaking of which, I have a shift tonight at the bar,” I said. “I usually don’t get home until midnight.”

      “What do you do with the kids when you’re working?”

      “Mrs. Knight looks after them. For free.” Yet another kind person helping me out and asking nothing in return.

      “I’ll stay with them tonight and give her a break,” Holly said. “She’ll have been with them all day.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on vacation?”

      “This was more a run-away-from-reality type of trip. Being with the kids is fun for me. I’ll be happy if we can cook something for dinner together.”

      “Will you wait up for me?” I reached across the table to caress her arm with my thumb.

      “I can’t promise I won’t fall asleep, but I won’t be mad if awakened.”

      “Deal.”

      The server cleared away our dishes and asked if we’d care for dessert. We declined and asked for the check.

      “I’m paying for this lunch,” I said to her, fully expecting her to protest.

      Instead, she looked me in the eyes as if it she hadn’t just paid off more than a half million dollars of my debt. “Thank you. I’ll use the ladies’ and meet you at the front.”

      I got my wallet out in preparation. It was stuffed with bills from the bar, all lined up in the same direction. The check came to almost seventy dollars plus tip. I took out my stack and counted off the what I owed. At least I could pay, regardless if it were with beer-soaked cash. I set the money on the table. Noticing that Holly had left her jacket hanging over the back of her chair, I grabbed it and went outside into the cold air to wait for her.

      I stood under the awning over the entrance. Town was busy today with the after-Christmas sale hunters. I watched a young couple adjusting the straps on their twins’ stroller. Boys around eighteen months, the babies kicked their fat legs. Those days were behind me. Even as hard as they’d been, I missed the baby stage. Holly appeared a few minutes later. A fresh layer of lipstick stained her pretty mouth.

      “You’re beautiful,” I whispered in her ear before holding up her jacket. “You forgot this.”

      “I really am from California, aren’t I?” She turned around so I could help her into her newly purchased layer of warmth.

      “What do you say? Should we go home and rescue Mrs. Knight?” Holly asked.

      I yawned, sleepy. “Yep, let’s get home. I wouldn’t mind a nap.”

      “You’re to do exactly that when we get home. I don’t know how you’ve kept up with this schedule.” She twisted around to face me and held my cheeks between her bare hands. “You’re my hero.”

      I kissed her cold fingers. “Put your gloves on. It’s freezing out here.”

      She dug them out of her pockets and tugged them over her fingers. “Much better.”

      “It’s nice having you around. Naps are a luxury I don’t often have.”

      “It’s nice being around.”

      We stepped out from under the awning. The sun blinded me for a moment before I found my sunglasses. We’d only walked a few feet when Holly grabbed my arm then halted abruptly. “I think that’s a photographer.” She pointed to a man with a camera bag thrown over his shoulder walking quickly away.

      Without thinking, I ran after him and easily caught him. To my embarrassment, it was my boss at the bar, Horace.

      “Hey, man, what’s up?” Horace, in his fifties, had a wide face etched slightly with wrinkles from a lot of time outdoors. He was a bulky man, made even more so by his thick camel-colored coat. Underneath, he probably wore one of his trademark bright button-down shirts. “You all right?”

      “I thought you were someone else,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      “No problem. You looked like the devil was chasing you there for a minute.”

      Holly had caught up with us by then. Her hands were in fists by her sides, but her expression changed from combative to curious when she saw that I obviously knew this man.

      “It’s my boss,” I said to her. “Holly, meet Horace. She’s a new friend of mine.”

      “Right. I heard you were in town.” Horace pointed to the damaged lamppost across the street. “A story like that doesn’t take long to get around.”

      Holly covered her face with her gloved hands. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Well, since you offered the city a donation for next summer’s firework display in addition to replacing all of these old lampposts, I think you’re forgiven.”

      “You did what?” I asked, surprised. “When did that all happen?”

      “I called the city office this morning.” Holly shrugged. “No big deal. It’s the least I could do after making such a spectacle of myself.”

      “Yeah, it’s all around town that you swept in and saved her,” Horace said to me.

      “After I smashed the side of his truck,” Holly said.

      “I bet he was a real bear,” Horace said.

      “He was.” Holly’s eyes twinkled up at Horace. “But he got over that pretty quickly.”

      “You always did have a way with women,” Horace said to me.

      “Very funny,” I said.

      “This one. A real charmer, right?” Horace asked, addressing Holly as if I weren’t there.

      “He grows on a girl,” Holly said.

      Horace looked from one of us to the other. “I can see you’ve had a real good Christmas.”

      “Yeah, actually, could I talk to you for a quick second?” I asked. No time like the present to tell him I was leaving.

      “Sure,” Horace said.

      I gave Holly the keys to my truck. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just be a minute.”

      She took the keys but nodded toward the kitchen shop. “I think I’ll pop in there for a moment but will meet you at the truck.”

      “Great.”

      Horace and I watched her sprint across the street. “She’s a beauty,” Horace said. “I mean, if you like girls.”

      I chuckled. Horace was never shy about his attraction to men.

      “Anyway, what’s up with you two?” Horace asked.

      “We’re having a little fling. Nothing serious.”

      One of his eyebrows quivered before permanently rising. “If you say so.”

      “Yeah, here’s the thing. She…um…paid off all my debts.”

      “Say what now?”

      “Mortgage and everything.”

      “Well, hell, boy, you must be good in bed.”

      Hot, I yanked off my cap. “It was for the kids. I did it for the kids.”

      He shifted from one foot to the other. “But accepting her help was hard for you.”

      “Very hard.”

      His thick dark eyebrows drew together. “I suppose you’ll be leaving me at the bar, then?”

      “I’d like to spend more time with the kids on the weekends, so yeah.”

      He slapped me on the shoulder. “Good for you.”

      Horace knew the details of my money problems and understood how much this would truly change my life. As much as I knew he’d miss me at the bar, he was genuinely pleased for me.

      “Any chance she’ll be back?” Horace asked.

      “Nah. She’s like the wind. Just passing through.”
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      When we arrived back from town, Ruby and Dane were outside playing in the snow. They came running up to us and asked if we’d like to help them build a snow family. Thus far, there were two short snow people. One had Ruby’s scarf around its neck. The other had Dane’s knit cap perched somewhat precariously on its head.

      “Please, Holly, we need a mom and dad now,” Ruby said earnestly.

      “I’ve never made one,” I said.

      All three of them stared at me. “Really?” Forest asked.

      “No, but I can make a sandcastle like nobody’s business.” That wasn’t quite true, but at least I’d been to the beach.

      “We’ll teach you,” Dane said. “There’s nothing to it.”

      We got right to work, starting with making a small round ball of snow into a bigger one by rolling it so that it gathered more and more layers of snow. The children were only too happy to instruct me as to the nuances of such an endeavor, showing me how to keep my ball round instead of the shape of a short, fat hot dog.

      “What do we use to make their faces?” I asked after we’d assembled a snowman and his wife.

      Dane pulled a few items from his jacket pockets. “Mrs. Knight gave us some carrots for noses and grapes for eyes.” He showed me the contents of his pockets, which included orange wedges.

      “What are the oranges for?” I asked.

      “Their mouths.” Dane imitated a wide smile with his own mouth.

      “I have oranges too,” Ruby said. “We asked for four sets so we’d have enough.”

      “We should have made Mrs. Knight too.” Dane frowned. “Then the whole family would be here.”

      The whole family? Did he mean me too? My stomach twisted with guilt. The longer I was here, the more potential I had to hurt the children.

      Forest and I exchanged a worried glance before helping the kids put the faces of the snow family together.

      After we were done, I stood back to survey our work. We’d stuck the orange wedges in with the rind facing outward, giving them a ghoulish appearance. “The mouths make them look like they’re shouting.”

      “A bit, yeah,” Forest said.

      “Or singing.” Ruby sidled up next to me and put her gloved hand in mine. “The mom needs a pretty scarf.”

      I unwound my scarf from my neck. “Let’s give her mine. At least until I need it again.”

      Ruby encircled the neck of our snow lady with my blue-and-white scarf. “She looks fancy now, like you.” She smacked her lips, clearly satisfied.

      Forest placed his cap on the tallest of the snow people. “How’s that?”

      “Good. Very good,” Dane said.

      “We should check on the girls,” Forest said. “And gather up the eggs.”

      “Do you want to see our chickens?” Ruby asked me.

      “I can think of nothing I’d like better.” In truth, I would have rather gone inside to curl up in front of the fireplace, but I couldn’t bring myself to disappoint any of my snowman-building coconspirators.

      We plowed through the powdery snow to the barn. Forest unlatched the door and the four of us went inside to the surprisingly warm room. The scent of dried hay hit me right away. I looked up to see bales stored in a loft above the chicken coop. Cubbyholes with torn pieces of sheet covering them lined one wall of the small barn. Several cabbages hung from a string tied around a rafter. Chickens must like cabbage. Who knew?

      My gaze traveled to the other end of the barn where stalls big enough for horses or cows were empty. “Did you used to have horses or cows?” I asked.

      “My dad. Back when.” Forest used a small pail to scoop out feed from a plastic bin. “You want to help feed the girls?”

      I giggled. I loved that he called them the girls. “Sure. What do I do?”

      “Just toss it around like this.” He took a handful and chucked the lot of it into the air, and it fell like rain onto the floor. Several chickens jumped from their boxes to peck around for their lunch.

      I imitated Forest with another bit of their food. Two red hens joined their sisters. I was like Cinderella, I thought, smiling to myself. Lover of animals and domestic chores. Should I start to sing as she did in the animated film?

      “What’s so funny?” Forest asked.

      “I was imagining myself like Cinderella. But I know, this isn’t a movie. This is real life.”

      “You’re such a city girl.” Forest tugged on the edge of my cap and then leaned close to my ear. “An adorable one.”

      “Don’t flirt with me,” I said quietly so the kids couldn’t hear our banter. “I’m busy with my chickens.”

      Ruby and Dane had each grabbed a wire basket from a hook on the wall. They started at opposite ends of the row of boxes, pulling up each cloth to reach in for the eggs. Some of the boxes had none, but most yielded one or two eggs. Forest followed behind to add additional sawdust to the nesting boxes.

      “Why do they have curtains?” I asked.

      “They like their privacy,” Forest said. “But the silly girls always seem to covet someone else’s box. They share when they could have their own.”

      “Maybe they get lonely,” I said. Like me.

      Forest shot me a look but didn’t say anything.

      Dane had opened a box with a fat white chicken obviously sitting on an egg. She made a noise that sounded like the cross between a coo and a low-pitched chirp. Dane left her alone and went to the next box.

      “Broody hens can get nasty,” Forest said. “So we leave them be and hope they’ll be distracted by all the stuff we leave for them to peck around for. I don’t like the kids to try to get the eggs from them if a girl’s in that state.”

      I tossed another handful of feed onto the floor. A red one turned a beady eye in my direction, as if sensing a stranger.

      “Do you ever worry about a fox in the henhouse?” I asked. “Like in a storybook?”

      “Sure I do. In the warm months when they’re outside, there’s the danger of hawks and other predators too.”

      “Are these eggs just for your use or do you sell them?”

      He scratched the back of his neck and grimaced as if he were embarrassed. “I sell them. Every little bit counts.”

      “There’s no shame in that,” I said. “Or anything you’ve done to keep the place going.”

      “When I was a kid, we had Clydesdale horses. When dad died and everything went to hell, we had to sell them. He gave sleigh rides to people in the winters back then. It was a fun time.”

      “Like the beer commercials?” I asked.

      “They still have those?” Forest asked. “I remember them back when I had a television and got to watch sports.”

      “There’s one with a puppy and a horse that gets me every time.” Back when he got to watch sports? He’d had definite longing in his tone when he’d mentioned sports. I was reminded once again of everything he’d had to give up for these kids.

      We were finished up with the chicken chore and decided it was time to go inside and get warm. In the mudroom, all four of us took off our snow things and hung our jackets. The kids placed their baskets of eggs on the counter. “Where’s Mrs. Knight?” Ruby asked.

      We followed the young ones into the living room. Mrs. Knight had fallen asleep in a chair by the fire. She stirred, then popped open her eyes as if someone had poked her awake. “Oh dear, I seem to have drifted off. After I heard your truck, I knew you were home and I guess my tired old eyes decided to take a rest. Is everyone all right?” She sat forward, brushing her jeans with her hands before getting to her feet. Mrs. Knight was as plump as a loaf of fresh bread and smelled like candied popcorn. If Mrs. Claus were real, she would look like Mrs. Knight.

      “Nothing to worry about,” Forest said. “We built a snow family and fed the chickens.”

      “And got the eggs,” Ruby said. “We had over two dozen today.”

      “Good. I’m down to just one at the house. Mr. Knight loves his omelets, you know.” She lumbered over to the front windows to look out at the snow family. “Well done, loves. Does anyone need a warm beverage?”

      I stifled a yawn. “I think I need a nap too,” I said to Forest.

      “You should take one,” Forest said. “I might do the same.”

      “Not me,” Dane said. “I hate naps.”

      “Me too,” Ruby said.

      No wonder Forest was exhausted. The kids might hate naps, but I bet he loved them.

      “I’m hungry, Mrs. Knight,” Dane said. “Can I have the rest of my sandwich now?”

      “Yes, I put it in the refrigerator,” Mrs. Knight said. “Eat at the counter, please.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Dane said.

      “I’m going to eat the rest of my sandwich too,” Ruby said.

      “Go on, then,” Mrs. Knight said. After the kids were gone, she said to Forest, “They were too excited to tell me all about Holly and then to play in the snow to eat much of their lunch. I made a deal with them that they could go ahead and play as long as they ate the rest of it later. I hope that’s all right.”

      “I think you know by now I trust you,” Forest said. “I was telling Holly I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “Piffity poo, you would’ve done fine,” Mrs. Knight said. “You’re a natural, like your dad was. Anyway, I’ll stay with the kids for a bit longer, so you two go on upstairs and take a rest.”

      The way she said “you two” made me wonder exactly what the kids had told her about the nature of our relationship. Had they figured out their uncle had stayed in my room two nights in a row?

      “Speaking of which, I won’t need you tonight,” Forest said. “Holly’s going to stay with the kids. I thought you might need a night to yourself after staying with these hooligans all day.”

      “It’ll be nice to have a Friday night off,” Mrs. Knight said. “But, Holly, you let me know if you need anything.” She gestured toward the window. “I’m just a five-minute walk away.”

      “Thank you. I’m a bit nervous to be alone with them if you want to know the truth,” I said.

      “They’ve taken to you,” Mrs. Knight said. “If your ears were burning earlier it’s because they couldn’t stop chattering away about you.”

      “That’s sweet.” As it had earlier, worry niggled at me. Taken to me? Chattering away? I glanced out at the snow family. Were they manifesting me joining the family? If only I could. But I didn’t belong here. Not with them or Forest or this small town. They were only a respite from my life.

      My mother’s voice echoed through my mind. The last time we’d spoken, she’d called me a “selfish little pig.”

      Was I being selfish, taking from them, filling my well with them only to leave them high and dry when I left? Was I as bad a person as my mother thought I was? Had she been right all along? Was I a selfish little pig?
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      “Come to my room with me,” Forest whispered in my ear when we reached the top of the stairs.

      “I thought we were napping?”

      “We can nap if you’d like.”

      “What if they see us?” I asked.

      “We’ll be sneaky.”

      I let him take me into his bedroom, praying the kids didn’t come upstairs. He locked the door behind him, then crossed over to lock the bathroom door to the Jack-and-Jill he shared with the kids.

      I took in his room. Decorated in dark, masculine colors, it suited him. A four-poster bed painted dark blue was covered with a white quilt, the only light thing in the room. Even the wainscoting was black. Not unattractive, but different from my room here.

      “This was supposed to be one of the guest rooms,” Forest said. “My sister had them decorated in various way to try to match guests’ preferences.”

      “That was a great idea.” I yawned again. “I’m sorry. Our late-night antics are catching up to me.”

      He switched on the fireplace and drew the shades. A lamp by the bed put out a soft light. “I’ll tell you what—I’ll keep my hands off you and let you nap first.” He pulled back his neatly made bed. “In you go.”

      I obeyed, grateful. “I’m like Ruby was last night. Hardly able to keep my eyes open.” I snuggled under the warmth of the blankets and rolled onto my side. “This feels like heaven.” The pillow was featherlike under my head.

      He got in beside me, shifted onto his back and closed his eyes. I’d noticed he often slept that way. I reached over to his side of the bed with my feet until I found his solid leg. I rested my toes near his ankle and drifted off to sleep.

      I dreamed of a fox in the henhouse, eating all the girls, blood smeared on his mouth.

      I woke with a start. It was dark behind the shades, which meant it was after four. Forest wasn’t in bed. I could hear the shower from his bathroom. As I became more alert, I remembered what the rest of the day would hold. He had to work tonight. I would be alone with Ruby and Dane. No television. What would we do? The same things we’d done with Forest, I supposed. Play games, read, and get them to bed by eight. I’d need to make dinner for us. I smiled as I leaned over to turn on the bedside lamp. The thought of the evening before me was like this bed, warm and cozy.

      I swung my feet to the floor and shivered until I pulled my sweater over my T-shirt. I’d have to wait until tonight to be ravished. Another thing to look forward to.

      Forest came out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel. Shoot, he looked good. With his wide, strong shoulders and tapered waist, I’d put him up against any of the movie stars I knew.

      “Hey there,” he said. “Did you have a good rest?”

      “Very good. You?”

      “I feel like a new man. I feel bad about Horace, though. I’ll have to stay until we can find a replacement for me.”

      “Will he be able to find someone else?”

      “Sure. There’s tons of guys or ladies around who would want my shifts. Friday and Saturday evenings at the Twisted Tinsel are lucrative.” He pulled me close and kissed me.

      I shivered, this time from wanting him. “I’ll look forward to later tonight.”

      “As will I.” He nipped at my bottom lip with his soft mouth. Waves of pleasure and longing coursed through me. He smelled of aftershave and soap. My new favorite smells.

      I ran my hands over his shoulders and past his chest to his navel. He was still damp and warm from the shower. I wanted to wrap myself around him and beg him to call in sick, but I knew he was a man of his word. Horace expected him. Forest wouldn’t let him down.

      I pushed him away. “Don’t start or I’ll have you back in bed and you’ll be late for work.”

      He placed his chin on top of my head. “I’ll be late. Probably after midnight.”

      “I’ll leave the door unlocked.” A creeping dread crawled into my stomach and coiled there as if it were a poisonous snake waiting to strike. Next week at this time, I’d be in Italy alone with only the memories of these days to keep me company. I must savor every moment.

      I kissed him lightly on the mouth. “Go. I have dinner to make.”
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      I’d just tucked the children in and come downstairs to make a cup of tea when a knock on the back door made me jump. I grabbed a knife and peered through the mudroom at the window. It was Mrs. Knight with a small scruffy dog in her arms and a headlamp strapped to her forehead. Thank goodness. When I appeared at the door, she shut the blinding headlamp off.

      “You scared me,” I said as I opened the door. “I’m not used to being here without Forest.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her plump cheeks were flushed from the cold and presumably from the hike through the snow to get here. “I left my book and wanted to grab it before bedtime.” She indicated the dog with a tip of her chin. “This here is Liza.”

      I scratched the top of Liza’s head. She looked at me with slightly bulging and suspicious-seeming eyes. “Come on in.”

      “Don’t mind if I do. Just to get warm for a moment before walking back home.” She placed her headlamp in the pocket of her jacket and then took it off to hang on one of the posts in the mudroom.

      “Aren’t you scared to walk in the dark?” I asked as I followed her into the kitchen.

      “Nah, I know these woods like the back of my own hand.” She looked over at Moxie’s bed. “Where’s the pup?”

      “She’s sleeping in the kids’ room.”

      “They played that trick on you, huh?”

      “Trick?” I asked.

      “Moxie’s not allowed to sleep in their room.”

      I grimaced and hugged myself. It was cold in here at this time in the evening. “Oh well. Forest hadn’t mentioned that.” Would he be angry?

      “He won’t care too much, love. Don’t be worried. Forest’s a softy under all that gruff. “

      “Would you like a cup of tea or anything?”

      “I wouldn’t turn down some tea with a little whiskey in it.” She headed over to one of the cupboards and pulled down a small bottle of Jim Beam. “Forest keeps it in here for me. He knows I like a tuck or two after I put the kids to bed.”

      Whiskey? I hadn’t predicted that. I put water in the kettle and placed it on one of the cooktop burners turned to high.

      Mrs. Knight put Liza on one of the benches at the island. The dog placed her chin on the granite top and watched me with her doleful eyes. Her fluffy fur wasn’t exactly white or black, but not exactly gray, either.

      “I didn’t know you had a dog,” I said.

      “Liza usually joins me for our visits with the kids, but today she had to go to the vet. Mr. Knight took her in for me since Forest needed me.”

      “Is something wrong with Liza?” From the look of Liza’s sausage-shaped frame, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn of a diet in the dog’s future.

      “No, no. She just needed her annual checkup. She’s very spoiled. That’s what happens to women like me after their kids leave the nest. We still need something to love.” She poured a slug of whiskey no bigger than a thimble into a cup and set it near the stovetop. How long had she had that bottle? Given the dose, I’d have to guess years.

      Steam escaped from the spout of the teakettle but wasn’t yet whistling, so I let it be. Mrs. Knight seemed as though she’d be a stickler when it came to how she liked her tea brewed.

      She went to the pantry and came out with a basket of tea packets. “You strike me as an herbal tea drinker, am I right?”

      “This time of day, yes. I took such a long nap, I’ll be up all night as it is.” I chose a chamomile from the bunch. Mrs. Knight asked for Earl Grey. I set both bags into the cups. The teakettle whistled. I turned off the burner. “Earl Grey with whiskey?” I asked as I poured water over the tea bag.

      Mrs. Knight settled her plump frame onto the stool next to Liza. “Delicious combination. Sometimes I have regular old Lipton, but usually I go for the fancy stuff. I have to buy this myself because Forest is on a budget.”

      “He told me you won’t take any pay from him.” I put her cup in front of her and stayed standing.

      “Of course not. His mother was like my sister. Forest and these kids are family. I have two twin boys and neither of them seems keen on marrying. They’re too busy making money and buying fancy cars. They’re in Vancouver now. The country’s no longer for them. Someday I hope they’ll come back, but I don’t have high expectations.”

      “Are they the same age as Forest?”

      “That’s right. The boys all grew up together. Wild, all three of them. Played on the high school hockey team and were quite popular with the young ladies.”

      “I can imagine Forest had as many dates as he wanted,” I said. “Were any of them serious?”

      Mrs. Knight pursed her lips and looked up at the ceiling as if trying to remember. “No, nothing serious. He was like my boys and focused on getting out of here. That’s what all the kids talk about here. Getting out and escaping the fate of their parents of working at the garland factory like so many of us did back in the day.”

      “Was it terrible?”

      “Oh, my, no. The owners have always been good people. We were happy for the work, boring as it was. My husband was eventually promoted up to general manager, and we’ve had a good life. Good retirement, too.”

      “Do you think Forest hates being back here?” I asked.

      She blew on her tea. Steam bounced and curled above the cup. “I don’t think he thinks one way or the other about what he wants these days. His focus is on the kids.” She traced her finger over the rim of her mug. “He told me what you did for him.”

      “Yeah?” I focused on stirring honey into my tea, embarrassed.

      “You changed his life. I could see how light he was today. A burden is lifted from his shoulders. I haven’t seen him that way since his sister died.”

      “I’m glad to have been able to do that for him. And for the kids.”

      “I can’t imagine how you talked him into it. He’s proud.”

      I smiled into my cup, thinking of his initial reaction. “It was insensitive of me to present it the way I did. I can be kind of blunt. It comes from having to protect myself in the business. I’m tough and to the point. I have to be, or the men will walk all over me. Anyway, he did it for the kids. He would do anything for them, including swallowing his pride.”

      “That’s what our children will do to us.” She sipped from her tea. “You have to go after New Year’s, I take it?”

      I nodded. “It’s weird. I feel like I’ve been here longer than just a few days. If I’d grown up here, I would not have wanted to go.”

      “Maybe you would have. It’s hard to say, when your life is so different from the one here.”

      “True.” I thought about my mother, how controlling she’d been. What would a woman like that have done in a place like this where choices are so limited? Would she have been more content or less?

      Liza whined and cocked her head to the right. “Are you hungry, baby?” Mrs. Knight asked Liza.

      Another whine confirmed her suspicion.

      “I usually give her a snack around now. She gets hungry this time of evening.” Mrs. Knight went to the pantry and returned with a doggy biscuit, which she placed in front of Liza.

      Liza barked her thanks and wagged her tail before scooping up the treat with one quick lap of her pink tongue. At which point she returned her gaze to me.

      “I don’t think Liza likes me,” I said.

      “She’s wary of you.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re a stranger. And she senses there’s something going on with you and Forest.”

      “She does?” I stared at Mrs. Knight and then the dog. How would this mangy mutt know about Forest and me?

      “Sure.” Mrs. Knight lifted her cup to her mouth for another drink. “We’re both wondering what will happen next.”

      “Forest and I are having a nice time together, that’s all.” I changed the subject abruptly. Mrs. Knight made me nervous, as did her dog. “What were Forest’s parents like?”

      “Ah, well, they were fine folks. Yes indeed. Forest takes after James. Good with his hands and athletic. A family man. He’d have done anything for his wife and kids. Winona was quiet, kind of a bookworm. Dane reminds me of her. We used to have some laughs, I can tell you.” Her expression darkened. “They went too soon.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Then we lost Laney and Marc. That one was hard to understand. They were the most beautiful couple and so young. I don’t know how we would’ve continued on if not for the kids. They’ve been the focus for all of us.”

      “They’re such good children,” I said. “You and Forest should be proud.”

      “We are, of course. How were they today? Did they behave themselves?”

      “They were very good. Neither wanted to go to bed, but I read to them a chapter from James and the Giant Peach. They said you’ve been reading that one to them.”

      “Yes, they love books. It’s because Forest doesn’t have a television. Mr. Knight doesn’t read a thing anymore. Just watches his shows. Speaking of which, he likes the one you were on when you were younger. I do too, if you want to know the truth. We laugh our silly heads off to that one. It’s hard to find good family shows these days. Maybe you could tell your Hollywood friends to make more shows for people who aren’t interested in a sex scene every other minute.”

      I chuckled, imagining sharing that message with the producers I knew. “I’ll do my best.”

      “You could stay, you know.” Mrs. Knight watched me over the brim of her cup as she brought it closer to her mouth.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “I have a job right after New Year’s. A good one. One I’m contracted to do.”

      “But you like it here. There are such things as cars and airplanes,” Mrs. Knight said. “Especially if money’s no object.”

      “This thing between Forest and me—it’s just for fun. Nothing serious.”

      “You kids and your obsession with fun. My boys say that same thing about the women they date. ‘It’s just casual, Mom.’ And there’s always another one if they swipe left. It’s like the buffet we used to take them to when they were little. Too many options.”

      I chuckled at her reference to a dating app. “It’s the norm now. I don’t use them, obviously, but a lot of my friends do.”

      “Because you’re famous. You can’t trust people’s motivations.”

      “Right.”

      “You and Forest have similarities.”

      “How so?”

      “You’re both trapped.”

      Trapped? Is that how she saw me? Was that true?

      Our teacups were empty by now. Mrs. Knight excused herself to get her book from the living room. Liza followed at her heels. I put our cups in the sink and stared out the kitchen window into the dark night. What would it be like to live here? Would I be able to deal with the quiet? The snow? Everyone in town knowing my business? Who was I kidding? The whole world knew my business. I could take that one off the list.

      Mrs. Knight returned with her paperback. I’d noticed it earlier, surprised that Mrs. Knight would be reading a thriller. I would have taken her for a cozy mystery type. But I wouldn’t have guessed the whiskey, either. This woman who smelled of kettle corn had a wild streak.

      “Are you sure you’re all right to walk home in the dark?” I asked.

      She nodded before putting on her headlamp. “I’ll be home in a jiffy.” In a swift and obviously practiced movement, she stuck her headlamp on and gave me a hard look. “You know, that man you were engaged to?”

      “Yeah?” I bristled, waiting for whatever was coming. I’d gone all day without thinking much about him. She’d want to know all about him, most likely. He was very popular with women Mrs. Knight’s age.

      “He isn’t half the man Forest Sully is. Actually, he’s no man at all. A silly little boy.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “I agree.”

      “You’re not hung up on him?”

      “No. He hurt me, but I’m glad he did it before we married. I’d have been in a lot bigger mess then.” Like if I’d had a baby with him. I’d be forever tied to him.

      “Plus, despite his immature ways, he’s too old for you.”

      “He is?” Rhett was ten years older than me.

      “And mark my words, the reason he went after such a young thing is because he knew deep down that he was no match for you. You’re a star. Talented and gifted. He looks good with his shirt off and that’s about it.”

      I had to laugh. “Mrs. Knight, that’s not true.”

      “It is. You’ll see in time. Now, Forest? He’s the real thing. If I were you, I’d think twice about walking away forever. Again, there’s such a thing as airplanes.”

      Before I could come up with an answer, she was back in her jacket, had scooped up Liza, and was on her way. I watched from the window of the mudroom door. Her headlamp lit up the snow in the path right in front of her. In the distance, though the trees, I could see the light from her house.

      I washed and put away the teacups and turned off all but the pendant lights that hung over the island. The fire had pretty much died down, but I sat in the armchair anyway to watch the dying embers. Mrs. Knight’s assessment of Rhett was interesting. Was she right?

      I remembered then Rhett’s reaction when I’d told him I’d gotten the Italy film. It was right before he left for his job in Paris. What had he said? I searched my memory bank, recalling only the tight look around his mouth and a certain glitter in his eyes when I’d described the role and the director who’d been so enthusiastic when I said I’d be thrilled to take the role even though it wasn’t the kind of salary I usually asked for. This was a passion project for me. One I’d felt I deserved after doing so much commercial work to please who…? Rhett?

      Then I remembered what he’d said when I finished.

      “Sounds risky, babe. You’ll really have to work on this one and not call it in with your usual tricks.”

      Risky. Work on this one. Usual tricks.

      How had I not seen it? The undermining, gaslighting, and most of all, jealousy. My excitement and success had made him feel bad about himself. His insecurity had caused him to lash out in the way he knew would hurt me the most. Betrayal.

      The last of the embers in the fireplace faded to gray as I sat there. Dust to dust. Ashes to ashes.

      And a rebirth. Mine. I would rise up and out of the ashes to reclaim my life. Never again would I allow anyone to treat me that way. This was my life. I’d never give my power away like that again.

      I stood and straightened the stockings that still hung over the fireplace. Whatever happened after I left, Forest and Mrs. Knight and the children had given me a great gift over the last few days. I’d be forever grateful. With that thought, I walked straight-backed up the stairs and into my room.

      I left the door open.
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      By six that night, the bar was packed. For the first few hours, I didn’t have a chance to talk to anyone, including Horace. Even with two of our best waitresses on staff that night, we barely kept up with the drink orders. I liked it busy, but this was ridiculous. Too many people were off work this week, plus out-of-town visitors.

      For once, I didn’t count up my tips in my head all night hoping to have enough for groceries for the week. Friday night usually bought groceries, but during slow weekends it took both of my shifts to make enough to cover expenses. Kids cost a lot of money. They ate a surprising amount of food, too. I knew it would only grow worse as they got older.

      I’d done the math earlier to make sure I could give up my second job here at Twisted Tinsel. With what I brought in from my accounting and bookkeeping clients and without a mortgage or any of the other debt, I could easily cover all of the bills and put some aside for savings. Yes, I would save more if I kept the shifts here, but I figured it was better for the kids if I was home with them. In addition, Mrs. Knight was starting to slow down some. Seeing her asleep in the middle of the day this afternoon worried me. Not because she’d ever let anything happen to the kids, but because she was getting older. I couldn’t lose anyone else.

      There were a lot of young women in the bar tonight. Kids home from college or young adults visiting their families. Several were shamelessly flirting with me. Had I not had Holly waiting for me at home, I might have been tempted. But again, where would I take them? Bringing strangers into our lives was not in the best interest of the kids.

      Then what was I doing with Holly? Guilt over the snow family rose up again. Playing house with Holly was dangerous for all of us.

      The selfish part of me reared up, reminding me I didn’t have a life and that I’d had to give it all up for Dane and Ruby. I deserved a few nights of sex with a beautiful woman who had also happened to have saved my butt.

      Around midnight, it started to clear out. Last call came at fifteen after twelve, so it wouldn’t be long before we could start cleaning up and getting the heck out here.

      Horace poured us both a glass of water and came to stand beside me behind the counter. “Good night for us, eh?”

      “Yeah, good for business, but rough on us.”

      “Good job, man.” He patted my shoulder. “You were on fire.”

      “I had a nap today.”

      “Did the nap involve a certain young lady?”

      “Maybe.” I flushed. It was dark in here, thankfully. Horace would give me all kinds of crap if he saw me blushing like a schoolboy.

      “You two make a cute couple.”

      “Right, other than she’s filthy rich, glamorous, talented, and headed out of town at the end of the year. This is just a fling. Nothing serious.”

      “The way she was looking at you today made me think otherwise.”

      I sat with that for a moment. Could it be true that she liked me for real? Would it develop into something more if she stayed? She’s not, I reminded myself. “She has the role of a lifetime waiting for her next month. No chance she’s staying. And I can’t go anywhere for two obvious reasons.”

      Horace had stopped listening to me. Instead, he appeared to be paying attention to something on the television hanging over the bar. I followed his gaze. A blonde woman in her mid-fifties was being interviewed by one of the talking heads. The caption underneath her caught my attention next. Susan Turner, mother of Holly Turner.

      “What is this?” I asked Horace, as if he would know.

      He did know. Apparently, he’d been watching the television instead of listening to me. “It’s Holly’s mother. She’s saying Holly’s disappeared and she’s worried about her safety and state of mind.”

      The crowd had thinned to just a few people. “Turn it up,” I said to Horace.

      He fumbled around looking for the remote. I followed the subtitles. “She left town without telling me. We’re very close, so that’s not like her.”

      “They’re not close,” I said. “Holly paid her to go away.”

      Horace had finally located the remote and turned on the sound.

      “When was the last time you heard from her?” The talking head was a fake-looking woman with one of those perfectly sculpted mushroom-like hairstyles.

      “A few days before Christmas,” Susan said. “Then she vanished. My daughter’s fragile. What happened with her engagement, well, she’s just not strong enough to deal with the humiliation.”

      “What a liar,” I said. “Holly doesn’t even talk to this witch.” No wonder. This narcissist was basically using Holly’s time away to make herself look like an angelic, doting mother when the opposite was true. Wasn’t this violating their legal terms? Holly would be devastated. Would it further unleash the hounds of paparazzi and press when she was simply trying to find a little peace? Most likely. If this woman truly cared about her, she would understand that and just leave her be. Instead, she was using this as an opportunity for attention.

      “Classic narcissist,” Horace said. “I can spot ’em a mile away.”

      “How come?”

      “Dated a few, married one.”

      This was new information. I hadn’t known Horace had been married.

      “Some of us are attracted to them,” Horace said. “Like moths to a flame.”

      Anger bubbled to the surface. I cursed. “People have seen her in town. Someone’s sure to call it in that she’s here. Especially if they believe this crap.” I waved at the television.

      “Or what if she’s in trouble? Someone might have taken her,” Susan said. Holly looked a little like her. Both had good bone structure. However, this Susan probably reeked like an overripe piece of fruit. One who missed her chance when she was young and smooth-skinned and was now desperately trying to have her moment. I could practically smell her through the television. “This was taken somewhere in the middle of nowhere,” Susan said, referring to a   pixelated photograph of Holly pumping gas.

      The mushroom head said it had been taken somewhere in Oregon and sent in by a concerned citizen. When had pumping gas become concerning? The next clips were photographs of that chump Rhett running around Paris with his girlfriend and then a few of Holly and him in what they’d labeled “Happier times for Holly.” What was wrong with people? These were real humans with feelings, not simply celebrities who provided entertainment. My sister was right to insist on no television for the kids. There was nothing but toxicity out there.

      “You go on home,” Horace said. “I’ll finish up here.”

      “I appreciate it.” On the drive home, I had to figure out a way to tell her about this. She had to know, especially if my fears were correct and some well-meaning or interfering fan called the press to tell them that Holly was alive and well here in Garland Grove.
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      Holly had left her door open a few inches. Still, I knocked softly, and she called for me to come in. She was sitting up in bed reading. A pair of blue-framed reading glasses perched on the end of her nose.

      “I thought you said you wouldn’t wait up,” I said.

      She yanked off her glasses. “I wasn’t. Just couldn’t sleep.” She tapped the cover of one of my favorite mystery series. “I found this on the shelf downstairs. It’s very good. I can’t remember the last time I read at night instead of watching television. I didn’t even look at my phone after I put the kids to bed. It’s been nice. So quiet here. I can think. My mind isn’t so busy, and I can actually concentrate on reading.”

      I’d taken my boots off downstairs but was still dressed from work. I smelled of grease and spilled beer. “I probably stink. I’ll take a shower in a minute, but I wanted to talk to you about something first.”

      She set aside the book. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, but I saw something on the news that you should know about. It was your mother on one of those ridiculous cable news channels. She’s saying you’ve disappeared and no one knows where you are. She’s making it sound as if you’re either mentally ill or in peril.”

      She paled and clutched the top part of the sheet as if she wanted to pull it over her head. “That’s a violation of the agreement.”

      “I figured. She said you two were supposed to have plans for the holiday. Is that true?”

      “God no. I haven’t spent Christmas with her in years. What triggered her to do something like this?”

      “They had a photograph of you pumping gas in Oregon. It’s blurry, but it does look like you.”

      “She must have seen that and decided it was a chance to get on television.” She placed both hands over her face and groaned in frustration. When she looked back at me, her eyes shimmered. “People in town saw you and me together. They’ll find your house and camp outside your gate waiting for me. This is what I didn’t want to happen. Not just because it ruins my week away, but because I don’t want you or the kids or the Knights exposed to all my stuff. They hunt me like an animal. Or maybe I’m an animal in the zoo. Either way, I’m trapped.”

      “You’ll be safe here with me. We can hunker down for the rest of the week.”

      She didn’t seem to hear me. “Don’t be surprised if you hear a helicopter flying above. That’s what they do to try to get a photo. I’m so sorry, Forest. I didn’t want my real life to touch us. It’s not fair to you or the kids.”

      “I won’t have you worried about us. This won’t hurt me or the kids. You’re who I’m worried about. How can you live this way?”

      Her gaze moved from me to the windows. Her small shoulders lifted in a shrug that conveyed such despair that I had to fight the urge not to haul her into my smelly lap.

      “I don’t know,” she said softly. “Sometimes I wonder if it’s really a life at all. If I didn’t love the work so much, it would be different, I guess. I love to tell stories.” She returned to me. “On set, the energy I feel, the sense of collaboration gives me a lot of joy. The rest of this—sometimes I think it’s killing me slowly. Anyway, what else would I do? It’s the only thing I know how to do.”

      I had this overwhelming urge to smash something. “You’ll always have a safe place to land here. We can look after you, shield you from all this, anytime you need us.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “As much as I know you believe that to be true, you and the kids will someday have a wife and a mother. One who won’t be too happy to see crazy Holly showing up for holidays.”

      I grimaced and ran my hand through my hair. “Three days ago, I didn’t think that would be possible or that I even wanted someone. But having you here, sharing the nights and spending such fun times with the kids, it’s made me realize how lonely I’ve been. You’ve given me so much in such a short time. Not just financially, but in here too.” I tapped my chest. “You woke me up. Made me see that my life of duty and struggle wasn’t all there is. I’ll be as loyal to you as you ever need me to be.”

      She shook her head. “You can’t do that to yourself. There’s a woman out there somewhere who would give anything to be with a man like you. You deserve to have it all. Not just a scared rabbit who shows up once or twice a year.”

      I knew she was right that I deserved the real thing with a woman who could be a steady presence here in our lives. However, at the moment, I couldn’t imagine there would ever be anyone I cared about more than I already cared about Holly. There was something so right between us, both familiar and comfortable yet with this powerful connection physically and mentally.

      “You’re not a scared rabbit,” I said. “You’re a strong woman who has everything you need to have the life you want. Don’t let your mother or these other bottom-feeding jerks bring you down.”

      Her eyes filled. “I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone treat me like you do. When I’m here with you, I feel as if nothing can hurt me. Thank you for giving me this week. I have a feeling I’ll cherish it for the rest of my life.”

      “Me too. Whatever happens in the future, know this—you’ve made my life better in so many ways. I’ll always be grateful to you.” I got up from the chair. “I’m going to take a shower and come back to you. Don’t fall asleep on me.”

      “I won’t.” She picked up her book. “I’ll be waiting and reading.”

      However, as I crossed over to the door, instead of bowing her head to read, she placed the book on her chest and reached for her phone.
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      I woke to the sound of helicopters overhead. Fuzzy from a deep sleep, it took me a moment to remember what that meant. Damn. She’d been right. They’d found her, stopping at nothing, including flying over my house. I rolled over to find Holly already awake. She was sitting up with her knees drawn to her chest.

      “That’s them,” she said.

      I sat up and brushed hair from her cheek. “Listen to me. I’ve been thinking. We have two choices. We can either hide out here, which is completely fine with me. Or we can live our lives as if no one is watching.”

      “What would we do if we chose the latter?”

      “Take the kids sledding over at the Stevenses’ place. They turned their farm into a recreational place with sledding, sleigh rides, the whole thing. We could have lunch at their café. The kids have always wanted to go there, but I haven’t been able to afford it. Supposedly, they have the best grilled cheese sandwiches ever made.”

      “That sounds nice.” She rested one cheek on her knees and pulled her arms tighter around her legs. “They’ll take your photographs. You’ll be everywhere. The kids are safe because they passed a law that they can’t publish the kids’ photos. But you’ll be everywhere.”

      “Like your ex and the girl?”

      She nodded. “Like that, yes.”

      “They played those same tired pictures on television during the interview with your mother.”

      “Did they show the one of them feeding each other?” She giggled. “So stupid. I wonder if they staged that one? Rhett loves attention and doesn’t care where he gets it.” Her eyes widened. She spoke though her fingers. “Oh my God. They’re just alike. Rhett and my mom. How have I not seen that until now? I can tell you exactly. All the noise in my life drowned out the truth. Here, I can see it all clearly.”

      “Horace told me last night he attracts narcissists. Maybe you do too.”

      “I guess you gravitate to what you know.” Holly unfolded her legs and opened the bedside table drawer and came back with her phone. “I’m afraid to look, but we should.”

      I placed my hand over the phone. “Let’s not. Give yourself a break from all of it. She wants to ruin your time away. She’s punishing you for banning her.”

      “I should at least call Marge. She and my lawyer can force her to shut up by reminding her of our agreement. I’m surprised she risked her allowance. Unless she’s found a rich boyfriend?”

      “Could be. Or maybe her need for attention is greater than her greed?”

      “They do rival each other.” Holly slowly turned to look at me. “How did you get so smart about this kind of thing?”

      “I’m not really.” Her compliment pleased me just the same. If I had my way, I’d become an expert on all things Holly. Checking her twice would just be the beginning.
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      Marge picked up the phone right away. “What is that fool mother of yours thinking?” After letting loose an explosion of expletives, she drew in a deep breath and laid out a plan. “You get on Instagram and do a little video explaining that you’re doing fine but needed time away. You appreciate the concern but ask for privacy during a difficult transition in your life. Close with telling them that you have no relationship with your mother and that anything she says should be scrutinized by that lens.”

      “Just come right out and say that?” I asked.

      “Yes. Shut down the speculation and gossip by telling the truth.”

      “All right, if you think so, I’ll do it. I don’t want Forest and the kids dragged into this mess if I can help it. You know I would wreck their lives if I allowed it to become anything serious.”

      “You wouldn’t wreck their lives.”

      “Marge, they follow me everywhere. What if harm came to the children because of me?”

      “I understand your concern, but you deserve to have a little fun. Don’t let your mother and the bloodsucking tabloids ruin your holiday.

      “I’ll get with Roger and talk to him about getting something to your mother. If we threaten to sue, she’ll back off. She always does.”

      “Thanks, Marge.”

      Forest appeared from the shower in just a towel. “Um, I should go.”

      “Hunkerson is there, isn’t he?” Marge asked.

      “Yes.” I flushed from head to toe. Had he heard her? “I’ll do what you asked. Call me if anything comes up.”

      She promised to do so and we hung up the phone. I set it aside to focus on the gorgeous man in the towel. “You’re right about everything. Let’s enjoy the rest of the week. I want to go sledding.”

      He whooped and scooped me off my feet to toss me onto the bed.

      “Make sure the door’s locked,” I said.

      “Already done.”
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      A van was parked outside Forest’s gate when we drove out that morning. The kids were in the back dressed in their sledding clothes. Excited and rosy-cheeked, they had chattered all the way down the long driveway. I had on my cap, pulled down to just over my eyes. Oversize sunglasses covered most of my face. Still, they would know it was me.

      “That’s them,” I said quietly to Forest.

      “Good. Let’s get it over with.” He pressed a button to open the gate, and we drove through. “Should I flip them off?”

      A burst of nervous laughter bubbled out of me. “No, let’s not give them further fodder. Even though that would be epic.”

      “That would be naughty, Uncle Forest,” came the serious voice of Dane from the back seat. “Mrs. Knight wouldn’t like it.”

      “You’re right. I should keep it classy,” Forest said. “I don’t need Mrs. Knight after me.”

      A flash of a camera sparked inside the van. Another came from the back window. Two of them in one van? Great.

      We were out on the road now. I watched from the side mirror as the gate shut. My heart seemed to beat a second too slow and between my ears as the gate slowly closed. “Do you think they can get in?”

      “No, the fence is electric. All the way around,” Forest said. “My dad had it installed that way when we had cattle and horses. He didn’t want anyone to get out. I don’t usually turn it on, but I did it last night when I got home.”

      “It used to be to keep animals in, now it’s keeping them out.” I breathed a sigh of relief as the gate finally latched. Forest tore onto the road with such velocity that the tires squealed. The van followed.

      He reached over and squeezed my hand. “Don’t worry. We’re going to have a great day regardless.”

      I nodded, but a darkness had crept into my time here. We’d be followed wherever we went.

      “I said not to worry,” Forest said.

      “I’m not.”

      “Liar.”

      “I don’t want you all touched by my craziness. This isn’t your world. You didn’t ask for this.”

      “Did you?” Forest asked.

      “No, but it’s different. I get the reward of fame. You guys get nothing but grief.”

      “Not true.” He lowered his voice. “I seem to recall a certain mortgage being paid, for example.” He winked at me before patting my knee. “Nothing’s free. That’s what my dad always said, anyway.”

      We were all quiet as we entered the city limits. Lights strung across the street glowed in the dim December afternoon. I hadn’t been here long but I knew that the close, almost-white sky meant snow would come soon.

      The van continued to follow us. I watched it nervously from the passenger-side mirror.

      We passed through town and rambled down the highway for a few miles, then turned right down a gravel road. Soon, we came to a white farmhouse next to a large red barn. Two Clydesdale horses were hitched to a sled just outside the barn.

      “The Steven’s family turned their old farm into a tourist trap,” Forest said. “Locals, for the most part, don’t like to come out here during the holiday weeks. A bunch of annoying Americans swarm the place.” He chuckled and brought my hand to his mouth for a kiss. “No offense.”

      “None taken.” When he let go of my hand, I teasingly shoved his shoulder. “Are all Canadians grumpy or just you?”

      “I’m getting less grumpy the longer you’re here.” He pulled into an empty spot in the snowy parking lot. Flakes began to fall from the sky. Behind us, the van pulled up and came to a stop in the row over from us.

      “They’re going to follow us everywhere,” I said. “And ruin the day.”

      “Nope, not on my watch.” Forest took his cell phone out of his jacket pocket and typed into it.

      “What’re you doing?” I watched as the two photographers got out of their vehicle. Wearing what looked like windbreakers over T-shirts and jeans, neither was dressed for the weather. One lit a cigarette and leaned against the side of the van. The other shivered and stomped his feet. Good, let them freeze.

      Forest twisted around to speak to the kids. “Stay inside with Holly for a few minutes.”

      The kids nodded but didn’t look too happy about staying in the truck when there was sledding to do.

      “What are you doing?” I asked Forest.

      “Getting some backup, and then I’m going to have a word with our two friends here.” He made a dismissive gesture with his fingers, as if the photographers were ants at a picnic. Like ants, these types of people always brought more of their insidious kind. Once the word was out, they would all swarm Garland Grove, making it miserable for everyone. I should get out of here and let Forest and the children have a peaceful holiday.

      Out of the corner of my eye I spotted a truck headed down the dirt road.

      “Oh, good, that’s the boys,” Forest said.

      The boys? Before I could ask any questions, “the boys” had pulled up next to us. Two men who appeared to be about Forest’s age jumped from each door. It was difficult to guess their ages exactly because their faces were obscured by knit caps pulled low, scarves tied around their necks, and long, thick beards. Their slightly bow-legged and lumbering gait made me think they were brothers. Either that or really close friends who had developed similar habits over the years.

      “Former high school hockey players.” Forest raised a hand in their direction. He pushed open the truck door while simultaneously adjusting his knit hat to cover his ears. “Good buddies of mine.”

      “Wait, what’s happening?” My question was futile. Forest was already out of his truck. He said a word or two to his lumberjack friends before they walked in tandem over to the guys standing near their van. They surrounded the photographers. Forest’s and his friends’ breath made bulbous clouds in the air as they leaned close to the uninvited guests. Were they breathing hard or was this the nature of large men? Big chests equaled big breaths?

      The kids had unbuckled their seat belts and were now pressed together between my seat and the driver’s to get a better view.

      “What’s he doing?” Ruby asked.

      “He’s telling those guys to leave us alone,” Dane said.

      He was right. Forest now had one of them by the collar. “Are they going to beat them up?” I asked, more out loud than to the children.

      “Uncle Forest will probably give them a time-out,” Ruby said. “Why are they following us anyway?”

      “Because Holly’s famous and on TV.” Dane said this with the edge of the world-weary, as if fatigued with answering his little sister’s questions.

      “But why would they want to take your picture all the time?” Ruby asked.

      “Some people like to look at pictures of famous people. Especially if things are not going their way,” I said.

      “Are things not going your way?” Ruby asked, sounding hurt. “Aren’t you having fun with us?”

      “I’m having so much fun.” I emphasized the word so by widening my eyes dramatically enough to be worthy of a Broadway stage. “Before I came here, I wasn’t doing well.”

      “What happened to you?” Dane asked, with more interest in his voice than he’d had for his sister’s question.

      “The man I was supposed to marry broke up with me. He found someone he liked better.” And then posted photographs across most of France. I kept the last part to myself. I’d already told the children more than they could probably understand.

      “That stinks,” Dane said.

      “I thought so,” I said. “Until I met you two and your Uncle Forest. Now I can see it was all for the best. I’ve had the most amazing holiday.”

      “Do you have to go back? Uncle Forest said you do and not to get attached,” Ruby said.

      “I have to go back for a job, but that doesn’t mean I can’t visit you another time soon.” Was I right to promise this? Would anyone even care once I’d gone? They’d probably forget me. Just as the world would if I stopped acting.

      The idea of not acting again was like looking into a deep, dark well and contemplating jumping into the water. I loved working. Despite all the hassle, I still loved the feeling of being on set. The camaraderie, collaboration, and sense of curiosity never grew old. Perhaps, too, it was the sense of being part of something that I craved? Being part of a temporary family? Was I doing that here with Forest and the kids? Playing house for a week?

      The activity outside the truck drew my attention. Forest and his two buddies had trapped the scrawny photographers against their van. They were both nodding in agreement to whatever Forest was saying. A few seconds later, the invaders jumped back into their van. Dane whooped as the van’s engine roared to life, sending exhaust into the cold air. Their van’s tires made new tracks in the snow as they sped out of the parking lot without bothering to drive on the carefully plowed lanes.

      Forest’s friends waved to us before returning to their own vehicle and driving away.

      Forest grinned as he loped back to us and yanked open his truck door. “Come on, let’s do some sledding.”

      The kids scrambled out of the truck. Forest grabbed sleds from the back and came around to my side. He opened my door and leaned down to get a better look at me. “You ready for a fun day?”

      “What did you say to them?” I couldn’t imagine how he and his friends had convinced them to leave us alone, but I wanted to know the secret for future use.

      “A mere threat of bodily harm,” Forest said. “No big deal.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “I told them to leave town or they’d be sorry come morning.” He brushed my cheek with his gloved fingers. “You’ll have at least one more day of peace.”

      I swallowed and fought tears that wanted to creep up the back of my throat. “I hope they’re really gone and that no one else comes, but I doubt it.”

      “For now, we’re alone, and the kids are waiting.” He held out his hand. “May I escort you to the best sledding hill known to man?”

      I laughed and reached for my cap, pulling it over my hair. “Is that documented somewhere?”

      He tapped the side of his head. “Only right here, baby.”

      Dane and Ruby had already run ahead and joined a group of their young friends.

      “Do you and I have sleds?” I jumped to the ground, noticing the way the grasses had flattened under the snow.

      “No, we’ll rent something. I don’t usually sled with them.”

      “Why not?” I allowed him to take my gloved hand in his as we strode toward a shed where an older man was taking money for day tickets.

      “I don’t know. I’m always tired.” He sighed, as if saying the words reminded him of his fatigue. “These have been some tough years. I figured I had to focus on whatever the next task was or everything would fall apart. Fun was for other people.”

      “I know the feeling.” Work was my refuge too. I kept a pace that helped me resist the temptation to think too much. Had that been the problem with Rhett and me? Had I kept my distance and guard up, driving him away? I drew in a sharp breath.

      “What is it?” Forest’s brows drew together in obvious concern.

      “I’m fine.” I placed my hand on his arm. “I was thinking about Rhett—wondering if I drove him away because I was never truly present.”

      He cocked his head to the side. His eyes filled with sympathy as he looked down at me. “You seem present to me. More so than almost anyone I know.”

      I gestured toward the landscape. “This place makes me feel wide-open and alive. You and the kids bring it out in me, too. I feel like myself here. Free to just be.” I spread my fingers out to emphasize the word be.

      “I think we both deserve a little fun, right? Even if we’re not perfect?”

      I smiled up at him. “I guess so.”

      “It’s hard, isn’t it? Trying to be what everyone expects and needs all the time?” He grimaced and glanced over at the kids. “I’ve missed a lot of moments while inside my own head. Worry does that to a man.”

      “We’re more similar than I thought we were when we first met,” I said.

      “In what way?”

      I laughed at the expression of genuine befuddlement on his face and slipped my arm through his. “I mean we both have a lot of worries. Mrs. Knight told me that you and I are both trapped.” We were nearing where the children had gathered. “Is that true? Do you feel trapped?”

      “Not trapped exactly. I’d do anything for these kids. But yeah, I put my own life on permanent hold.” Forest steered me over to stand in the line for tickets. “That’s what it means to be family. You have to put others before yourselves sometimes.”

      “My mother never thinks of anyone but herself.”

      “Your mother isn’t your family,” Forest said.

      “True.”

      When it was our turn to buy tickets, Forest plunked down a bunch of five-dollar bills. I caught the faint hint of beer. It struck me once again about the strength of this man. Serving beer through much of the night to keep food on the table without a complaint. Hollywood could make all the action movies they wanted with stars that gained their muscles at the gym, but this man was the real thing. A true hero. My chest ached. How could I ever leave him?

      Ridiculous. I hadn’t even known him a week. Was I this much of a romantic?

      The young helper ushered us over to a pile of inflated inner tubes. “Miss, you’ll want the small size,” he said, pointing at a stack. He gave Forest a scrutinizing stare as if he’d never seen him before, which couldn’t be true. Everyone knew Forest in Garland Grove. What was the country song about everyone being famous in a small town? “Forest, you better get the biggest one.”

      Other than the day on the rink, no one had acknowledged recognizing me. I had a feeling word had spread that Forest was my protector and to stay clear. Strangely enough, I relished the idea of being sheltered from life’s many storms by this gorgeous man.

      We took our tubes over to the top of the sledding hill. Dane and Ruby were already speeding down the hill on their red plastic sleds. When it was our turn, I hesitated. “I’ve never done this before.”

      “Nothing to it. Plop your cute butt in there and head down the hill.” He demonstrated by falling into his tube with his legs dangling off the side. “In the summer we do the same thing in the lake. Same tubes even.”

      I awkwardly climbed on top of the tube. Before I knew what was happening, I was spinning down the hill. I screamed, zigzagging between the embankments of snow. Thank God they’d made the run so that no one could veer off the path into the trees. No sooner had I had that thought than I hit a slight mogul and nearly bounced out of the tube.

      By the time I reached the bottom, Dane, Ruby, and their gaggle of friends were all there waiting for me. Ruby came running up, her face glowing from the cold. “Isn’t it fun?” She bounced on the tips of her boots.

      “It was. But I was a little scared.” I took in great gulps of air to calm my nervous stomach. “Going so fast made me a bit dizzy.” In fact, I thought I might heave right then and there.

      Forest, as if he were driving a high-precision car, made a slight arch to land right next to me. “Not bad for your first time, but I might suggest steering.”

      “Steering? Impossible.” I tapped the top of the rubber. “It’s possessed.”

      The bevy of children laughed as if that were the funniest thing they’d ever heard. The noise seemed to pierce right through my brain. I covered my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, Dane was watching me, a surprisingly sympathetic gleam in his eyes.

      “Are you going to be sick?” Dane asked me.

      “I don’t think so,” I said weakly, and not at all sure.

      “Uncle Forest, she needs your help,” Dane said.

      “I’m on it.” Forest rose out of his tube, tossing it outside the embankment near a cluster of trees. He pushed me over to the clump of pines out of the way of oncoming sledders, then settled in his own tube next to me. “You all right, for real?” Forest asked.

      “I think so. I wasn’t ready to slide so fast. The whole experience made me dizzy and scared but was also amazingly fun. It was all so unexpected.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “Kind of how I feel about you.”

      I stared at him. “You do?”

      “How could I not? A beautiful, smart, and nurturing woman falls into my life and changes everything for the better? You make me dizzy, Holly Turner.”

      “Like throwing up type of dizzy?”

      He laughed softly. “Not exactly like that, no.” Forest reached over and yanked me onto his lap. The weight of both of us caused the tube to career over the flat snow to stop near one of the stone firepits. Lit with gas, the flames warmed my cold cheeks. I put my arms around his neck. “What are you doing? Trying to scare me again?”

      He pecked my mouth with his. “I’d like to do more than that, but I’m afraid the public nature of our adventure will make it impossible.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          
            Forest

          

        

      

    

    
      If someone were to have told me I could fall in love in five days, I’d not have believed them. But my time with Holly had proven that to be true. I was in love. Head over hockey skates in love.

      The day after our sledding adventure, we went into town for another skating date. Now we held hands as we glided around the rink. Overhead, Christmas music accompanied the sounds of children’s laughter and the swooshing of passing skaters. I was in my own world, one I shared with Holly, until I realized I hadn’t seen the children in at least fifteen minutes. I scanned the entire outdoor rink and found Dane with his friends. Ruby wasn’t with him. The group of girls I’d seen her with earlier were now standing in line at the popcorn machine. No Ruby.

      “Do you see Ruby?” I asked, letting go of Holly’s hand.

      She did as I’d just done and looked from one end of the rink to the other. “No. When was the last time you saw her?”

      I pointed toward the popcorn machine. “With those girls, skating. Maybe fifteen minutes ago?” My chest tightened. How could I have lost track of her? What kind of parent was I?

      “Let’s go look for her,” Holly said. “We can ask the security guy to help us.”

      Jimmy Miller? Not the brightest man to walk the earth. I’d gone to high school with him. “Yeah, okay.”

      We headed off the ice, clumsy on the blades of our skates. I called out to Dane. “Have you seen your sister?”

      Dane rushed over to us. “She was with those girls a few minutes ago. Let’s ask them where she went.”

      Dane, the calm in any storm. How an eight-year-old was this self-possessed, I’d never know.

      We followed him over to the gathering of little girls. “Did anyone see Ruby leave?” Dane asked.

      “I did.” The voice belonged to a berry-cheeked blonde with pigtails. “She went with a lady.”

      “A fancy lady.” This was from a girl with a cap of brown curls. She pointed at Holly. “She looked like her, only old.”

      Color drained from Holly’s face. She drew closer and spoke under her breath. “My mother. Jesus, it’s probably my mother. She’s taken Ruby.” The panic in her voice caused my heart to beat even faster than it had a moment before. Holly looked around wildly. “Where would they go?”

      “Ice cream?” Dane pointed to the soda fountain adjacent to the rink where they served baked items and ice cream and sold local jams and honey. “Ruby can never say no to ice cream.”

      “He’s probably right,” I said. “It’s worth a shot.”

      “She won’t hurt Ruby,” Holly said as if trying to convince herself. “She probably just wants to pump her for information. And get their picture taken for the press.”

      Holly did the penguin walk in her skates off the rink. A few steps later, her ankle twisted. She fell to the ground and cried out in obvious pain.

      I rushed to her. “Are you okay?”

      She grimaced. “I think it’s just a sprain. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Let me help you,” I said.

      “No, don’t wait for me. Go to the shop and see if Ruby’s there.” Holly spoke through gritted teeth. “Dane, stay here with me. I’ll take these off and join you in a second.”

      “Help get her skates off,” I instructed Dane. “And get her shoes on.”

      He nodded, already bent over her.

      We’d stored our shoes in a bag and left it under one of the benches. I quickly changed into my boots and ran through the clumps of people on the side of the rink toward the ice cream shop. I hadn’t bothered to tie my boots and probably looked like an idiot as I rushed into the soda fountain. The scent of various kinds of sugared treats filled the air. People were lined up by the freezer where a dozen different types of ice cream waited in large tubs. Copious varieties of candy lined the other wall. I spotted Ruby right away, sitting in a booth at the back, happily stuffing herself with a hot fudge sundae.

      “Ruby?” I said her name louder than I’d intended. She jumped at the sound. The blonde woman she was sitting across from turned her head. A delighted smile broke out on her face. Not wanting to make a scene, I shook off my anger and walked the rest of the way to their table.

      “Hi, Uncle Forest.” She looked up at me with the eyes of the innocent.

      “Why did you leave the rink without permission?” I asked gruffly, fueled by the adrenaline of my fear.

      “Holly’s mom told me you said it was all right.” Tears filled Ruby’s eyes.

      I would address that later. Right now, it was time to unleash on our narcissistic kidnapper. “You’re in violation of a whole load of crap right now, including taking a child without permission. Holly doesn’t want you anywhere near her, and I sure as hell don’t want you taking my kid.”

      Holly’s mother looked a lot like her. They shared the same blond hair and brown eyes. She wore her hair shorter, and wrinkles and sunspots gave away her age, but there was no question they were related. She stood and held out her hand. “I’m Susan Turner. Forest, I presume?”

      “How do you know?”

      “You’ve been all over the press,” she said.

      I felt my mouth drop open before setting my teeth together. “What are you talking about?”

      “There have been photographs of the two of you together. It didn’t take long to figure out who you were.”

      “What do you want?” My mind reeled with this information. I’d not realized anyone had photographed us. Who? It had to be someone local.

      “I’m here to make sure Holly’s all right. It’s not like her to take off like this. Although, after what she went through, who can blame her.” She squinted, clearly sizing me up and finding me lacking, given the deep sigh that came from her. “You may not realize how unstable she is. How she needs watching over.”

      “I’m watching over her just fine.” My hands twitched at my sides. I’d really have liked to throttle her.

      “You may think so, but you don’t really understand her world or what she needs.”

      “You may know her world, but you don’t know what she needs.” I drew closer to her face, hoping to intimidate her. “You never have. Isn’t your estrangement enough proof of that?”

      “Young man, I don’t know who you think you are telling me anything about my daughter. You haven’t even known her a week. I sacrificed my entire life for her, only to be thrown to the wolves.” Her mouth actually curved downward in a frown.

      “Give me a break,” I said. Seeing her in the flesh told me how hard it was for her to stomach the idea of her daughter’s fame and talent. She wanted to be the one everyone wished to photograph and follow into the woods of Canada just for the inside scoop. Although she was a slight, wispy person, she appeared heavy and desperate with the need for attention. Like a bee heavy with pollen, I thought. The weight of wishing for someone else’s life other than one’s own crushed her. In her view, she’d spent her life pollinating her daughter only to be left out of the beehouse.

      I glanced over at Ruby. She had smears of chocolate sauce on the corners of her mouth and was now sliding her finger across the bottom of the bowl to get the last of the treat.  As much as I hated it, she would have to be punished for walking away with a stranger and then accepting an ice cream sundae. I clearly hadn’t done a good job of teaching her to be distrustful of strangers. This was the problem with living in a small town where you’d spent most of your life. I’d assumed I knew everyone, and everyone knew me. I was wrong on two counts today. Someone in this town had sold photographs to the press, and my Ruby had been lured in by a stranger with the promise of sweets.

      “Go wash your hands and face,” I said to Ruby. “Then come right back to me.”

      “Okay, Uncle Forest.” Ruby slid out of the booth and trudged toward the restroom as if she were going to the firing squad.

      “Why did you take Ruby?” I asked quietly. “What purpose did she serve?”

      “I wanted to get to know her. That’s all.” Ms. Turner glared at me as if I’d mortally offended her by daring to ask why she’d kidnapped my child. She probably told so many lies that she began to believe they were true.

      I heard the shop’s front doorbell chime and turned to see Holly charging into the room. She stomped over to us, favoring one ankle. Dane wasn’t with her. She’d most likely left him with his friends, which was probably for the best. No need for him to witness this too. “Mom, what in God’s name are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come to see my daughter during the holidays.” Ms. Turner stuck out her bottom lip and fluttered her eyelashes in a mock demonstration of innocence.

      Holly drew closer to her mother and spoke barely moving her mouth. “You know our agreement.”

      “I do, but this was an emergency. There’s something I have to discuss with you. It couldn’t wait.”

      The soda fountain was packed with patrons, all of whom were doing their best to pretend they weren’t watching and listening. They were not good actors.

      “Let’s take this somewhere else.” I picked up Ruby’s jacket from the booth just as Ruby came out of the bathroom and headed our way. “Ruby, let’s go.”

      She came to me. I picked her up and she wrapped her legs around me. “I’m sorry, Uncle Forest.”

      “It’s all right,” I said. “But you will have to be punished.”

      “I know.” Ruby took in a shaky breath. “Holly, are you mad at me too?”

      “I could never be mad at you,” Holly said. “But I was scared when we couldn’t find you.”

      “I hate being scared,” Ruby said. “Holly, I’m sorry I made you look for me.”

      “It’s all right, sweetie,” Holly said. “My mother shouldn’t have asked you to join her for ice cream.”

      “I hope the sundae was worth it,” I said as we headed toward the door.

      “I liked it then, but I don’t like to be in trouble.” She nestled her sweet-smelling self into my neck. I carried her out of the shop and onto the street. “I’ll be good the whole rest of my life.”

      I chuckled under my breath. “I don’t think that’s a good promise to make.”

      Snow had begun to fall while we were inside and had already covered the shoveled sidewalks in a lacy blanket. Ms. Turner shivered in her light jacket. I glanced at her feet. She wore high-heeled boots that rose up to her thighs. She was sure to slip and fall, and then Holly would feel obligated to take care of her.

      “Ms. Turner, you might consider buying a pair of more practical boots for your stay here,” I said. “Those things are not going to do.”

      “I’m not planning on staying long,” Ms. Turner said. “I came up to talk to my daughter about something very important.”

      “Where are you staying, Mom?” Holly’s entire demeanor had changed. Her usually animated face had dulled. There was a listless slump to her shoulders. Even her eyes had lost their glimmer.

      “I have a room at the inn here in town,” Ms. Turner said. “I assumed you wouldn’t allow me to stay with you.”

      “You assumed right.” Holly put her hand on my forearm. “Would you mind if I went back to the inn with my mother? You could pick me up in thirty minutes?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Ruby and I will go back to skate for a few more minutes and pick you up whenever you’re ready.”

      “Thirty minutes? That’s all you can spare me?” Ms. Turner asked.

      “Take it or leave it,” Holly said.

      “Fine.” Ms. Turner wrapped her arms around her waist, clearly cold.

      “Do you have a car?” Holly asked.

      Ms. Turner pointed toward the parking lot. “My driver’s waiting for us.”

      Holly squeezed my hand and gave Ruby a peck on the cheek. “Dane’s with his friends. Rocky’s mother’s watching out for him. I’ll see you in a bit.” She turned to her mother. “You better hold on to me, or you’ll fall and hurt yourself.”

      “And you want me out of here as soon as possible,” Ms. Turner said. “I know.”

      “Damn straight,” Holly said.
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      The inn where my mother had rented a room was quaint and old-fashioned with dark trim and antique chairs in the lobby. We took the elevator up to the third floor in silence. I was still fuming and wanted to lash out at her but knew from my past experiences—so many of them—that staying calm was the only way to keep the entire thing from escalating to an unhealthy screaming match. My mother loved it when I engaged on an emotional level. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

      Her room was small with no evidence of her presence other than an unopened suitcase by the window. She’d only just checked in, I figured. Was it just yesterday that she’d been on television? It seemed like a hundred years ago already. The longer I stayed in Garland Grove, the more it felt as though my old life was only in my imagination. Here, with the relaxed pace of everything and the company of Forest and his children, I’d transformed from the jittery, stressed woman to one who until this very moment had been calm and in control. Now, however, I wanted to smash things. Not a good idea.

      Instead, I sat in one of the armchairs by the window. For a moment, I focused on the flakes as they traveled to the ground. Breathe, I thought. Center myself as I’d been trained to do as an actress before the camera rolls. My mother could not hurt me. Not really. She could damage my reputation in the world, but did it matter that much? All that had seemed to just a few days ago. Now, though? Now I could see a life without all the nonsense and trappings of fame. I could just be me and that could be enough. Who knew?

      “Mother, what do you want?” Cut right to it. Get whatever it was she wanted out of the way so that I could get back to Forest and the kids.

      “I’ve been offered an opportunity. One I don’t want to pass up.”

      “And?” That was the reason she was here. It was probably the reason she’d gone to so much trouble to flush me out of the woods. She wanted to do something that was outside of our agreement.

      “It’s a reality television show. Kind of like one of those housewife shows, only this features mothers of famous people.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. You want to do a reality show?”

      Her eyes lit up. “I’d be on camera. There will be wardrobe and makeup and hair. All the treatments usually reserved for only you.”

      “But why do they want you? To talk about me? To have peeks into our relationship? Which violates our agreement.”

      “I knew you’d say that.” She sat on the end of the bed. “However, my agent says—”

      I interrupted her. “You have an agent?”

      “Only because I needed one after the producers contacted me,” Mom said.

      “Go on.” I bit the inside of my lip to keep myself from shouting at her.

      “My agent negotiated with them, and they’ve agreed that I won’t talk about you and they won’t ask you for interviews or whatever. Absolutely nothing will involve you.”

      “Why would you want to do this? They don’t even pay well.”

      She blinked her heavily made-up eyes. “Why? How can you of all people ask me why? I’m the one who wanted an acting career. Not you, obviously, by the insane stuff you’ve been doing for all the world to see.”

      “I’m quite aware that all you’ve ever wanted was to be famous.”

      “Not famous. An actress. On television.” She got up from the bed and turned on the gas fireplace. “I gave you everything. Can’t it be my turn for once?”

      “You need me to sign off on it?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Yes.” She went over to a leather bag on the desk and unzipped a side pocket. “I have paperwork.” She thrust several pieces of a legal document onto my lap. “You can have Marge look over it if you want. She can let my agent know if she wants any changes. They can work it out between them and leave us out of it. I’m going home as soon as I can.” She shivered. “It’s ridiculously cold here.”

      “Mom, do you really think you can do this show without talking about me?” What other reason would they want her for?

      She sat on the edge of the other armchair. “This is the last thing I’ll ask you for, I promise. Please, let me have this.” Tears glittered in her eyes. “After all I did for you, this is the least you can do. It’s my chance.”

      For a moment I saw the little girl from the trailer park peering back at me from those glimmering eyes. She’d pushed me into show business for herself. But who could blame her really? She’d had nothing to build a secure financial future on but me. When she saw my talent and appearance, she’d seized the opportunity. She’d wanted out of the circular nature of poverty, and she’d done it. In the process, I’d found work I loved. Work they paid handsomely for. What harm would it cause to give her this?

      “Okay, I’ll take a look and sign it if Marge thinks it’s all right.”

      She clapped her hands together. “Really? Oh, honey, thank you.”

      For a second, I saw a hint of the woman I’d wished she was—happy and engaged instead of the endless striving and manipulation. “You’re welcome. I hope you won’t make me regret it.” With the contract in my hands, I got up from the chair and headed for the door.

      “Holly?”

      “Yeah?” At the doorway, I turned back to her.

      “This Forest seems nice. Different from any of the others, but nice.”

      “He is nice. Smart and fun, too. A great father to those children.” I hesitated for a second before asking her, “What do you mean by different from the others?”

      “Ordinary instead of bigger than life. Maybe that’s what you need. You always like to be the star. There’s never space for anyone else in the room when you’re around.”

      Why had I asked? If anyone wanted to be the star of every room it was her. Don’t engage, I reminded myself. Just walk away and get back to living.

      “That was the problem with Rhett, you know,” Mom said as if I’d asked a further question. “There wasn’t enough air in the world for both of you.”

      I stared at her for a moment. She hadn’t even met Rhett. What did she know about us? It doesn’t matter, I thought. She’s trying to rile me up. Never again. I’d finally grown up enough to know that I shouldn’t answer her childlike behavior by acting like one myself. I didn’t need her approval. I didn’t need her criticisms. I was me. Good enough. Strong enough. Self-preservation had to be my only goal when it came to my mother. “Good luck, Mom.” I slipped into the hallway without waiting for a response. The sooner I got out of there the better.

      Cold air blasted my face. I searched for Forest and the kids but not seeing them, I pulled out my phone to text him I was ready. No sooner had I done so than his truck pulled up. Favoring my achy ankle, I hobbled over to the truck and got inside. The kids were in the back. Ruby’s eyes were half closed, obviously tired from her ice cream crime spree. Dane gave me one of his serious smiles. “You good?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Really good.”

      “Everyone ready to go home?” Forest asked.

      “I am,” I said, never more certain of anything in my life. There would be a warm bath and a glass of wine and then snuggle time on the couch with the three people in this truck.

      I settled back in the seat, sleepy myself, and closed my eyes. The next thing I knew, we had come to a stop in front of the house. I looked over at Forest. He was staring at the front porch with an expression on his face I couldn’t read. Dane got out of the car, waking Ruby, who blinked and then sat up straight. “Is my punishment coming now?”

      Forest looked at her through the rearview mirror. “Not yet. Go inside with your brother and wash up.”

      “All right.” Ruby pushed open her door and jumped to the ground. Snow was falling hard and fast, making a hazy view of the kids as they ran up the stairs to the porch and through the front door.

      I shifted to get a better look at Forest. “What’s wrong?”

      He turned to me slowly. “I’m going to miss the hell out of you. I just realized how much when we drove up here with both you and Ruby asleep. It felt like we were a family.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. I moved my gaze to look out the side window. A winter sparrow hopped from branch to branch on a leafless tree. Did her feet feel the cold of the gathering snow?

      “I shouldn’t have said that,” Forest said. “I’m sorry.”

      I turned back to him. “Don’t be. I feel the same way.”

      “This doesn’t have to end. I’ll be here if you ever want to come back and visit.”

      “You deserve better than me. Than this.” I waved toward the end of the driveway. Although the van no longer waited, the symbolic nature of my gesture wasn’t lost on him. “This would be terrible for the kids.”

      “You said they can’t photograph them,” Forest said.

      “True. But I don’t want them to ever feel hunted.”

      “Is that how you feel?”

      I teared up then, the sadness and loneliness of my life welling up and out of me. Unable to speak, I simply nodded.

      “Stay here with me. I’ll protect you from all of it.”

      I jerked my head up to look at him. “You don’t mean that. Not after less than a week together.”

      He smiled and brushed a hand through his hair. “I sound crazy. I know I do. But there’s a connection between us, right? I’m not the only one feeling it?”

      “You’re not the only one.” Warm, I took off my gloves. Snow had completely covered the truck’s front window. “If it keeps snowing, maybe I can stay forever.”

      “Snow melts in the spring. Even in Canada.”

      I closed my eyes, weary. “If I could stay until spring, I might never leave.”

      “We have good wildflowers. The birds sing. And the sky on a clear summer night? Nothing better.”

      I moved just my head to look over at him. He was a beautiful man in every way, I thought, as he gazed back at me with his clear eyes.

      “But there’s no movie cameras or red carpets,” Forest said. “Only a couple of messy kids.”

      “They’re great kids. Messy or not.”

      “All of us are a lot, though. Instant family.”

      “Family? You’ve met mine. Yours sure looks good to me.”

      He reached over and tugged the cap off my head, then kissed me hard. “No reason to ruin our time together talking ourselves silly. Let’s go inside. I bet you could use a warm bath.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I’ve made my list about Holly and checked it twice.”
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      In the kitchen an hour later, I told Forest about my mother’s request, including the part about a legal agreement.

      “I sent it to Marge,” I said. “To see if there’s anything in there that should worry me.”

      Sitting at the island sipping a glass of wine, he’d listened without comment. Now, with a thoughtful look on his face, he got up to refresh both our glasses. “I think this is a great solution.”

      “Because she’ll have attention?”

      “That’s right. She’ll get what she’s always wanted. Which means she might finally leave you alone.”

      I nodded, thinking through what he said. “If it’s a hit, she’ll get all the exposure she wants. But it’s not always flattering. Those shows are brutal. Plus, they make things look a certain way in the editing process.”

      “I think she’d thrive in that environment,” Forest said. “All attention is good.”

      “You’re right. All she’s ever wanted is for people to look at her.” I told him what she’d said about hair and makeup. “She might not like all that as much as she thinks. All that preparation becomes tedious.” During warm days on a set the makeup felt so thick on my face I was afraid I might melt.

      “Not to a woman like that,” Forest said.

      I stared at him, amazed at his insight. He’d only met her once. How did he understand all of this so well, so quickly? Not that she was that hard to figure out, I supposed. “If Marge says it’s all right, then I’ll sign. It would be nice to have her focused on something besides how to get in the spotlight. She’ll be there of her own accord.”

      “Right.”

      My phone buzzed with a call from Marge. “I should take this. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. This is your life, Holly.”

      What was it about the way he said my name that made my heart melt? I blew him a kiss before answering the call. I wandered over to the window to watch the snow fall. “Hey, Marge.”

      “Hey, kid. I looked over the contract. There are a couple of tweaks I’d suggest, but in general, it seems rock solid. My guess is you’re not the only one who has an estranged relationship with their family member.”

      I nodded, agreeing. Who would go on a show like that unless they wanted the spotlight they wished they’d had?

      Marge went over a few changes, including the suggestion that we add a section spelling out that this agreement did not cancel out the one we already had in place. “We don’t want her to use that as a loophole to go on some kind of press tour spilling all your secrets.”

      “You’re the best. I love you,” I said. The last part came out before I could sensor myself. I’d never said that to Marge before. How many others in my life had I kept my affection for to myself? Was that also a contributor to the demise of my relationship with Rhett? Who cared anyway? Today was a new day. A chance for me to be better than yesterday. It was easier to be a good person here, I thought, as I followed the falling of a snowflake.

      “Ah, stop it. This is my job. Anyway, I love you too.” Her voice sounded gruff but pleased. “Now, go enjoy that cute guy and let me take care of this. I’ll give your mother’s agent a call and get this all hammered out, okay?”

      “Okay. Thanks again.”

      “You sound good, kid. Happy.”

      “I feel that way too.” I hesitated for a split second before saying, “Marge, you should go on vacation sometime. You might be surprised by how much you need a break.”

      “You think?”

      “Let’s you, me, and Mary go somewhere together in the coming year. Anywhere you want.”

      “We’ll see.” Her noncommittal answer didn’t match the delight of her tone.

      We said our goodbyes and hung up. When I turned back to the kitchen, Forest was leaning over the island looking as if he were examining the pattern in the granite for answers to the secret of life.

      I went over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “What’s going on?”

      He turned to pull me into his arms. “You’re special. That’s all.”

      I gave him my weight, letting him hold me, knowing I would need to recall this feeling later when I missed him and this house and the children. “If it keeps snowing, maybe I won’t have to leave after the weekend.”

      He buried his face into my hair. “It won’t snow enough to keep you here. The world’s waiting for your return.”

      But did I want to return to the real life? Could I stay here and give up such a great opportunity? The role I’d coveted had seemed like the most important thing in my world just two weeks ago. Now, though? Ambition seemed to be falling away bit by bit. If I lost it all, who would I be?

      Happy. At peace. No longer chased.

      Those words seemed to have been whispered from some unknown and unseeable source. I blinked them away and lifted my mouth to his and kissed him. For as long as I was here, I would grab as many kisses as I could.
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      The next morning, I woke earlier than the rest of my house. Restless, I got in my truck and drove out to the cemetery. I parked and walked over to our family plot, where everyone in my family dating back to my great-grandparents, the original owners of our family farm, were buried. When I thought I might lose the property and the house, I couldn’t bring myself to get out of my truck and visit the grave sites. I’d been overwhelmed with this idea that I was letting them all down. My great-grandfather had spent his life taming the piece of land into a home. He’d passed his love of the place to his father who passed it to my father. Eventually, my sister caught the passion. I’d been the one who wanted to get out. Go to the city. Have a fancy career and live the high life. I’d even told my sister that I’d come home once or twice a year but that if she wanted to see me, she’d have to come to me.

      I’d been such a proud young man. No working at a bar or taking care of a run-down farm, I’d thought the day I drove out of town headed for university. “Take it all,” I’d told my sister and Marc on their wedding day. “I don’t want anything to do with this place.” My sister had been pregnant with Dane already. Only nineteen and pregnant. I’d thought it was a curse and a burden. What a joke on me.

      When my sister and Marc died, there had been no choice. The children needed me. Now, Dane and Ruby and this place were my whole world. I couldn’t imagine what I would be if not for them. Baseball games, tea parties, and school pickup lines and plays were the pieces of my quiet life, all built around two little people who had my heart. Until Holly, I hadn’t realized how lonely I’d been for a partner and best friend. Sharing the week with her, cooking together, taking care of the kids together, had felt as natural as breathing.

      “I want her to stay,” I whispered. Then, feeling self-conscious and hoping no one but those resting in peace were within hearing distance, I sat down on the bench I’d had put in near my parents’ graves. The sky was a wispy winter blue. Rays of early-morning sun reached through the trees like willowy arms and wrapped me in warmth.

      The idea of Holly becoming a permanent member of our family sounded crazy even to me, but I had this sense about Holly. She was the one I was meant to be with. If only we lived in a different time. Or had met earlier, before she was sucked in by money and fame. Would that have made a difference to us? Maybe. Maybe not. She’d saved me financially and would not have been able to do so if not for all that fame and money. To imagine different scenarios was futile. Our lives were what they were. She would have to return to hers. I would have to stay in mine.

      I brushed the snow off the top of the headstones. An image of my mother and father dancing in the kitchen flashed before me. Our old kitchen, before the remodel, had been rustic and plain, but my mother’s presence always made it seem magical and special. She and my sister had both been human light sources, brightening everything in their path. Ruby was that way too. A smile that would light the darkest night. Dane was serious and worried all the time. Like me. Had I made him that way?

      For the thousandth time, I wondered why it had been me they were left with, when my sister was an angel on earth. They deserved to have her and Marc raising them. Instead they were stuck with me.

      “They love you very much.” My sister’s voice seemed to come from the sun itself.

      “I know,” I said out loud. “But it should be you.”

      I waited, hoping for an answer, but heard only the sound of a winter sparrow chirping from a tree. But a stillness came to me, filling me with white light. Holly and I should not be parted. I knew it as I’d never known anything before. I couldn’t let her go without a fight. I’d propose that we have a long-distance relationship. She could visit between projects.

      Even as the idea came to me, I knew she would never agree. She wanted me to have a true partner. A wife for me and a mother for the kids. To her own admission, she didn’t want that life. An ordinary life after the one in which she sparkled brighter than any of the lights in Garland Grove would be impossible for her to embrace. She was meant for the glitter and glam of Hollywood. Not a grumpy old bloke like me.

      I closed my eyes and let myself feel bad. I wanted her. That was all. I’d gotten a small window of time with someone special. These days would have to sustain me for the rest of my life.

      Unless, a voice whispered to me. Unless you can win her heart. Compromise. Come up with a plan to convince her that where there is love, there is a way.

      Love? Did I love her?

      Yes, idiot. You love her. Go fight for her.
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      On New Year’s Eve, we left the kids with Mrs. Knight, and I took Holly out to dinner at my favorite Italian restaurant. It was located just outside of town in an old house off the side of the road, and the aroma of tomatoes, basil, and garlic made my stomach growl.

      We were seated at a table for two near a brick fireplace. The dining room was in what was originally the sitting room and dining room. They’d knocked a wall down to make the space big enough for twenty tables. Still, the room felt intimate and romantic. Tonight, every table was taken. I’d had to call in a favor with the owner to get us in.

      Candlelight cast shadows across her face as she bent over the menu. “What’s good here?”

      “Everything,” I said. “But I’m partial to their Bolognese.”

      “I’m thinking angel hair with the fresh tomatoes and basil,” she said.

      “You can’t go wrong here.” All day we’d been talking about small things, like food and the weather. Anything to avoid the inevitable. Tomorrow she had to go.

      I had to address our future tonight or risk losing her forever. After we ordered a bottle of wine and our dinners, I folded my hands on my lap under the white tablecloth. A large, loud family were across the room, all laughing and talking all at once. I leaned closer to make sure she could hear me. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Yeah?” she asked as she picked up her water glass.

      “How would you feel about a visit while you’re shooting in Italy?”

      “From you?” Her nose wrinkled as if she smelled something bad.

      My heart sank. “I mean, unless you don’t want me to?”

      “I’d love it. But what about the kids? Can you be away?”

      “I can ask Mrs. Knight to stay with them.” Nervous, I grabbed a roll from the basket on the table and broke it open with my hands. I clumsily tried to spread a hard packet of butter on one side.

      “Is this what you want?” Holly asked. “To see each other as we can?”

      “I want you.”

      Her mouth dropped open slightly. “Oh.”

      “I can’t let you leave without at least trying.”

      “Trying?”

      “Trying to find a way we can be together, even if it’s long-distance.”

      Her hand visibly shook as she reached for her water glass again. This time it slipped from her hand and spilled, and water splashed over her lap. She let out a faint scream and jerked up from the chair. The front of her sweaterdress clung to her curves. “Oh my God, I’m so clumsy.”

      I rushed around the table and gave her my cloth napkin.

      She dabbed at her dress. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry. Do you want to go?” I asked.

      “No, no. I’m fine.” She sank back into her chair.

      To my great alarm, she started to cry silently into her hands. Sobs shook her narrow shoulders. Conscious of the other diners, my instinct was to protect her from view. Who knew who had a camera pointed at us without our knowing? I suddenly hated smartphones.

      “Come on, baby,” I said. “Let’s go home.” I lifted her up from the chair and dragged her toward the door.

      “What about the check?” Holly asked.

      Right. I needed to pay. I handed her my keys. “Go to the truck and I’ll be right there.”

      She nodded and stumbled out the door. I ripped five twenties from my wallet and handed them to the hostess. “I’m sorry. Maybe some of the staff can enjoy our dinners?”

      Our server sidled up next to and gave me our bottle of wine wrapped in a brown paper bag. “Take this, at least,” she whispered. “Looks like she needs it.”

      “Wait, we have sandwiches left over from lunch,” the hostess said. “Let me grab them for you.”

      Less than a minute later, she returned with a bag. “There’s a cheesecake in there too.”

      I thanked them and went out into the chilly night. Stars shone brightly in the inky sky. A perfect New Year’s Eve. Except my sweetheart was headed out of town in the morning. I’d never hated the thought of a fresh beginning more than I did tonight.

      I sprinted over to my truck and jumped into the driver’s seat. Holly had started the engine and had the heater cranked. Still, she shivered as she dabbed at her cheeks with a tissue.

      “I’m sorry, Forest. I don’t know what got into me. Thanks for getting me out of there.”

      “You want me to take you home?” I asked.

      “No, because that means the night’s really ending.”

      “The kids will still be up, too.”

      “Can we just stay in your truck forever?” she asked.

      “They gave me some sandwiches. We can take them and our wine out to the lake.”

      “The lake?”

      I placed the bag with the sandwiches and wine on the floor of the truck next to her feet. “Yeah, Lake Olive. In the summer, it’s a hangout place. All the kids go out there to make out.”

      Holly giggled while still shivering, making her teeth chatter. “I’ve heard about places like that but never went to one.” She sighed and pulled her jacket tighter around her waist. “I always wanted to.”

      “I’d take you there every day of the year if I could.”

      “I missed out on so much,” she said. “All the normal kid stuff.”

      “Like a smelly teenage boy groping you?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t sound so good when you put it like that.” She shivered again.

      “I’ll give you something else to wear once we get there. It’s too light here in the parking lot for you to change.” I pulled out of the spot and headed down the dirt road toward the highway.

      “You have extra clothes in here? For clumsy dates who spill cold water all over themselves?”

      “No, but I have a bag I keep my workout stuff in. I have a warm sweatshirt in there. A clean one.”

      I turned down the road for Lake Olive. About an eighth of a mile in, we reached the park and lake. There were a few cars parked, probably doing the same thing we were. I drove to the end and pulled into a spot away from the other cars. No one would see us here. I reached into the back seat for my gym bag. Fortunately, I hadn’t worked out once since Holly had arrived, so nothing would smell bad. “Take off your dress.” I handed her a thick sweater and sweatpants.

      She yanked the dress over her head and set it on the seat next to her. At the sight of her taut body in her lacy bra and panties, a surge of longing almost made me reach for her. “Here,” I said gruffly as I handed her the sweatshirt. “Put this on so I can think straight.”

      She pulled it over her head and then put her jacket back on again. With the truck’s engine off, the air had grown chilly.

      “Talk to me,” I said. “What happened back there?”

      “I’m sad.”

      “About leaving?” I asked, then immediately regretted the question. How presumptuous could I be?

      “Yeah, about leaving. And then your question about where we go from here…made me feel so helpless.”

      “Like you have no choices?”

      “Yes, something like that. I don’t want to spend all the time I’m not with you missing you. You won’t be able to stay with me long. I know that. And soon, you’ll grow tired of waiting around for me to be done with a movie or whatever it is.”

      “Or maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll treasure every second I have with you and feel grateful I get to bask in your light for even a minute.”

      She sniffed. “You won’t though. That’s not how people work.”

      “Tell me more about your next job.” I needed her to remember how excited she was to go back to work, especially on something so good.

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t want to talk about that. Give me a sandwich. Open the sunroof. Let’s watch the stars.”

      I gave her the sandwich first and then pulled the plastic that covered the sunroof window back to let the stars shine down on us. We both reclined our seats a few inches so we could see the stars better. I poured us both a glass of wine into the plastic cups the hostess had put into the bag with the sandwiches. God bless them for their thoughtfulness. Small towns weren’t so bad.

      “What do you think of my idea?” I asked.

      “I’d love for you to come to Italy. Of course I would. I mean—if you were able to get away for that long.”

      “Or you could come see us when you’re done.”

      “I’ll be finished by March most likely.”

      “I’ll wait. We can talk on the phone and text.” I could feel how the days and nights would stretch out long in front of me until I could see her again. “If you want to give this a try, I’m game, even though I’m going to miss the hell out of you.”

      She shifted to her side to look at me. “This has been the most unexpected holiday.”

      “Yep.” I stroked her hair back from her cheek. “In every single way you’ve changed my life.”

      “I’m changed too,” Holly said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want to leave tomorrow. I never thought in a million years this would happen.”

      “Fate, maybe?” I asked as a surge of hope welled up in me.

      “Maybe.” Tears welled in her eyes. “But Forest, I don’t think a long-distance thing is what you need. Or me either.”

      My stomach dropped. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the kids need a woman in their lives who isn’t gone for months at a time. They need a mother, not a fun friend who is in and out. That’s not what you need, either.”

      “I want you. That’s what I want.”

      “What a person wants is not the same thing as what a person needs,” I said. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to leave you, but this is just the way it is. And anyway, a week of vacation isn’t like real life. I’m not cut out to be anyone’s mother. Not after the example I had. The children deserve better than me. So do you.”

      I disagreed, but I knew there was no use arguing. When a woman made up her mind, especially this one, there would be no changing it. I wanted our last night together to be one of harmony. One final joyous evening before the world went dark.

      She touched her knuckles to my cheek. “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather bring in the new year with.”

      Me either, I thought. Even though I had to let her go.
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      The morning was sunny and below freezing. I put on sunglasses to counter the glare off the white snow as Forest put my suitcases in the trunk of my rental car.

      “You’re all set then,” Forest said. “Text me when you get past the border so I know you made it out of Canada safely. Once you get to Washington State, the roads will be fine. I checked the weather app.”

      “I’ll text. I promise.”

      I can do this, I told myself. I can walk out of here and back to my life. I’d had a wonderful week, but that’s all it was. A week out of my ordinary life.

      The children were standing on the porch. I returned to them and knelt down to say goodbye. Ruby started crying, which set me off too. I took off my glasses to wipe my eyes. “I’ll come visit, okay? This isn’t goodbye forever.” Was that true? Or would we all go on with our lives and forget one another?

      Ruby threw herself into my arms. “I’ll miss you being like a mom.”

      Oh, for heaven’s sake. That wasn’t fair. I held her tight before grasping her shoulders and looking into those beautiful pools of green. “You stay sweet, you hear me?”

      “I will.” Her bottom lip trembled. She was trying so hard to be brave.

      “You write to me or have Forest text me whenever you want to say hello. I can call you on the phone too.”

      “Okay.”

      I turned to Dane next. He stared stoically out to the yard. “See you around, bud.”

      He nodded but wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Sure.”

      I hugged his stiff little body anyway. “I love you both. That’ll never change.”

      “Then stay.” A lone tear drifted down Dane’s cheek. “Stay and be our mom.”

      A sob came up from deep inside me. “I wish I could, but that’s just not possible.”

      “Because you won’t. That’s all it is.” Dane jerked away and ran inside. The door slammed behind him.

      “He’s mad because he’s going to miss you,” Ruby said.

      “I know.” I gave her one more squeeze before stumbling out to the rental car where Forest waited. He’d turned on the engine so that the ice on the windows would melt before I drove away. He always thought of everything.

      “I feel awful,” I said as I wiped tears from my eyes. “This is what I was afraid would happen. I’m so sorry to have hurt them.”

      He took me in his arms. “Don’t be sorry. You’ve given us all so many memories to cherish.”

      “How can you be so good all the time?”

      “I’m not good at all,” he murmured into my hair. “I’m simply disciplined. Right now I want to beg you to stay.”

      

      “I’m going to miss you like crazy,” I said. “All of you. I don’t want to go.”

      He stepped out of our embrace and shoved his hands in the pockets of his jacket. With the tip of his boot, he kicked a tuft of snow that his shoveling had missed. “I don’t want you to go either.”

      “This was the best week of my life,” I said.

      He looked into my eyes. “Holly, I’ve fallen for you. I need you to know that before you go.”

      “What?” I stared at him. The sun glistened in his dark hair, making it look almost auburn.

      “I love you. I’m in love with you. I know you can’t stay and we were just a distraction for you, but I wanted you to know how I feel. I’ll be here if you ever want to come back. If you want to come for a week every Christmas and that’s all you can give me, I’ll take it.”

      I continued to stare at him, completely without words.

      He dipped his head. “Say something.”

      Forest loved me? I loved him too. “Forest, I love you too. I’ve loved you since our first night together.”

      “You do?” His face transformed as he smiled at me.

      “Yes, but that changes nothing.”

      “I know.” He kissed me.

      I clung to him. “Leaving here feels impossible.”

      He held me so tightly I could barely breathe. “You have to go. You’ve said yourself this is the role you’ve been waiting for. It’s your dream. Get in the car and go. You’ll miss your flight from Seattle.”

      Numbly, I did as he asked. When I was inside with my seat belt fastened I rolled down the window. He leaned in for one last kiss. “Please, drive carefully.”

      “I will,” I said.

      He backed away from the car. I rolled up the window, then hit Drive and started down the road to the highway.

      Hold it together. Hold it together.

      I was almost to the highway when I saw several trucks sitting outside the gate. The glint of a camera lens from one of the trucks blinded me for a split second.

      I pushed the brake to stop the car and took in deep breaths. What was I doing? Going back to that life where they hunt me like an animal? Where I have no rest or tranquility? Where I have to hide?

      It hit me. I didn’t need this movie role. Now was not the time. I had more money than I would ever need just from the residuals from the show. If I wanted to do another movie, I could. But not now. Now I needed to be with my family. The only family I’d ever known. The family of my heart.

      I hit Reverse and turned the car around. When I arrived, Forest had Ruby on his lap on the top step of the porch. When they saw it was me, he stood with Ruby in his arms. I parked and turned off the engine and flew out of the car.

      With Ruby on his hip, Forest charged across the driveway faster than I would have thought possible carrying a little girl.

      “Forget it all.” I put my arms around them. “I’m staying here. This is where I’m most needed and wanted.”

      “What about the movie?” Ruby asked as Forest set her on the ground.

      “There will be others. Right now, I want to be here with you.”

      “Yay.” She hugged my knees. “You can tuck me in every night now.”

      I knelt to take in all her wide-eyed sweetness that made my heart feel as if it beat with more purpose. “I can’t wait for that.” I’d get to watch her grow, be the mother I never had. I could take parenting classes or read books to learn more about how to be better. There was nothing I couldn’t learn if I tried.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the front door open and Dane came running out.

      “She’s staying,” Ruby shouted to her brother.

      “Yes!” Dane sprinted across the yard and hurled himself into my arms.

      “I’m sorry I made you upset,” I said to him. “But I don’t want to leave you guys.”

      “I didn’t want you to leave,” Dane said. “That’s why I acted mean before.”

      “I know, honey.” I hugged him tight before standing back to look at Forest.

      “Are you sure?” Forest asked. “We’ll still be here if you want to do that movie.”

      “They’re out there.” I pointed toward the road. “The photographers were there waiting for me. That’s when I knew. I want to live my life. I don’t want to be hunted any longer. Here I can breathe and sleep and take baths without someone trying to look through the window. I can go to the store without the photographers following me.”

      “But they know you’re here,” Forest said.

      “We’ll get your friends to run them out of here,” I said. “Pretty soon, word will get around that Garland Grove boys beat up photographers. We’ll be left alone. Maybe in the summertime when the kids are out of school and you can all go with me, I could do a film. But for now, I need to be here for school pickup line.”

      Forest’s eyes misted. “Baby, you’re going to rock that pickup line.” He wiped his face before pulling me into his arms.
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      I called Marge once we went back to the house. In my room, I sat by the window to call her, knowing I’d need to be seated. My hands trembled as I explained to her that I wanted out of my contract.

      “Kid, I don’t know. This is going to be trouble. They’re expecting you in two days to be on set. They could sue you.”

      My stomach churned. They would sue. I was certain of it. I’d cause them all kinds of delay. “I don’t want to leave here, Marge. I’m happy here.”

      “They’ve built this movie around you. Are you sure this is the bridge you want to burn? These people are powerful. Breach of contract is a big deal.”

      “But they can fire me whenever they want.”

      “You know how this works,” Marge said.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “This is going to cost you. Are you willing to give up millions of dollars if they sue you?”

      “I have to. How else can I stay here with Forest and the kids? I promised them.”

      “What about the gang coming with you? There are educational opportunities in Italy. Could Hunkerson homeschool them for a few months?”

      I glanced up to see that Forest stood in the doorway watching me. “I don’t know,” I said into the phone. “I could talk to Forest and see what he thinks.”

      “Do that and call me back.”

      I hung up and set the phone aside. Forest came over to sit beside me. “You’re white as a ghost. What did she say?”

      I gave him the gist of it, including her suggestion that they come with me.

      He leaned over his legs with his hands on his knees. “It wouldn’t be the worst idea. I hadn’t thought of it because our agreement had always been just for the week. Would you want us there?”

      I brightened. “Yes, I would love to have you. I can get a bigger hotel room, one with two bedrooms. Florence is incredible. You could take the kids to all the museums after they got their schoolwork done. For that matter, I could hire a tutor if you wanted.”

      “What about my job?” He asked this almost as if he were thinking out loud.

      I chose my words carefully. “If we’re going to be together for real, you don’t need a job. Other than looking after the kids.”

      “And you.” He smiled gently and reached for my hand.

      “And me.”

      “This money thing between us…it’s hard for me. I’m a prideful man, after all.”

      “I understand. But it would only be for a few months. Then we can come back here and you can go back to work if you want. Or spend time on your carvings.”

      He gazed out the window for a moment before turning back to me. “After what you’ve done for me, it’s the least I can do to pack up the kids for a few months. It’s true that spending a few months in Europe is an incredible opportunity for them. One I would never have been able to give them.”

      “But? There’s a but in your voice.”

      “But what if we get over there and you decide we’re all too much trouble? Too distracting and noisy. And messy.”

      “I haven’t thought that so far. During my weekends off, we could take the kids all over Europe on the train.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go to Paris.”

      I laughed. “Maybe Rhett will have moved along by then.”

      “Maybe the press will take a photo of us feeding each other raw hamburger and he’ll seethe with jealousy and humiliation.”

      “Wait, raw hamburger? How is that part of the deal?”

      “Isn’t that what they have over there? A pile of raw hamburger they call…what do they call it?”

      “Oh, you mean steak tartare.”

      His expression sobered. “See there. What if I’m just too much of a hick to hang out with all your fancy friends and stuff?”

      “Forest Sully, I’ve never seen you insecure about your coolness, and I’m not about to let you go there now.”

      “I’d have to let the school know and get passports for the kids. It could take a while.”

      “We’ll put a rush on them. You guys can join me whenever they come through. That’ll give me time to get us a place and a tutor if you want.”

      He rested his forehead in the palm of his hand. “I think that might be a good idea. I’m no teacher. Jesus, are you sure about all of this?”

      “Are you?” I asked.

      “Not really, no. But I’m sure about the two of us together. If we’re going to be a family, there has to be sacrifice on my part too. Or, compromise, not sacrifice. I mean, we’re talking two months in Europe.”

      “Traveling all over the world helped shape me into the person I am. The kids will grow and learn from it.”

      He smiled as he glanced toward the hallway where his family’s pictures hung. “My sister would love it. No television and a bunch of museums and culture? She couldn’t have asked for more.”

      “It might be stressful. All of us living together in a hotel.”

      “Are you worried?” Forest asked.

      “I suppose I should be, but for some reason, I’m not. I like the idea of being on neutral ground for a while. Then we can come back here and make this into a home again instead of an inn.”

      “Bed-and-breakfast.” He chuckled before letting out a long sigh. “Do you know what a relief it will be to have that part of my life over? This was my sister’s dream, not mine.”

      “What is yours?” I asked. “You’ve never said what you’ve wanted. What you would have done if it weren’t for the kids.”

      “To be honest, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll figure it out in Europe.” He leaned closer to kiss me. “Right now it feels like everything I’ve ever wanted is right here in this room.”
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      We debated about how and where we should get married. I’d suggested something low-key at the local courthouse, and Forest wanted whatever I wanted. However, the kids acted so disappointed that we had to reconsider. In the end, we decided to do a small ceremony at the house on Christmas Eve. It felt right since that was the time we’d all come together.

      I wore a fitted off-white mermaid gown and a veil. When Ruby and I had gone to the local wedding dress shop, she’d been enthralled with the gauzy headpieces. She and the shopkeeper had both agreed when I came out of the booth that the dress was the one. Ruby had clapped and jumped up and down with such vigor that she knocked over a table with a bunch of bridal magazines on it.

      I’d opted to wear my long hair up with the veil cascading down my bare back. I turned to see Marge coming out of the bathroom. I’d been thrilled when she’d agreed to walk me down the aisle. There was no one in my life I’d rather have by my side.

      She wore an attractive suit the color of champagne that flattered her ample frame. Our hairdresser had put waves in her silver hair. “You look great, Marge,” I said.

      “I’m just glad to be here, kid.”

      “Thanks for agreeing to this. I know weddings aren’t really your thing.”

      “Your wedding to that idiot wasn’t my thing. Hunkerson is a whole different story.” She went over to the dresser to get her phone. “I have a surprise for you. Guess what’s the number one movie for the week?”

      “No way?”

      “Yep. Check it out.” She thrust the phone my way. There it was in black and white. Steel River was number one at the box office. I hadn’t been paying much attention to it this week, but this was a nice surprise. “And guess what else?”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “The critics are singing your praises.”

      “Really?”

      “Several have said you’re Oscar material.”

      I sank into the chair by the window. I’d made sure to choose a dress I could comfortably sit in. The skirt spread out around me as if I were a princess on a toadstool. “I can’t believe it. And to think I almost didn’t do it.”

      “Hunkerson made sure you got what you needed. He’s a good one, kiddo.”

      Remembering our time overseas brought a smile to my face. The eight weeks had been filled with work but also fun times exploring Italy with Forest and the kids. We’d ended the trip with two weeks in Paris before coming home in time for the blooming of the tulips planted around the house. They’d gone back to school only to find they’d outpaced their class. “We had such an extraordinary time.” The kids had taken to traveling like naturals. I’d found a great tutor for them who worked with them in the mornings, leaving the afternoons for Forest to take them to museums and explore parks and restaurants. They’d thrived. Even Dane lost the worried, pinched look to his mouth. He’d confessed to me that traveling was his new passion. Forest and I had a good laugh over that one.

      “You’re glowing in that film, and that’s not just because of great acting.” She gestured toward the hallway. “It’s almost time. You ready?”

      I nodded, looking down at my bouquet of white roses tied with a red ribbon. “Let’s do it.”
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      We stood together at the bottom of the stairs. I took a moment to enjoy the scene before me. Ruby wore a red tulle dress; Dane had on a dark blue suit to match his uncle’s. Both my boys wore red ties in the same color as Ruby’s dress.

      “Doesn’t Ruby’s hair look good?” I whispered to Marge. I’d fixed Ruby’s hair myself, having observed the professionals in my career for so long.

      “You did good.”

      Forest had invited a few of his buddies and their wives, couples I’d gotten to know over the past year during skating parties, nights out at the Twisted Tinsel, and an occasional poker party. They’d all welcomed me, and after only a few weeks of living here, the gang seemed to have forgotten all about my former life. I was just Holly to them. I loved every minute of it. Finally, I had the sweet, ordinary life I’d longed for all those lonely years before I found Forest.
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      Minutes later, I stood before the fire with Forest and the children. The officiant asked if we’d like to share our written vows. The fire bathed the room in cozy light. Candles flickered on the mantel and side tables. Our Christmas tree was all aglow and filled the room with the spicy scent of fir.

      “Holly, would you please share your vows with Forest?”

      I cleared my throat. As many times as I’d performed, I’d never been as nervous to speak out loud. But I locked my gaze with Forest’s, and the sense of stillness that I’d come to know fully in the past year calmed my nerves.

      “From the very first day we ever spent together, I’ve known a sense of belonging I’ve yearned for all my life. Being here with you and the children has given me more joy and fulfillment than I thought possible. Thank you for loving me despite all the baggage that comes along with being with someone on the public’s radar. I promise to be your partner, best friend, and supporter in whatever you want and need.” I turned to the kids, taking one of each of their hands. “I promise to always be here when you need me, no matter how old you get. I’ll always be there to pick you up after school and at every school play or hockey game or whatever it is you choose to do with your life. I will never put anything or anyone above you two, other than your uncle, of course. I love you both very much.”

      “We love you,” Ruby shouted before plowing into me for a hug.

      Our friends tittered, but Forest threw back his head in laughter before sobering to say his vows to me. “Holly, I pledge my heart and devotion to you today and for the rest of our lives. You’ve made everything in my life better than I could have ever hoped for. This house is now a home with you here. I love every moment we have together. I’m grateful for all the sacrifices you’ve made to be here with us. I vow to try to be worthy of you every single day of my life.”

      “Holly, do you take Forest Sully to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold for all the days of your life?”

      “I do,” I said.

      Pastor Donovan asked the same of Forest. “Hell yes.”

      Mrs. Knight clucked her tongue but the rest of the room cheered.

      “You may now exchange rings,” Donovan said.

      Forest placed a sparkling band on my finger that was part of the set he’d gotten for me when he asked me to marry him. I smiled for a second as I took in these symbols of our devotion.

      Pastor Donovan addressed the children. “Dane and Ruby have something they would like to say.”

      Dane took something from his pocket. “Holly, I have this for you.” He handed me a small wooden ornament in the shape of a dove. “To add to your collection for our tree.”

      “Did you make this?” I turned it over to see the date carved into the bottom.

      “Uncle Forest helped me,” Dane said. “A lot.”

      “I love it very much,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Ruby, never one to be outdone, reached out her hand to Forest, who pulled out a small velvet box and gave it to her. She opened the lid to show me. A band with three small diamonds that sparkled under the lights. “This is us.” She tapped the diamonds. “Uncle Forest, Dane, and me. We want you to wear it with your wedding ring.”

      Tears blurred my vision and I held out my hand. “Put it on me, please.”

      “You have to take the others off, so the big diamond is in the middle,” Ruby said with a serious tone to her voice. “The jewelry guy told us that.”

      I slipped the other two rings from my finger and put the children’s ring on first, then the solitaire and then the wedding band. “This one is closest to my heart.” I tapped the ring the kids had given me. “And this wedding band is out closest to the world to tell everyone who I love.”

      Dane and Ruby beamed up at me. I gave them each a quick kiss on the cheek before straightening to meet the gaze of my groom. The pastor pronounced us husband and wife. “And a family of four,” Pastor Donovan said. “You may now kiss the bride.”

      The room exploded in cheers as we came together for the first kiss of our married life.

      After the ceremony, we all drove out to the Italian restaurant for the reception. They’d closed it to the public, and our guests filled it nicely. We dined on pasta and drank champagne and red wine. When we’d all had our fill, the staff moved some tables around to make room for a dance floor. We all danced to Christmas music.

      When Beyoncé’s version of “O Holy Night” came on, Forest whispered in my ear to come outside with him. He draped his jacket over my bare shoulders and led me out to the patio.

      “Can you find the North Star?” Forest asked.

      “No. I don’t know any of the names of the stars, just which ones I like.”

      “Kind of like me and wine, eh?”

      “Yes, sort of like that.” I leaned against him as he put his arm around me. Our breath made clouds in the frigid air, yet it felt refreshing to be outside after the warmth of the room.

      The sky was a shade darker than a deep purple and filled with stars. A three-quarter moon peeked through the forest. Forest wrapped his arm around me as Beyoncé’s voice reached a crescendo. Goose bumps traveled up my arms.

      “Do you remember what the sky looked like the night I proposed?” Forest asked me quietly. “The way the full moon was reflected in the water?”

      “I do.” Those moments on the bridge as the moon hovered and shed light over the entire city but had seemed to shine just for us had been some of the happiest of my life. Forest had gone down on one knee to propose. I hadn’t thought it was possible to feel such powerful surges of love and joy.

      “I thought I was happy that night,” Forest said. “But tonight wins.”

      “Every day with you, I wake up a little more in love.”

      “Is that true?” he asked softly. “Because I thought it was just me.”

      I turned to look at him and cup his face in my hands. “Thank you for making all my dreams come true.”

      “I’m so proud of you. And so happy we decided to do that movie.”

      I smiled, pleased at the sound of the word we. “We were such dummies, torturing ourselves when the solution was there all the time.”

      “In our defense, we’d only known each other a week.”

      “When you know, you know. At least according to Mrs. Knight.”

      We stood for a moment, enjoying the sound of the last notes of “O Holy Night.” The brightest star in the sky, perhaps that notorious Christmas Star, seemed to wink at us. I breathed in the cold Canadian air and snuggled closer to my husband. Life had surely twisted and turned before we found each other. Yet here we were under the light of the stars and moon at the beginning of our life together.

      The kids came out to join us, each taking a side. I put my arm around Ruby, and Forest did the same with Dane. We were a foursome against the world. “We’re stronger together,” I whispered more to myself than anyone else.

      “Yes, we are.” Forest squeezed me tighter. I did the same to Ruby. I felt certain Forest did the same to Dane. We stood there until “Jingle Bell Rock” came on and we could no longer stay still and went inside to dance with our friends.
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      A note from Tess…I hope you enjoyed my  holiday story! Have you read the other Garland Grove, Romancing the Rink, books? If not, more holiday fun awaits.

      Hate Me Under the Mistletoe by Kelly Jamieson

      Blame It On the Eggnog by Jami Davenport

      Knight Before Christmas by Kat Mizera

      Join my mailing list and never miss a release or sale here.
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development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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