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				Christmas 2024

				Dear Friends,

				I’m excited to share this holiday story with you, my readers, mainly because I had such fun writing it. Long ago, I came to understand the special link between the reader and the author. In some ways, I consider it almost a spiritual connection. I know if I laugh, you’ll laugh, and if I weep, there will be tears in your eyes, too. And most important, if I put my heart on the page, it links with yours.

				Another reason I’m excited is because our friend Rhett Palmer has contributed his song lyrics. “The Very Merry Christmas Song” might be familiar, as it was played in the movie Call Me Mrs. Miracle.

				As always, it brings me joy to hear from my readers. You can reach me through all the media outlets and my website. If you prefer to write, my mailing address is: P.O. Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366.

				And now, my friends, have yourself a very merry Christmas.
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			To two loyal friends who have supported me and my ideas through the years,
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			Hailey Morgan’s doorbell chimed, and she hurried to answer, eager for her best friend to arrive. This was the last day of school before the holiday break, and Hailey was more than ready to celebrate. As teachers at George Washington High School, Hailey and Katherine Stockton were set for a girls’ night. They’d debated about going out, but in the end decided simply relaxing at home sounded like a far better idea. Hailey had offered to host. She had heavily spiked eggnog at the ready and would follow up with popcorn later for the Christmas movie. Katherine was ordering the pizza.

			Throwing open her apartment door, Hailey greeted her friend with a hug. “Free at last,” she squealed. “Has any school day ever seemed so long?”

			“It lasted forever,” Katherine said and groaned as she removed her hat and coat and tossed them over the arm of the chair.

			The two had worked at the high school for three years. They’d been hired at the same time and quickly became fast friends.

			“You got the eggnog?” Katherine asked.

			“All accounted for,” Hailey assured her.

			“The pizza is ordered for delivery.” She paused and glanced at the time. “At any minute.”

			Just then the doorbell chimed. Katherine opened it, took the pizza box from the teenage driver, and passed along a generous tip. “Thank you,” she said and promptly closed the door.

			Hailey got out the paper plates and red pepper flakes. Among so many other similarities, they both shared a love of spicy food.

			Slouching down on the sofa side by side, they indulged in the Hawaiian pizza, too busy enjoying their dinner to talk.

			After a few moments, Katherine paused between bites. “I take it your day was as hectic as mine.”

			“As bad or worse,” Hailey said with a heavy sigh.

			The music students had their minds on anything but schoolwork. Even her band class had been chaotic, with everyone anxious for the school day to end. The teens had been watching the clock, counting down the minutes, which was exactly what Hailey had done.

			Katherine taught American history, and Hailey could well imagine her friend’s day. In the best of times, it was hard to control the classroom full of hormone-enhanced teenagers glued to their cell phones and posting on social media. With vacation looming and Christmas in the air, it had become nearly impossible for a teacher to hold their attention. It had become especially hard for Hailey after the band’s holiday performance earlier in the week.

			“We survived,” Hailey reminded Katherine.

			“Barely,” Katherine added.

			When they finished, Hailey took their dirty plates into the kitchen.

			Katherine followed her, opened the refrigerator, and brought out the rum and eggnog mix. “What those little hellions didn’t realize was that I was as anxious to get out of school as they were.”

			“Amen, sister.”

			The two returned to the sofa and Hailey relaxed, bringing up her knees and bracing her feet against the edge of the coffee table. She brushed a strand of her long brown hair behind her ear.

			“Which movie do you want to watch first?” she asked.

			“You pick,” Katherine said with a wave of her hand. “I’m too exhausted to think.”

			“How about Love Actually?” That was one of Hailey’s all-time favorites.

			“Sure.” Katherine settled into the sofa as she sampled the eggnog.

			Reaching for the remote, Hailey cued up the movie. Mentally exhausted as she was, her thoughts went every which direction. Her day had been nothing but drama with her students. The only thing that had kept her sane was this silly melody that had been bouncing around in her head. The tune hadn’t left her alone for several days now, to the point that it was all she could hear. This was the way it’d been from the time she’d been in grade school. Music was the language of her heart, and composing it gave her a sense of joy unlike anything else.

			Even as a child Hailey had gone to sleep only to dream up melodies and then the lyrics. Writing songs was as much a part of her as breathing. She’d started piano lessons in first grade after her mother had been unable to tear her away from the keyboard at church. In all, she played six instruments, some better than others. Each one filled a need in her, a desire to create. She’d loved her piano teacher and hated it when the family had moved a year later. Her father’s job as a pharmaceutical salesman had required several moves during Hailey and her sister Daisy’s childhood.

			As the assistant band director, Hailey enjoyed sharing her enthusiasm with her students. They inspired her. Her dream, however, was to one day support herself as a songwriter.

			Halfway through the movie, Katherine reached for the remote and paused it. “Did I mention my parents arranged a ski vacation for the entire family at Whistler?” she asked, her eyes dancing with delight.

			Hailey grinned. “Only about twenty times.”

			“It’s going to be incredible. And the best part is that Shawn will be joining us on the twenty-sixth.”

			Shawn was Katherine’s current love interest. Over the three years Hailey had known her, she’d watched her friend drift in and out of relationships. This time, though, was different. Shawn had lasted longer than any of Katherine’s previous relationships. Hailey was pleased for her friend and wished her every happiness.

			“He’s spending Christmas with his family and then driving up to Whistler.”

			“I didn’t know he skied,” Hailey commented.

			“He hasn’t since high school. It says a lot that he’s willing to take it up again so he can spend time with me and my family.”

			“That it does,” Hailey agreed.

			“Is Zach still bugging you?” Katherine asked.

			Hailey wanted to grind her teeth in frustration. She’d dated Zach all through college, and Hailey, and her parents, too, had assumed Zach would propose following graduation. Instead of a wedding proposal, he’d dumped her. Three years later, out of the blue, he’d reached out, wanting to reconnect. Hailey wasn’t interested. Zach, however, didn’t seem to be getting the message. “Can you believe this? He sent a text suggesting he join my family for Christmas.”

			“What?” Katherine was as shocked as Hailey had been. “After what he did to you, he has the audacity to invite himself to your family Christmas.”

			To be fair, Zach hadn’t technically dumped her, although he might as well have. Following graduation, when she was expecting a marriage proposal, they’d had the talk.

			Before he was willing to make a commitment, the ever-practical Zach wanted to be sure they both were on the same page regarding the future and wanted the same things. That made sense, and Hailey had been pleased he’d taken the idea of marriage seriously.

			Instead, their discussion turned out to be a kick in the gut. Zach wanted Hailey to be realistic about her career choice. It was all fine and good that she liked to write music, according to Zach, but there wasn’t a glimmer of hope that she had what it took to make it big. He pointed out that while she had a pleasant singing voice, it wasn’t good enough to garner her the attention she would need. Too many others were far more talented than she could ever hope to be.

			Hailey accepted the fact that she wasn’t another Adele or Taylor Swift, and that was fine. It was the songs she wrote and intended to sell. Songwriting was her gift. Not performing.

			She didn’t argue, which only fed the flames of Zach’s speech. He’d gone on to say, because she was an introvert, she simply didn’t have the personality to face the highly competitive professional world of music. Zach reminded her that she’d never been one to stand out in a crowd or to make sure she was noticed. Another truth that had eaten away at her hopes of ever succeeding. He insisted that if they were to consider marrying, she would need to put aside her imaginative dreams, be practical, and find employment that would help build their financial future. He needed a wife who would support and encourage him and his career and didn’t want one who would be distracted with fanciful, impractical dreams of her own. The bottom line was that she had to choose; it was either him or her music.

			The decision had been easy. She’d loved Zach, but she couldn’t change who she was or deny the gift she had been given. With tears in her eyes and her heart breaking, she told Zach that no matter what the future held, she felt she had to write her songs. Without the smallest hesitation, Zach had accepted her decision and walked out of her life.

			Even now, three years later, his discouragement and lack of faith hurt. What pained her most was the fact that he’d never really known her heart. For nearly two years, her creativity had been stymied. She hadn’t been able to release the hold his negativity had branded on her soul. Every effort she’d made to write ended up in the wastebasket. Only in the last several months had she found her mojo again. She’d composed a few songs, even sold one to a radio station for an advertisement. Lately this charming Christmas ditty had been playing in her mind day and night. She was anxious to pick up her guitar and get the notes and lyrics down on paper over the holiday break.

			And now, shockingly, after three long years, Zach was back.

			Well, sort of.

			It started in November with a text message asking Hailey how she was doing. To say she was surprised to hear from him would be an understatement. He made no reference to their split, as if the years since they’d parted had never happened. Not one word of regret or a single anything of what had transpired. Even now, nearly a month later, Hailey didn’t know what to make of this sudden change of heart, or if it even was one.

			Her initial response had been polite, but she made it perfectly clear she had no desire for a reconciliation. More text messages followed. She answered the next couple with a short one- or two-word reply, letting him know she wasn’t willing to engage in this conversation. Then she stopped answering. That hadn’t dissuaded him.

			Zach continued with texts and emails, telling her about his job with Microsoft, which was what he’d always wanted. He was well on his way to another promotion and a pay raise and had purchased a home in Kirkland close to the jobsite. His life seemed to be perfect in every way.

			Most conversations and texts revolved around him and his nearly perfect life. Hailey found it all rather confusing, unsure what to make of this sudden interest. He hinted that he missed her and wished for them to get together again. Not once did he ask about her songwriting, as if it was a moot point.

			“Zach wants to join your family for Christmas?” Katherine repeated. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

			“I wish. I let him know that wasn’t going to happen. I don’t know what more I can say to convince him I’m not interested. He seems to feel that if he keeps contacting me eventually he’ll wear me down and I’ll change my mind. That isn’t going to happen.”

			“I should think not, after what he did.”

			Hailey treasured Katherine’s friendship, and her support and encouragement.

			“Did he get the message this time?” her friend asked.

			“I can only hope. Part of the problem is my mom,” Hailey said, thinking out loud. If her mother got wind of Zach reaching out, she’d be thrilled with the possibility of the two of them getting back together.

			“Mom was always Zach’s biggest champion. She was devastated when we split. My mother would do everything she could to get us back together.”

			“Does she know he’s reached out?”

			“I certainly haven’t said anything, and I won’t. What she doesn’t know can’t encourage her.”

			“What if Zach contacts her?”

			Hailey didn’t want to consider the possibility. Dread filled her. It would be just like Zach to go behind Hailey’s back.

			A sinking feeling swept over her. Hailey was convinced that reaching out to her mother was likely Zach’s backup plan to win her over.
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			“Hailey,” Katherine said, breaking into her thoughts, “what if Zach contacts your family?”

			Hailey couldn’t deal with that now, when her head was fuzzy with eggnog. Her best option was to put it off until necessary. “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. As of now, Mom knows nothing and that’s the way I want to keep it.”

			“I’m grateful my mother doesn’t involve herself in my love life,” Katherine murmured.

			“Count your blessings. My mo-th-er is exactly the opposite,” Hailey said, drawing out the word. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my parents. They’re the best. The problem is that all Mom’s friends are grandparents and Mom is dying for grandchildren she can brag about and spoil.”

			“I thought you had a sister.”

			Hailey closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the sofa. When it came to Daisy, she hardly knew where to start. They looked alike with the same tawny brown hair and chocolate-brown eyes. Both were five-five. As young children, they’d been dressed in identical outfits by their mother. They were so alike they resembled twins. But looks were where the similarities stopped.

			While Hailey was reliable and studious, Daisy, her sixteen-months-younger sister, was flighty and impulsive.

			“Let’s just say my sister, from the age of ten to this very day, has been a flower child from the sixties. She makes her living selling macramé at farmers’ markets. She grows her own food and hates to wear shoes. We’re about as different as any two sisters could be. Daisy’s relationships never last long. Mom is smart enough to realize Daisy’s unlikely to give her the grandchildren she craves.”

			“So that leaves grandchildren squarely on your plate.”

			It took Hailey a moment to notice that Katherine was doing her best to hold back a smile.

			“This isn’t funny, you know.”

			“Sorry,” Katherine mumbled, when she clearly wasn’t. Then, to redeem herself, she changed the subject. “Just think, we have almost two weeks free from classes.”

			“I am excited.” And she was.

			“I hope you spend at least part of that time writing your music.” Her friend had always been an encourager when it came to Hailey’s dreams.

			“I hope so, too.” Those two weeks would fly by in a flash. It was the holidays, after all, and she would be heading to Tacoma, where her parents lived, for Christmas. Busy as she’d been with school, she hadn’t put up a tree or mailed out cards or even started shopping.

			“I love your songs,” Katherine said, cutting into her thoughts. “You’re talented, Hailey, and your lyrics are wonderful. I get frustrated when you claim you don’t have the time to do what you love most.”

			What her friend said was sadly true. Lowering her gaze to her glass of eggnog, Hailey wanted to blame Zach for the doubts crowding her head. It was time to accept that the only one holding her back was herself.

			There’d been a time when she’d enjoyed spending hours sitting at her piano or strumming her guitar in a creative fog. Those moments were all too infrequent these days. Oh, she had excuses, good ones. An entire list of reasons that held her back. Hard as it was to admit, Katherine was right.

			“Hey,” Katherine said, her voice full of enthusiasm, “I have a great idea.” She bounced off the sofa and paced in front of the television. “How would you feel about spending Christmas away by yourself?”

			“What? How?”

			“You’re always talking about never having the time to write music.”

			“With school and all…”

			“Those are excuses and we both know it.”

			Unwilling to argue, Hailey shrugged. She was the queen of excuses, so there was no point in denying it.

			“You’re like the only person I know who doesn’t mind spending time alone.”

			Another excuse. “I’m an introvert.” Unlike Daisy, who was friendly and outgoing. Her sister had never met a stranger.

			“All the better.” Katherine refused to give up on the idea. “This is perfect. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier.”

			“Think about what?” Her friend had lost her between being alone and making excuses.

			“My grandma’s cabin in Podunk.”

			“Podunk?” Katherine had to be kidding. “There’s an actual town called Podunk?”

			“There sure is. It’s beyond me how it got that name.” Katherine continued pacing, bouncing her index finger against her lips. “But that isn’t the point.”

			“What is the point, and why are you wearing out my carpet with your pacing?”

			Katherine ignored the question. “The thing is, the cabin is a bit remote, but that shouldn’t bother you. Besides, the town is about five miles away.”

			“Podunk?”

			“Right. There isn’t much there. A store, and when I say ‘store,’ I mean store. It’s one-stop shopping for the entire town.”

			“Really?”

			“Yup, but I digress. This is perfect. You really need to do this, Hailey.”

			“Do what?” she asked, tossing her hands into the air.

			Katherine looked at her as if Hailey was completely oblivious to this picture-perfect idea. “You should spend Christmas at the cabin.”

			The idea held more appeal than Hailey was willing to admit. Ditching her parents over Christmas, however, was sure to cause problems. Hailey knew Daisy wouldn’t be coming. As a free spirit, Daisy rarely stayed in one location long. She suspected that came from their childhood. Daisy followed the farmers’ markets and rarely showed up for holidays.

			“I love that cabin,” Katherine continued. “My brother and I spent nearly every summer there. We had the time of our lives. Gramps took us fishing and then Grandma would cook up our catches. We hiked the trails, and Gramps let us drive his quad long before either of us had a license. We picked blackberries and baked cobbler. Some of the best memories of my childhood were spent at that cabin.”

			“It sounds idyllic.”

			“It is. The thing is, we don’t go there much since Gramps died. Grandma has been after Mom and my uncle to take advantage of it. I think my uncle was up last summer, but I can’t be sure. Unfortunately, since Gramps has been gone the cabin doesn’t hold as much appeal as it did. That and the fact that there’s no cell service or Wi-Fi. Gramps never was fond of television, and so there isn’t a satellite dish, either.”

			“You think your grandmother would want a complete stranger staying in this special cabin?”

			“I know she would,” Katherine insisted. “Grandma was disappointed when she learned we were going to Whistler instead of spending Christmas at the cabin. She loved Christmas there above all the holidays, and it’s sat empty every Christmas since we lost Gramps.”

			“But she doesn’t know me.”

			“That doesn’t matter. She’d be thrilled to know someone was using it. And once I tell her you’d be there to spend this time creatively, she’d be over the moon.”

			The possibilities were quickly taking shape in Hailey’s mind. The minute she arrived home, her mother would start reminding her that when she was twenty-seven, she was already married and pregnant with Hailey. In case Hailey wasn’t aware, the prime years for having children were when a woman was in her twenties or early thirties.

			“Will you think about it?” Katherine asked, her eyes widening with encouragement.

			Hailey mulled over the invitation. As good as it sounded and as much as she wanted to accept this offer, she wasn’t sure she could or should.

			Hanging her head down, she slowly shook it. “That would be great, but I don’t want my parents to be alone over Christmas.”

			Katherine considered this for a few moments. “In other words, you’re living your life to make your parents happy. It doesn’t seem to bother Daisy.”

			Katherine was right. Hailey had always been the good daughter, the one who got top grades and made them proud.

			Sitting back down, Katherine reached for her drink. “I understand. Just know the invitation is open, if you change your mind.”

			“OK, thanks.” Unfortunately, Hailey couldn’t see a way out of spending Christmas with her family.
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			Hailey’s phone rang early the following morning. Lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, she checked the screen to discover it was her mother. She should have known. No one else would think to disturb her before seven o’clock on a weekend.

			Julia Morgan, loving mother that she was, was calling to ask how soon her eldest daughter planned to arrive for the holidays. Hailey groaned, wanting nothing more than to sleep. She’d been awake half the night, chewing over her conversation with Katherine, the text from Zach, and the song she so desperately wanted to write. The offer to use her friend’s family cabin would be a dream come true. She would have as long as two weeks to center herself and work. After feeling creatively dry, that lively, fun melody kept playing in her head. She woke twice during the night, humming the tune.

			The mere thought of escaping Christmas with her family lured her like a food addict to a Las Vegas buffet. Even while she attempted to dismiss the idea and put it completely out of her mind, she hated disappointing her parents.

			Hailey’s phone chirped once more, and, knowing if she didn’t answer now, her mother would try again and again, she gave in.

			“Morning, Mom,” she greeted, hoping she sounded somewhat pleased to hear from her mother.

			“Hailey, sweetheart, you should have told me.”

			“Told you?” she repeated.

			“I heard from Zach. He said the two of you have been talking.”

			Hailey flopped back onto her pillow and closed her eyes. She was furious with Zach. This was exactly what she feared he’d do. She should have known that when she’d turned him down flat, he’d use any excuse to wheedle his way into her holidays. He was smart enough to know he had an ally in her mother.

			“I think it’s simply wonderful,” her mother gushed.

			“Mom,” Hailey said, keeping her voice level. “Please listen, I have no intention of getting back with Zach.”

			“He thinks…He said that he’s hoping for a reconciliation.”

			No doubt he’d made it sound like a possibility, exaggerating their recent communications. “Zach can hope all he wants. I’m not interested.”

			“Now, Hailey, don’t be hasty. You’re wise to take matters slowly. I do wish you had told me.”

			Her mother completely ignored the fact that she didn’t want to renew anything with Zach. “It’s been three years. I’m a different person than I was when I graduated from college. We parted ways and moved forward. Zach is wasting his time. I’m not going to change my mind.”

			“Hailey.” Her mother seemed shocked. “The two of you are the perfect couple. I said that from the first time I saw you together. Zach is exactly what you need.”

			“Mom, please, would you listen to what I’m telling you? I’m not getting back together with Zach.”

			A short silence followed. “Oh dear.”

			“What?” Hailey asked, tensing for what was coming next.

			Her mother’s sigh rang through the call. “I invited Zach to spend Christmas with us.”

			“You did what?”

			“Don’t be upset, sweetheart. I was so pleased to hear from him. He called because he wanted to send you a gift for Christmas. He feared we might have moved and asked for the right address. We got to talking and then one thing led to another.”

			“Mom,” Hailey grumbled. No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening.

			Zach knew full well how happy her mother would be to learn the two of them had been texting.

			“Before I could stop myself, I blurted out the invitation.” At least her mother sounded somewhat apologetic.

			“And Zach couldn’t accept the invitation fast enough, right?” she asked.

			“No, no,” her mother rushed to explain. “He refused at first, saying he wasn’t sure how you’d feel about him coming, but then…but then I persuaded him.”

			Hailey placed her hand over her eyes, unsure who she should be most annoyed with, her mother or Zach.

			“Don’t be upset with me, it’s Christmas. I’ve got everything ready for your arrival. I baked your favorite cookies again and got out Grandma Hazel’s chocolate bonbon recipe, too.”

			Zach’s favorite, Hailey remembered. This was exactly what she didn’t want. Her mother would be gushing over Zach, making him feel like part of the family while she did everything she could to avoid him.

			“And that’s not all, I have all our meals planned. Zach offered to bring the ham for Christmas Eve, the spiral-cut one. So generous of him.”

			“Mom,” Hailey tried again. “Zach asked me about coming for Christmas and I flat-out told him no. He isn’t listening and now he’s gone behind my back…”

			“But he didn’t,” her mother insisted. “He called with a legitimate excuse. I was the one who insisted he come.”

			“Zach knew my feelings.” Hailey wasn’t willing to give him a pass. Zach was aware what to expect when he contacted her mother. And she’d played right into his hands.

			Another short, painful silence followed. “Hailey, be reasonable. I can’t rescind the invitation. It’ll all work out, trust me.”

			Sitting up, Hailey leaned against her headboard as her shoulders sank with dread. This was destined to be the most uncomfortable, awkward Christmas of her life.

			Her mother seemed to take her silence as acceptance. “How soon can you get here?” she asked. “Your father got us a new car he’s excited to show you. He ordered it in this dark green. I’d hoped for blue, but you know your father. He wanted green, and so I gave in. It’s important to know when to stick to your guns and when to give in. So come soon, okay?”

			“Christmas isn’t for another week,” Hailey reminded her. She had no intention of spending one minute more than necessary at the family home. It went without saying that her mother would spend the entire holiday touting Zach’s many fine qualities. There was only so much a girl could take.

			“I suppose you have a few things you need to take care of before you leave Portland.”

			Hailey leaped on the excuse. “Exactly. I’ve been so busy with school that I haven’t done anything to get ready for Christmas.” She desperately needed time to consider her options. It didn’t look like her mother would be willing to tell Zach it would be best if he didn’t come. The mere thought of being trapped with him and her mother sent her mind into a whirlwind.

			“Take the weekend to get caught up,” her mother offered. “Zach said he would be able to get a few days off, and there’s this big Christmas light show we could all attend.”

			“Mom, I can’t—”

			“Oh sweetie, am I being too pushy? I’m sorry. It’s just that I know how eager Zach is to see you. He said this would be the first time in over three years.”

			This was the last thing Hailey wanted to hear. Apparently, Zach was confiding in her mother, gaining her support. It was even worse than Hailey had realized. What really irked her was that he seemed to think she would be so grateful to hear from him that she’d immediately fall in line. It must have come as a shock when she had been less than welcoming. Now he was garnering support from her mother.

			“I won’t be there after the weekend, Mom.” She made sure her mother understood that she had no intention of falling into the plans Zach had made with her family.

			“Oh, but you must. Zach told me in confidence that there’s something important he wants to discuss with you. I wouldn’t say anything if I knew how you were going to react.”

			“Sure he does,” Hailey said, unwilling to hide her sarcasm.

			“Now, Hailey Lynn Morgan, you listen to me. Zach was nothing but wonderful. He’s always been kind and gracious. The least you can do is meet him halfway.”

			“I need to think,” Hailey said. The idea of spending the holidays with Zach was fast becoming untenable.

			“I don’t know what happened between the two of you,” her mother continued. “Whatever it was, I’m sure Zach is looking to make it right.”

			“He told you that, did he?”

			“Well, not in so many words, but I’m convinced he regrets whatever it was that caused the breakup. We talked for over an hour. We had the best time catching up. Give him a chance, Hailey. I doubt you’ll be disappointed.”

			Hailey closed her eyes. Just talking about Zach had her head pounding with the beginning of a migraine. “I need to think. I’ll call you later today to let you know what I plan to do.”

			“Good. I hope to see you soon. Love you,” her mother whispered.

			“Love you back.”

			After disconnecting the call, Hailey pondered the conversation for several minutes. She’d put Zach out of her life, cut all ties, and moved on. After they broke up, she accepted the job at the high school and decided to write music whenever time allowed. That hadn’t happened, and whether it was fair to blame Zach or not, she did.

			Anytime she needed to think, Hailey cleaned her house. She spent the morning knee-deep in cleanser as if demon possessed. She scrubbed down the sinks and countertops, vacuumed the carpets, changed her sheets, and wiped down all her kitchen appliances. When she’d finished, her apartment had never shined brighter. Best of all, she had her answer. Slumping down on her sofa, she exhaled a long breath and smiled. She knew exactly what she needed to do.
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			Katherine answered her phone after the first ring. “Hey, girlfriend, what’s up?”

			With her heart racing, Hailey didn’t hesitate. “Is the offer for me to stay at the cabin still open?”

			“You mean you’re actually considering heading to Podunk?” Katherine asked, not bothering to disguise her enthusiasm.

			“Yep,” Hailey said. “My mother invited Zach for Christmas.”

			“No way. You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			“I wish. Mom would do anything to see the two of us back together.” Hailey no longer cared if her parents were disappointed if she went off by herself. Her mother had no qualms about going behind her back and basically ruining Hailey’s Christmas. She wasn’t about to let that happen.

			“Wow, that’s low,” Katherine sympathized. “I’ll call my grandmother and get back to you. I know it won’t be a problem, though. Grams is concerned because it’s been a few months since my uncle was there. She hates to see the cabin sit empty for too long.”

			“Perfect.”

			“After I talk to Grams, I’ll collect the key from my mom and drop it off at your place. Does that work?”

			“Perfect.” Now that the decision had been made, Hailey was eager to get on the road. She’d call her mother and explain that she wouldn’t be joining them for the holidays after all. No doubt Zach would fill in nicely for her.

			“When do you plan to leave?” Katherine asked.

			Without hesitation, Hailey said, “I’m out the door as soon as you hand over the key.”

			Katherine laughed. “When you make up your mind, you don’t give yourself time for second thoughts. Good.”

			Her friend was right. The idea of getting away for two glorious weeks sounded like heaven. The sense of freedom was irresistible. Hailey needed this time, needed to think, and if for no other reason, she needed to get the music rumbling around in her head down on paper. She was inspired, excited, and delighted with the idea of spending Christmas alone. For the first time in a long while, she felt ready to pick up her guitar and let her fingers find their way.

			

			—

			Not even an hour later, Katherine dropped off the key to the cabin and Hailey wrapped her fingers around it like it was solid gold. Katherine took a few minutes to explain the best route. The drive would take up to five hours, depending on the weather. There was likely to be snow, so Hailey would need to pack her warmest winter gear.

			“And, listen, you’ll arrive after dark, so you might want to bring some basic supplies with you. The store in town will be open if you need anything, but it’s best to arrive prepared. Grams called ahead and made sure the electricity was turned on, but bring a flashlight just in case there’s a delay. And remember, there’s no cell service but there is in town if you need it.”

			As far as Hailey was concerned, the lack of cell service was a bonus. She didn’t want her family to even guess where she might be. This was her time, and she planned to make use of every minute.

			“That’s perfect.”

			“Have fun,” Katherine said, giving Hailey a hug.

			Before she left, Hailey thanked her friend again. She appreciated this glorious opportunity.

			Hailey waited until her car was packed before connecting with her mother while heading out of town. When she reached I-5, she called home.

			From the quick answer, Hailey suspected her mother had been walking around the house with her cell in her hand.

			“Mom,” Hailey said, drawing in a deep breath, steeling herself for their conversation. “Mom, I won’t be coming home for Christmas.”

			A shocked silence followed.

			Before her mother had the chance to say anything, Hailey continued. “I’ve been given the most wonderful opportunity. It came out of the blue and I’m going to take it.”

			“But…but,” her mother sputtered. “I invited Zach.”

			“You did, without telling me. I know Zach would like to get back together, but it’s not happening.” Clearly her mother had no idea how deeply Zach’s rejection had wounded her. “Being forced to spend the holiday with him would be a nightmare for me. You put me in an awkward situation.”

			“But…but…where will you go? What will you do?”

			Hoping to smooth her mother’s disappointment, she avoided the questions and said, “It means the world to me how incredibly supportive you and Dad have been about my music career.”

			“Of course, you’re our daughter and incredibly talented, although we haven’t heard much about your songs for a while now.”

			“That’s true,” Hailey agreed. “It’s been difficult working full-time and taking classes in the summers, plus everything else.”

			“What does that have to do with you not coming for Christmas?”

			It was hard to keep the excitement out of her voice. “A wonderful friend offered me her family’s cabin. I’m going to submerge myself in my music and compose songs again.”

			An awkward silence followed. “But what am I going to tell Zach when you don’t show up for Christmas?” her mother lamented.

			“Tell him the truth. I’ve moved on and so should he.”

			“Oh, Hailey, are you sure?”

			“I’ve rarely been surer of anything.”

			The line went silent before her mother released a tearful sigh. “You mean you won’t be in Portland? I thought…if you didn’t want to come to us that your father, Zach, and I could join you.”

			“Sorry, Mom. I’m already on the road.”

			Her mother made a last-ditch effort. “But what about all the cookies I baked, and Grandma’s bonbons? We were going to bake together the way we did when you were younger.”

			“Daisy is the one who likes to cook, Mom. Not me.”

			“But all these baked goods…”

			“Zach will enjoy them,” she assured her mother. “Why don’t you ask Daisy for Christmas?”

			Her younger sister loved to bake, although she never followed a recipe and many of her efforts ended up being disasters. Daisy enjoyed spending time in the kitchen, not Hailey, a fact her mother had conveniently forgotten.

			“Daisy won’t be here for Christmas,” her mother whined, and sounded close to tears.

			“I didn’t think she would be,” Hailey added. “But Zach will be, at your invitation.”

			Again, the line went silent. “I’ll call him and explain,” her mother blurted out. “I’ll apologize and suggest he visit another time.”

			“It’s too late. I’ve already made my decision and I’m on the road.”

			“Oh Hailey, this is going to break your father’s heart.”

			Guilt had worked in the past with Hailey, but not this time.

			Not that long ago, Hailey might have fallen for this tactic, but not anymore.

			Her mother sniffled loudly and paused to blow her nose. “At least tell me where you’re going.”

			“Sorry, Mom, I’d rather keep the location a secret.”

			Her mother’s desperate reply faded in and out with the cell coverage. Hailey made one last comment. “I’ll connect with you after Christmas. Love you. Bye for now.” With that, she disconnected the call.

			With a sense of freedom and adventure, Hailey headed to Podunk, Oregon.
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			On the long drive to Podunk, Hailey cranked up the music and sang Christmas carols at the top of her lungs. The responsibilities to her family and the question about Zach’s sudden interest vanished the closer she got to the cabin. She was free, with no expectations and nearly two glorious weeks to write and compose her songs.

			Every now and again a twinge of guilt assailed her. Hailey refused to entertain those thoughts and concentrated instead on all she hoped to accomplish. This freedom, this relief, made her giddy.

			Hailey was about an hour away from Podunk when she got a call from Katherine.

			“How’s the drive going?” her friend asked.

			“Great. There’s snow, but the roads are clear.”

			“Good to hear,” Katherine said, and then added, “Listen, my mom found out that my uncle didn’t make it to the cabin this summer after all.”

			“Okay.” Hailey wasn’t certain why that should matter.

			“The thing is, it sounds like it’s been a while since anyone has visited. I don’t know what condition you’ll find the cabin in.”

			“No worries,” Hailey assured her. “As long as there’s water and electricity, I’ll be fine.” Then, thinking she should reconfirm both, she asked, “You did say your grandma had the electricity turned on, right?”

			“For sure.”

			“And there’s water, right?”

			“Of course. It’s from a well, although that’s connected to the electricity, but Grams assured me it was turned on, so you don’t have anything to worry about.”

			“Then I’ll be perfectly fine.” Little could dampen her good mood. Whatever minor inconveniences awaited her, Hailey would adjust.

			“I don’t know if I mentioned that my great-grandfather built the cabin back in the 1960s.”

			Hailey couldn’t remember if Katherine had or hadn’t. She did say something about it being in the family for years.

			“I want to warn you, it’s no resort,” Katherine added.

			“In other words, you’re telling me it’s rustic.”

			“Rustic is a good word.”

			“I wasn’t expecting anything more,” Hailey told her, unsure why Katherine seemed to be having second thoughts.

			“Good, that relieves my mind. Remember, if you run into problems, head to the store I mentioned in Podunk. Thelma will help if you need anything.”

			“Good to know. Thanks again, for everything,” Hailey said, her spirits high on this adventure.

			Their conversation continued to fade in and out with spotty coverage. It seemed Katherine wanted to tell her something more, but unfortunately, Hailey caught only a word here and there. If it was important, she was sure her friend would text or try again later. It seemed Katherine was intent on warning her on what to expect. Hailey had no expectations. Whatever awaited her, she’d figure it out.

			Hailey put the thought out of her mind. She wasn’t a diva who required luxury accommodations. Rustic was perfect. She had her guitar, warm clothes, and enough food supplies to last a few days in case she got snowed in. Her confidence was high.

			By the time she turned off the main road, dusk had settled. She was grateful for the detailed directions Katherine had given her.

			“Take a right after the sixth mailbox off Horseshoe Lane. The road is gravel and might be covered in snow, but the turn is unmistakable,” Katherine had said.

			Hailey had written everything down and repeated it to be sure she got it right.

			“The dip in the road across from the apple orchard is the next turn. Follow that road and it will take you directly to the cabin.”

			After counting the mailboxes, Hailey made the first turn and then paused to review the route. If she made a wrong turn, she might not be able to turn around. She sighed with relief when she spotted the two neat rows of bare trees. This had to be the apple orchard Katherine had mentioned.

			The terrain made a steep climb from that point. Although her friend hadn’t mentioned how far the cabin was from the apple orchard, she’d said it was a straight shot. Hailey continued down the gravel road for what seemed like several miles. Wherever this cabin was located, it was more secluded than she’d expected, as she didn’t see any other homes or structures along the way. Just when she feared she’d taken the wrong road, the cabin showed in her headlights.

			And what a cabin it was. This was far and away more than Hailey had hoped to find. The entire building was made of logs and had a large wraparound porch with a wide stairway leading to the front door. The upper story had three dormers. The sheer size of it took her breath away. Katherine had mentioned that the entire family had gathered there for summers, but the size hadn’t clicked in Hailey’s mind. The log cabin was massive.

			Hailey sat in the car for several moments, almost dizzy with excitement. When she couldn’t stand waiting any longer, she opened the car door. It was perfect, simply perfect. She didn’t know why Katherine sounded concerned. This cabin was incredible. A movement caught her attention and a deer darted into the forest that surrounded the log cabin. A deer. She saw a deer. Her heart leaped with joy. If she needed a sign that she’d made the right decision, this was it.

			Reaching for the flashlight, she started up the stairs, key in hand. The door clicked open without a problem, and she stepped inside and fumbled for the light switch. Katherine had mentioned there was one to the left of the front door.

			Slapping her hand against the wall, it took her a minute to locate it. She frowned at the scratching sound coming from the other side of the room. Her fingers anxiously flicked the switch.

			Nothing.

			Leveling her flashlight in the area where she’d heard the noise, the only thing she saw was furniture covered with white sheets.

			Mice? She swallowed tightly. Hailey hated mice and quickly dismissed the thought. The loud scratching sound surely came from something larger than a few mice.

			With her heart in her throat, Hailey aimed the flashlight in another direction, sweeping the beam toward the stone fireplace. At any other time, she would have paused to admire the craftsmanship and the beauty of the mantel. Not now, though, when she was intent on discovering the intruder.

			It was then that she saw something move from the corner of her eye. Turning the light in that direction, she gasped and let out a strangled scream. She panicked and leaped out the door before slamming it shut. With her heart in her throat, she stumbled several steps back in her eagerness to escape and nearly tumbled down the porch stairs.

			Grabbing hold of the pillar, she managed to catch herself.

			The intruder was a raccoon.

			An angry raccoon who didn’t look pleased to have his private hideaway disturbed. Standing on his hind legs, he’d hissed and seemed ready to leap forward and attack.

			Once she was able to breathe again, Hailey quickly returned to her vehicle and grabbed the written directions for how to get to Podunk from the cabin. The first two turns were the same. It changed when she left the gravel road leading into town.

			Although she would hate it, Hailey could deal with mice. Rocky Raccoon, not so much.

			As Katherine had mentioned, Podunk was five miles from the turn off the main road. As she neared the town, her panic slowly dissipated. Help was within reach.

			The lights in town were a welcome sight. Safety. Help.

			As far as she could determine, the main street stretched only seven or eight blocks, perhaps a few more. The first thing she noticed as she drove down the main street was a tall statue of a rust-covered frontiersman. He wore a coonskin cap and cradled a rifle in his arms as if he was holding on to a newborn. Someone had strung tinsel over his shoulders like a shiny boa. It caused her to smile.

			A huge logging truck passed her on the other side of the road; its headlights nearly blinded her.

			When her vision cleared, she saw the sign in front of the store Katherine had mentioned: Cantor Store. It was the largest building in town and took up half of the second block. As she pulled into the angled parking, she noticed a café that looked to be doing a booming business. The windows were outlined with mistletoe and berries, Santa in his sleigh, all his reindeer flying over the moon.

			At the end of the road, she saw what looked to be the city park with a big white gazebo in the center. Hailey could easily picture summers there filled with families and picnics.

			Podunk was a quaint little town, picturesque and homey. Hailey wrapped the welcome around her like snuggling under a cozy blanket.

			Making her way into the store, she was greeted with a shout from a woman who was at the front register. She wore brown bib overalls and a red-checkered flannel long-sleeve shirt. “Jethro, help Mary Susan load up those bales of hay. Her truck is parked out back.”

			A man’s voice sounded from the depths of the store. “On it.”

			Hailey had to assume Jethro was an employee. Looking around, she didn’t see more than a handful of people. Thinking she should use this opportunity to pick up a few items, she headed toward the cleaning supplies. If the raccoon had taken up permanent residence, then there was sure to be other bits of evidence.

			Two people were in front of her at the cash register, and Hailey patiently waited her turn.

			The silver-haired woman at the register locked eyes with Hailey as she set her purchases on the counter. Hailey remembered that Katherine had mentioned the owner was named Thelma. Thelma Cantor.

			She made a huffing sound and shook her head. “You that city girl Ellie mentioned?”

			Hailey wasn’t sure who Ellie was but had to assume that was either Katherine’s mother’s or possibly her grandmother’s name.

			“A…Yes. I was told if I had a problem, you’d be able to help me.”

			“She said that, did she?” Thelma snorted and rolled her eyes.

			“You’re Thelma, right?”

			She answered with a curt nod. “No need to tell me your name. Doubt you’ll last here long. You city types rarely do. It’s a shame, too. Podunk has a lot to offer, so give it a chance.”

			“I’ll do that,” Hailey promised.

			“Now, what can I do for you?”

			Hailey sighed. “I was told the electricity at the cabin had been turned on.”

			“It was,” Thelma concurred.

			“I flipped the switch inside by the front door and nothing happened.”

			The woman glanced past Hailey at the customers lined up, eager to make their purchases.

			Turning to look herself, Hailey noticed four people.

			“Did you check the panel?” Thelma asked.

			“No, I…”

			“That figures. Let me deal with these folks and I’ll get back to you.”

			“Sure thing.”

			With her basket in hand, Hailey moved to the end of the line.

			Thelma seemed to have all the time in the world for each customer, chatting up local news. She smiled and wished each one Christmas greetings. The older woman appeared to know everyone.

			When it was her turn again, Hailey felt she needed to explain that she wasn’t completely dense. “I would have been happy to check the electrical panel if not for a rather major problem. A rabid raccoon has taken up residence and he didn’t much care for the intrusion. If I hadn’t gotten out when I did, I think the beast might have attacked me.”

			The last thing Hailey expected was for Thelma to bust out laughing. Apparently, she didn’t find much amusement very often, because her laugh sounded loud, deep, and rusty. She slapped her thigh and shook her head as if this was the funniest thing she’d heard in weeks.

			Hailey wasn’t nearly as entertained.

			“Frightened you, did he?”

			“You could say that. He didn’t appear to be the friendly sort, either.”

			Thelma wiped tears from her eyes. “Bet you near peed your pants.”

			“It was close,” Hailey admitted.

			“You determined to stay?” she asked, as if one annoyed raccoon was enough to make her turn tail.

			The question set her back. Hailey straightened her shoulders and said, “Of course I’m staying.”

			Thelma nodded approvingly. “You got grit, girl. We’ll see just how long it lasts.”

			For no other reason than to prove Thelma wrong, Hailey was determined to stick it out.

			As Thelma rang up her purchases, she said, “Jethro will be busy for the next half hour or so. He’ll meet you up at the Stockton place. You should wait in your vehicle for him there; he shouldn’t be much longer than that.”

			“Will do.” Hailey felt she had something to prove not so much to Thelma, but to herself. She was made of sterner stuff than to let one measly raccoon scare her off. Of course, there might be more than one, perhaps an entire family. Several generations, in fact. A commune.

			“Jethro’s home?” the woman in line behind her asked Thelma.

			“Yup,” Thelma said. “Been missing my son. Glad to have him back for a while.”

			Jethro?

			Hailey could well imagine what Thelma’s son would look like. He was probably a homegrown hillbilly. Really, who would name a boy Jethro in this day and age? Poor guy. Hailey decided not to linger in town, afraid she might miss the promised help.

			She paid for the cleaning supplies and smiled as she made her way back to her car and headed out of town. As she passed the frontiersman with the silver boa, she had to wonder if Jethro wore a coonskin cap himself.

			The ride back didn’t seem to take nearly as much time as it had earlier. Once back at the cabin, Hailey followed Thelma’s instructions and waited inside her vehicle with the heater on. The temperatures had dipped below freezing and minute flakes of snow began to drift down from the sky. Hungry now, Hailey reached for a protein bar and munched on it until truck lights showed in her rearview mirror.

			Eager to get inside the cabin, she opened her car door and climbed out.

			The driver parked his truck alongside her car. The door creaked when he opened it. He kept his headlights on, focusing on the front door.

			Although the light was dim, Hailey had a good view of the man. It didn’t take more than two seconds to recognize this was no hillbilly. Jethro had the physique of a lumberjack: tall and handsome didn’t begin to describe him. He was gorgeous, with wide shoulders that tapered down to narrow hips. He wore jeans with a thick winter coat.

			“Wowzer,” she muttered under her breath.

			Standing in front of his headlights, Jethro turned to her and asked, “I’m sorry, did you say something?”

			Embarrassed, Hailey was too tongue-tied to respond. Instead, she pointed toward the cabin and managed to squeak out a single word: “Help.”
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			Although the weather was well below freezing, Hailey could feel the heat fill her cheeks. Generally, her head wasn’t turned by an attractive man. Something about his rugged good looks and his smile got to her in ways she found hard to understand. She supposed it was because he was nothing like what she’d expected. Jethro Cantor took her completely by surprise. Quickly looking away, she shook her head and managed to mumble, “It was nothing important.”

			Jethro nodded and glanced toward the cabin. “Mom said something about a rabid raccoon chasing you.”

			“I…don’t have much experience with raccoons, no experience, if the truth be known, so I can’t be sure if it was rabid or just ticked off that I’d invaded its territory. What I do know is that he reared up on his hind legs and hissed.”

			“Not exactly the welcome you’d expected.”

			“You can say that again. By the way, I’m Hailey Morgan. I really appreciate you helping me, Jethro.”

			Jethro grimaced when she mentioned his name. “Please call me Jay. My mother and a few of the locals are the only ones who use my given name.”

			“I will say you don’t look much like a Jethro.”

			From the look he gave her, Hailey had the feeling she wasn’t the first one to mention it. “Jethro was my grandfather’s and great-grandfather’s name. My grandparents only had daughters, so Mom felt it necessary for me to carry on the family name.”

			Although she didn’t say it aloud, Hailey thought, Lucky you.

			“Is the house locked?”

			In her rush to escape, Hailey hadn’t thought to relock the front door.

			“No…frightened as I was, I didn’t…”

			“No problem. It’s doubtful anyone would break in around here.”

			“Other than forest creatures,” she reminded him.

			What followed was a short laugh. “Point taken.”

			Hailey smiled in return.

			“Okay, stay here, and I’ll go inside and do what I can to convince Mr. Raccoon to find other housing arrangements.”

			Hailey expelled a sigh of gratitude. “I really appreciate your doing this…Only would you mind checking to be sure no one else from the animal kingdom has taken up residence?”

			“Sure thing.”

			Armed with thick gloves and a flashlight, Jay entered the house.

			Because she was curious, Hailey ventured onto the porch. Stepping up to the large front window, she leaned forward and framed her face with her hands to see what she could make of Jay’s progress.

			At first all that was visible was the beam from his flashlight. The light swept the room and then disappeared. Hailey gasped, afraid Jay had fallen or been overcome by the raccoon. Unsure what to do, she was about to brave the beast herself when the electricity flickered on. Greatly relieved, she placed her hand over her heart. Jay must have found the panel Thelma had mentioned. It had probably been out of her line of sight.

			Even with the lights on, Hailey couldn’t see Jay. An eternity seemed to pass, long enough for the cold to seep into her bones and for her to start to worry. Hailey wrapped her arms around her middle, far more interested in what was happening inside the house to worry about the cold.

			All at once he came into view. Hailey hurried to the front door just as Jay opened it.

			“Are you hurt? Is the raccoon gone? Will he be back? Is there anything I need to do?” The questions gushed out of her like water from a broken pipe.

			Raising his hand to stop her, Jay smiled. “One question at a time, please.”

			Nodding vigorously, she inhaled a huge breath to center herself. Once she felt composed, she asked, “Were you hurt?”

			“Not a scratch.”

			Her shoulders sagged with relief.

			“That isn’t to say that your rabid raccoon took kindly to being ousted from his cozy quarters. But I managed to get him to leave, which took a bit longer than I expected. Have you been standing out here all that time?”

			Teeth chattering, she nodded.

			“Come inside. I’ll get the fireplace going and you’ll be warm soon enough.”

			“But the raccoon…Will he be back?”

			“Not a chance,” Jay said in a clear effort to reassure her. “I found where he came in and have temporarily blocked the entrance.”

			“Temporarily?” Her eyes widened with the question.

			“No worries. The intruder won’t be a problem for tonight. That hole will need to be repaired, but that doesn’t need to happen until later.”

			“Later? How much later?” Hailey couldn’t imagine facing Rocky Raccoon again. He’d frightened her out of her wits the first time. She wouldn’t welcome a second introduction.

			Hailey’s mind whirled at tornado speed, wondering who she could find to complete the work. Should she connect with Katherine’s family, or had they already left for their skiing vacation? The only way she could reach them would be from town, since she had no cell coverage at the cabin. She hadn’t anticipated any of these problems, and they felt overwhelming.

			Jay must have sensed her anxiety, because he added, “I’ll take care of it first thing tomorrow morning.”

			Jay was willing to do that for her. Hailey hardly knew what to say.

			“Let’s get you inside. I promise it’s safe. I’ll get the fire going and the cabin will warm up in no time.”

			“Can I help?” she asked, eager to do something to prove she wasn’t completely useless.

			“Can you light a fire?”

			“Sure.” It couldn’t be that difficult. Her parents had a gas fireplace and it worked with a handy remote. She’d been in Girl Scouts for a time. Her father had uprooted the family for another move before she had a chance to attend camp. All it took to light a fire was paper and a match, right?

			“There’s kindling by the fireplace; go ahead and get it started while I carry in a few logs from outside.”

			Earlier, Hailey had noticed a stack of firewood a few yards in the clearing before the forest. Happy to be given a task, she immediately went to work. The kindling was in a wooden box on the right of the stone fireplace. She guessed the rounded rock that made up the fireplace must have come from this area. She found matches and faded newspapers there as well. She was in business.

			Crumbling up the paper, she placed those items down first. Next, she set the smaller pieces of kindling in a nice teepee to be sure the flames would catch. She was rather proud of her efforts. Brushing her hands free of grit, Hailey felt infused with the frontier spirit. Thelma, Jay’s mother, implied she would last only a few days in these rustic conditions. Hailey was determined to prove the older woman wrong.

			Leaning forward, Hailey was about to light the match when something brushed over her head, mussing her hair. Breathless, she fell back, landing on her haunches.

			At first, she assumed whatever had dive-bombed her head was a large flying bug. Then it dawned on her. This was no bug.

			That was a bat.

			Scrambling, she struggled to a standing position and flew out the door and screamed for Jay.

			He came running up the steps with a load of firewood in his arms, which he promptly dropped as he raced to her side.

			With her throat closed off, Hailey found it difficult to speak. Instead, she raised her arm, aimed it behind her at the open door, and managed to get out the lone word: “Bats.”

			“In the chimney?”

			“The…house.”

			“Okay, stay here, and I’ll see what I can do to get them outside. You don’t need to be afraid, Hailey. Bats contribute a lot to the environment.”

			“Which is where they should be, don’t you think, and not making nests in a cabin?”

			“True. You had a scare.”

			That was putting it mildly.

			“Take a deep breath, blow it out, and relax.”

			Easy for him to say. Jay hadn’t had a bat tangle in his hair.

			An hour later, the cabin was bat-free as far as Jay could determine. The fireplace crackled as the wood burned, warming the room. Jay had helped Hailey uncover all the furniture.

			Hailey had long since lost track of time. By now, she’d hoped to have unpacked her car, made up her bed, eaten dinner, and been sitting in front of the fireplace, playing her guitar. Up until this point, she hadn’t accomplished any of what she’d hoped. Her escape had gotten off to a rocky start. The only thing she could do was go with the flow.

			Once the fire was at the flame point, she knew she couldn’t keep Jay any longer.

			“Thank you,” she said. “I…I don’t know what I would have done without you. The raccoon, and the bats, and everything else. A simple thank-you doesn’t seem like enough. I’d like to pay you for your efforts.”

			His eyes widened and he adamantly shook his head. “My mother would be outraged if she knew you tried to pay me. It’s neighbor helping neighbor.”

			“But—”

			Stopping her, Jay held up a hand. “Arguing will do you no good. It’s not our way. My mom is a longtime friend of the Stockton family and would take it as an insult.”

			Hailey hardly knew what to say. His generosity was unexpected. “All right, I’ll graciously accept that you don’t want payment. Thank you again.” She was sincere. Jay had gone above and beyond what she could have expected.

			He arched his thick brows. “Are you looking to be rid of me?”

			“Ah, no. I assumed you wanted to get back into town.”

			“I do. All in good time, though. You haven’t unpacked your vehicle. I thought I could help with that.”

			Once again, Hailey was speechless at his thoughtfulness. “Are you sure?”

			“I wouldn’t have offered otherwise.”

			After the day she’d had, it would be foolish to refuse. As loaded down as her car was, it would take a dozen trips to get what she’d packed inside the house. “You don’t need to, but seeing that you volunteered, then I will accept with gratitude.”

			Hailey followed Jay outside and opened the trunk. Then, reaching inside the back seat, she grabbed the bags of food she’d packed at Katherine’s recommendation.

			She carried the two bags into the kitchen. Jay followed her inside. “Go ahead and get that stuff stored while I bring in the rest of what’s there.”

			Noticing a package of hot cocoa at the top of the first paper grocery bag, she had an idea.

			“How about if I fix us a cup of hot chocolate?” she asked.

			“That sounds great,” Jay called over his shoulder on his way outside. He was careful to close the door to prevent the heat from escaping. When he returned, he automatically headed for the bedroom. “My guess is you want your suitcase and the other items in the downstairs bedroom.”

			“Yes, please.” Hailey had a pot filled with water when she faced the stovetop. It was gas. She hesitated and assumed it couldn’t be that much different from other burners. After twisting the dial, a clicking sound happened, but no flame appeared.

			Jay joined her. “After a long period of disuse, it might need to be lit.”

			Within a few seconds, Jay had the burner going and the other three lit. “You shouldn’t have a problem from here on out.”

			Hailey felt like she’d done nothing but thank him from the moment he’d arrived. “Thanks again,” she called after him, as he made one last trip to her car. Once again, he thoughtfully closed the front door.

			While he continued to lug in her things, Hailey unpacked the grocery bags. She didn’t have a clue what she’d been thinking. In her rush to escape, she’d randomly selected what she’d assumed she would need. Interestingly, she’d brought butter but no bread. A jar of peanut butter and popcorn seeds. Individual packed creamers and no coffee.

			Jay appeared again, her guitar case in his hand. Thankfully, she hadn’t missed packing the most important item.

			“Do you play?” he asked.

			She shrugged. “A little. You?”

			“I pluck away now and again myself.” He said this in an offhand manner, as if he was something of an amateur.

			Just from the way he said it, Hailey strongly suspected he was downplaying his ability.

			When the water started to boil, Hailey brought down two mugs from the kitchen cabinet and poured the powdered mix into each one before adding the water and stirring. This was the best she could do without milk. Taking the small creamers, she tore open three for each cup, hoping that would help the flavor.

			Jay carried both mugs to the couch that was angled close to the fireplace. Hailey curled up against the couch arm, winding her stocking feet under her.

			Despite her lack of the proper ingredients, the cocoa tasted wonderful, warming her from the inside out.

			“I have a protein bar if you’d like one,” she offered, hoping to find a way to tangibly show her appreciation.

			“No, thanks, I ate earlier.”

			Jay sipped the hot liquid. “From the things you brought, it doesn’t look like you intend to stay a while.”

			“I’ll head back a day or two before New Year’s,” she told him.

			“Anyone joining you?”

			“Nope. It’ll just be me.”

			He frowned. “You mean to say you’ll be spending Christmas alone?”

			“Yup. By choice.”

			He gave her an odd look and didn’t question her further. Hailey didn’t volunteer any additional information.

			When he finished his drink, Jay rose and carried his empty mug into the kitchen, setting it in the sink. “Seeing that it will take a bit for the bedroom to warm up, I’d suggest you sleep on the couch tonight.”

			That was a good idea. “Okay.”

			He walked into the long hallway that led to the bathroom and laundry area and returned with a thick comforter and a pillow. “I spent enough time up here as a kid to know where things are kept.” He set everything down on the end of the couch.

			Hailey knew she would have eventually found what she needed. Jay bringing it to her was a help, though.

			He lingered for a moment. “I better head back before Mom starts to wonder where I am. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			Hailey walked him to the front door. “Thanks again, Jay.”

			He nodded, accepting her appreciation as he headed down the stairs. “Happy to be of help.”

			Hailey closed the door, leaned against it, and sighed. Her adventure was just starting. Next would come the music.
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			It shocked Hailey how well she’d slept; the sofa had been surprisingly comfortable. By the time the fire died down to glowing embers, the heat from the furnace had kicked in, and Hailey woke warm and well rested. Mostly, she felt relieved to be in Podunk and not in Tacoma with her parents. Instead of feeling guilt creep into her soul, there was a wild sense of freedom. Stretching her arms above her head, she arched her back and welcomed the day.

			Tossing aside the thick comforter, she quickly surveyed the room to be sure Mr. Raccoon hadn’t found his way back inside. Relieved that she was animal-free, she dressed in jeans and her favorite sweatshirt from a Maroon 5 concert.

			Searching through the cupboards, she found a tin of coffee and fervently thanked the good Lord, since she hadn’t thought to pack anything beyond her favorite creamer. The freshly brewed coffee tasted like heaven. Eager to get to her guitar, she skipped breakfast.

			She was strumming the guitar’s strings, chasing the melody that had captured her attention, when she heard a vehicle approach. Jay had said he’d return to make a permanent repair come morning. What she hadn’t expected was that he would arrive this early.

			When she glanced at her watch, Hailey was surprised to see it was after nine. In her creative zone, she’d been working on the song for the last two hours. It had seemed like mere minutes. The ability to spend this dedicated time doing what she loved most was a dream come true.

			Opening the front door, Hailey was there to greet Jay as he exited the truck with the Cantor Store logo painted in bright red lettering on the door. A fir wreath with blinking colored lights was attached to the grille.

			“Morning,” she said with a smile, her arm across her middle to chase away the cold.

			“Morning. How’d your night go?” He carried a carpenter’s box as he approached the steps.

			“Wonderful. I slept like a baby.”

			“No intruders?” A smile quivered at the corners of his mouth as he asked the question.

			Well, at least he found her situation amusing! She let him inside and closed the door. “If there were any nighttime invaders, I didn’t hear them.” Then, because it had been on her mind, she asked the question that had been plaguing her. She’d hesitated earlier, mainly because she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

			“Do…Do you think…It’s clear no one has been to the cabin in a while, that there could be…mice?” She swallowed tightly as she waited for his response.

			Jay grinned as though he understood her hesitation. “I can’t say, but it’s likely. If you happen upon one, let me know.”

			Seeing that she intended to be in Podunk only ten days or so, Hailey decided what she didn’t know wasn’t going to hurt her. She had no intention of becoming the great white mouse hunter.

			Having answered her question, Jay disappeared into the kitchen. “This shouldn’t take long,” he assured her.

			Hailey followed him inside and leaned her shoulder against the door as he knelt and opened the cupboard below the sink.

			“That’s where the rabid beast broke in?” she asked.

			“Looks that way. The doors were open, and upon inspection, I could see the space between the logs that had deteriorated. Rocky Raccoon was a rather ingenious fellow, if you ask me.”

			“Resourceful, it seems,” she added.

			Jay reached for his tools and went to work.

			“Is there anything I can do to help?” Hailey wasn’t sure how, but she was willing to do what she could, which admittedly wasn’t much.

			“Naw, I’m good.”

			“Okay.” She lingered, feeling useless.

			His head appeared from beneath the sink. “I see you have your guitar out,” he said, sitting back on his feet.

			“Yeah, I was working on a song.”

			He scooted out and looked up, holding her gaze. “You write music?”

			“I try…” She was about to say she wasn’t very good and stopped herself, clamping her mouth closed. It was her own self-doubts speaking, and she refused to give in to negativity.

			“Keep going,” Jay urged. “Your music will drown out the noise I’ll make hammering.”

			“Won’t that bother you?”

			“Not in the least.”

			Although she was self-conscious, Hailey returned to her spot on the sofa with her guitar. She’d worked out the first verse and was experimenting with the bridge. The lyrics were already in her head, and she needed to balance the words with the notes.

			Completely absorbed in her effort, she didn’t hear Jay until he stood almost directly in front of her.

			She found him tapping his foot to the beat. “That sounds great.”

			She blushed at his praise. Just from the way he spoke, she could tell he was sincere.

			“Do you have a title?”

			“Not yet…It’s a Christmas song.”

			He sat down on the overstuffed chair across from her. “Would you play me what you have from the beginning?”

			Hailey hesitated and then went for it, strumming the song along until she reached the bridge. It was at this point that she’d had trouble. When she looked up, Jay’s appreciation warmed her from the inside out.

			“That’s good. Really good. It has the genuine feel of Christmas.”

			“Thanks.” His praise fed her heart like a Thanksgiving feast. She’d doubted herself and her talent for so long. “It’s a simple song.”

			“Simple, yes, but that’s the genius of it. I was enjoying the melody,” he said, studying her. “Why did you stop?”

			“I’m having trouble coming up with the bridge before the last chorus.”

			“That can be tricky,” he agreed. “You’re a good songwriter, Hailey.”

			She shrugged. “I try.”

			“With that kind of talent, I’d be surprised if you haven’t already sold songs. You have, haven’t you?”

			This was a common question, once people knew she wrote music. “Have I heard anything you’ve written?”

			At her hesitation, Jay asked, “People ask you that a lot, don’t they?”

			She answered with a nod. “I’ve sold a few things, nothing major, if that’s what you’re asking. Just advertising jingles for radio and television.” Those small sales had been a great encouragement. She treasured each one, as they had fed her creativity. The money wasn’t enough for her to survive financially, but that was okay. Something she had composed was worthy of being paid for and played, and really, that was what mattered most.

			“Do you work in the music industry?” Jay asked, his gaze narrowed slightly.

			Hailey was unable to read the look in his eyes.

			“I’m the assistant band director at a Portland high school.”

			“Nice.” His shoulders seemed to relax. “Sorry if I’m being intrusive, but what brings you to Podunk by yourself?”

			“You mean because it’s Christmas and I’m all alone?”

			He nodded.

			Hailey gave him a brief rundown, without making mention of Zach and his unexpected reappearance in her life. Instead, she talked about the pressure her mother had put on her to marry and provide her with grandchildren. Jay listened intently, and when she’d finished explaining, he was both encouraging and understanding.

			“I can sympathize with you. My mother has been after me to marry for years. Thankfully, my sister has taken the burden off me when it comes to grandchildren.”

			Unsure why he was so curious about her music, and her reasons for being away from family over the holiday, Hailey decided to ask him a few questions. There appeared to be more to Jay Cantor than met the eye. “You said you played the guitar yourself.”

			“I do.”

			“Ever composed music?”

			He exhaled before he responded, as if hesitating. “I have.”

			She noticed he didn’t elaborate with any accomplishments. She could ask, but decided against it. What she wanted was for Jay to fill in the blanks on his own. However, when he wasn’t immediately forthcoming, curiosity got the better of her and she asked, “Were you ever in a band?”

			His smile was large and genuine. “I started a rock band in our garage when I was in junior high. We were atrocious, but what we lacked in finesse we made up for with passion. Our efforts nearly drove my parents crazy. I formed another band in college, and we had some success. Later I joined the Rebel Rousers. Ever heard of them?”

			Hailey hadn’t. “Sorry, no.”

			“Don’t worry, not many have,” he said dismissively, like he would have been surprised if she had. “I left that band a couple years later and then joined another.”

			“You’re currently in a band, then?”

			He closed his eyes, as if this was the one question he wished she hadn’t asked. “I left when the band broke up.”

			“I’m sorry. You must have been with the group for quite a few years.”

			“It feels like we were together half my life,” he admitted, and rubbed the back of his neck as if to say it had been a difficult time.

			“What happened?” As soon as the words left her mouth, Hailey regretted the question. “I apologize, I had no right to ask you that. Your reasons are personal; I didn’t mean to pry.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t mind telling you. It wasn’t an amicable parting. Two of the band members walked out in the middle of a tour. Life on the road is never easy, and we got on each other’s nerves. Over the years I’ve slept in dozens of crappy hotels and eaten enough fast food to last me a lifetime. Being in a band was my dream, but it soon became a nightmare when tempers flared and no one seemed to be able to get along.

			“Frankly, I think we’d all burned out. I refused to admit it until Trevor and Alex left. I needed time away to think and deal with the backlash of what happened. I went out on my own and have worked nearly nonstop as a producer for the last couple years. Between my fledgling company and the legal hassles with the breakup of the band, I was working myself into a mental breakdown.”

			Hailey knew a producer was the one who put everything together, the musicians, the sound team. She also was aware that they were the ones who collected a large share of the royalties.

			“Mom suggested I take a breather and come home for Christmas. It’s been years since I was in Podunk for the holidays, so I took her up on the offer. What I didn’t realize was that she was going to put me to work.”

			Hailey grinned. Physical labor was probably exactly what he needed to put his mind at ease over the holidays. “Tell me about the company you started,” she said.

			“I called it Cantor Music. Not exactly original, you could say. It’s had a small but growing amount of success in the indie market. Nothing big. I like to encourage fresh talent when I hear it.”

			“You’ve certainly encouraged me.”

			“Good, because from what I’ve heard up to this point, you’ve got talent.”

			She smiled, enthused, and said, “Thank you.”

			“I’m sincere, Hailey. Don’t give up on your dream. Too many do and then live to regret it. There’s a price to pay with success, too. That was what being with the band taught me. Success is hard work, sacrifice, and staying true to yourself, which isn’t always easy.”

			Hailey knew he was right. Her dream had already cost her the relationship she’d once treasured most. From the painful look in Jay’s eyes, she knew he’d had similar losses himself, including the relationship with the other band members. He breezed over that fact, but Hailey wasn’t fooled. The breakup of the band had deeply impacted him.

			“When did all this happen with the band?” she asked.

			“A while back, well over two years ago now, but it feels like yesterday.”

			In essence, he was saying the pain of it was as sharp now as it was when it happened. That he’d confided in her, shared this pain, and trusted her deeply touched Hailey.

			“Do you mind going back to your song a second time?” he asked, abruptly turning the subject away from himself.

			“Not at all.”

			“Play the first verse again.” He sat back, closed his eyes, and nodded approvingly as she sang.

			Once again, she stopped where she had earlier.

			“Do you mind if I give it a try?” he asked.

			“Sure. Have at it.” She handed him her guitar. He accepted it with the ease and familiarity of a professional. Then he astonished her by playing back her song, note for note.

			He ignored the surprise in her eyes. “Sing me the lyrics,” he said, deep in thought.

			She complied.

			Jay plucked a few notes, paused, and glanced up at Hailey.

			“That’s it,” she said, excited by what she’d heard. “That’s exactly the lead-in I was hoping to create.”

			Jay grinned and stood to return her guitar. “Have at it,” he said, repeating the same words she’d used earlier.

			With those few notes, Hailey knew exactly where she wanted to take this song. Her fingers couldn’t keep up fast enough as she closed her eyes and gave herself over to the melody whirling around inside her head.

			When she finished, she looked up to see Jay smiling. “That’s great,” he said. “What a fun song. It’s perfect for the holidays. The tune is catchy; adults and kids alike would enjoy singing it.”

			Such praise from a man who’d been a professional musician made her heart swell with pride. “Thank you.”

			“Not at all,” he countered. “I love this aspect of being a musician, jamming and feeling my way through a song.”

			“We helped each other,” she said.

			He stood then and glanced toward the front door. “I best be getting back to town. Heaven only knows what my mother has in store for me for the rest of the day. I spent most of yesterday selling Christmas trees and heaving bales of hay and chicken feed into the back of pickup trucks.”

			Hailey hated for him to leave. Seeing how much time he’d already spent with her, it would be selfish to ask him to stay longer. Reluctantly, she walked him to the door before an idea came to her.

			Excited, she followed him down the steps. “Would you like to come for dinner? It’s the least I can do to thank you.” Then, because her cooking skills were limited, she added, “I should mention I’m no celebrity chef, but I promise not to poison you.”

			“Dinner? Sure. When do you have in mind?” His eyes sparked with interest.

			She didn’t want to be pushy, but she wasn’t in town for long. “Is tonight too soon?”

			“It’s a date. Would you like me to bring my guitar?”

			“That would be amazing. We could jam the night away.” She’d often played with friends while in college. Those late nights were some of the happiest of her college years. Zach hadn’t ever discouraged her from having fun with her friends, at least. He was good that way, although she knew he would rather Hailey had spent more time with him.

			“What time?”

			“Whatever works best for you,” she told him.

			“Six?”

			“Perfect.” She would have agreed to midnight if that was the soonest Jay could get away.

			“See you then.”

			“See you.” She watched as Jay drove off.

			Not until his vehicle was out of sight did Hailey panic. She didn’t cook. What was she thinking? The poor man didn’t have any idea what he was letting himself in for.
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			With her head reeling from what she’d done, Hailey raised her hand to stop Jay, only it was too late. She wasn’t fast enough. Jay’s truck’s taillights disappeared down the snow-covered gravel driveway. Her intention was to suggest they meet in town, and she would buy his dinner at the diner. With no way to contact him, she decided to make the best of it and hope he didn’t come down with food poisoning.

			On a more positive note, she felt like she’d met a kindred spirit. He’d inspired and encouraged her more than anyone had in years. In her teens, her piano teacher had assured Hailey of her talent, but her family had never understood or fully appreciated her desire to earn her living from her music. It was the reason she’d gone ahead with a teaching degree, taking a double major in both music theory and education.

			In less than an hour with Jay, she felt more alive than she had in months…no, years. Three years, to be exact, ever since Zach had bashed her dreams against a brick wall. She knew the odds of ever making a living composing were slim to none. Statistics were what they were, and yet that dream wouldn’t let her go. It pounded inside her stronger than a bass drum.

			Shaking her head to clear away her stinking thinking, Hailey drew in a deep breath and slowly exhaled, wanting to hang on to the happiness as long as possible. The time with Jay had energized her, and she wasn’t going to waste this feeling on her past or her fears…or the dinner she’d promised him.

			Checking the contents of the food items she’d packed when leaving Portland, Hailey was quick to realize she would need to drive into town for groceries. Otherwise, their dinner would consist of peanut butter and coffee creamer.

			With her car keys in hand, she locked up the house. A fresh layer of snow glistened in the sunlight as she followed Jay’s tire tracks toward the highway. The evergreen boughs from the fir trees, heavy with the most recent snowfall, bowed under the weight as if guiding her along the way. With four-wheel drive, she didn’t worry about navigating through the terrain. It helped that Jay’s truck had formed a path for her to follow, as the mostly unused gravel road was completely covered with snow.

			Once she reached the highway leading into Podunk, it was smooth sailing. When she came to town, she noticed activity all around her, particularly in the city park area. Every parking space was taken, and lots of people milled around, carting items from their cars as if setting up for some kind of winter market.

			Unable to park close enough to investigate for herself, she made a U-turn and headed back to Thelma’s store. Now that she thought about it, she was glad she didn’t catch Jay before he left. Dinner in town wouldn’t work if they planned to jam afterward.

			She was cooking. Praying for inspiration, she entered the store Jay’s family owned.

			In all her life Hailey had never been inside such a multipurpose establishment. Cantor Store sold groceries, served as the post office, had a large liquor section, and in addition to everything else seemed to be the local feed store.

			Hailey had noticed a large Christmas tree lot set up along one side of the building, the area marked with a long string of bright lights.

			Thelma, Jay’s mother, was busy at the cash register when Hailey walked in. If she noticed Hailey, she gave no heed. Hailey reached for a cart and headed down the food aisle. The grocery section took up most of the space, she noted, with a back room that apparently led to where the feed store operated.

			Whatever she decided to cook would need to be simple. Real simple. No way would she be able to impress Jay with her culinary skills.

			Uninspired, she paused at the boxed macaroni and cheese and then shook her head. That wasn’t nearly good enough for Jay, even with a decent salad. Inspiration struck when she came upon the pasta section. Spaghetti with jar sauce.

			Easy peasy.

			Pleased to have found a solution, Hailey cheerfully loaded both into the cart.

			Once she found salad mixes, complete with dressing, she had a bounce to her step. For good measure, she added an aluminum-wrapped loaf of French bread. Reading the instructions, she was confident nothing more would be required than to assemble the salad, cook the pasta, heat the sauce, and toss the bread into the oven.

			With the dinner menu settled, she went in search of her other supplies. The basics came first. That meant coffee, the most essential item on her list. By the time she finished scouring each aisle, her cart was full. She had more than enough groceries to last her the full ten days. Including some extras, like chocolate candy bars and red licorice.

			As she rolled the cart to the checkout stand, Hailey couldn’t help hoping to catch a glimpse of Jay. Their time together had been the best morning she could remember. And Hailey wasn’t generally a morning person.

			Thelma glanced up when Hailey approached the register.

			“It’s the city girl,” she announced loud enough for the entire store to hear. “I heard Jethro got rid of that rabid raccoon.” She said this as if she hadn’t stopped laughing since the moment Hailey told her of the problem.

			“Mr. Raccoon has left the building.” Hailey continued to load her groceries onto the counter.

			“From the look on your face when you first arrived, I thought you’d crossed paths with a grizzly bear.”

			“I don’t see many forest creatures in Portland,” Hailey admitted. “Especially not inside my apartment.”

			“Gotta say, you gave me a good laugh.”

			Hailey was happy Thelma had found her situation so entertaining.

			Thelma continued to ring up Hailey’s items. As familiar folks entered the store, Thelma shouted greetings and updates.

			“Larry, that order for chicken feed arrived this morning. Jethro’s in the back. He’ll show you where to find it.”

			Acknowledging her, Larry raised his hand and headed in that direction.

			“Merry Christmas, Laura. How’s Sam doing these days?”

			“Better, thanks for asking, Thelma.”

			The door closed and a young mother with two little ones in tow followed. “Shirley Sue, grab yourself a Christmas tree on your way out. It’s on the house.”

			“Much appreciated, Thelma.”

			A constant dialogue continued as the storekeeper bagged Hailey’s groceries. Once Thelma had finished, Hailey paid her. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

			Thelma grinned. “I figure you’ll ask whether I want you to or not, so go ahead.”

			Thelma was right.

			“I noticed a lot of activity taking place in the park. What’s going on?”

			Thelma cocked her head and studied Hailey. “It’s a city event, nothing big compared to what takes place in Portland like that Rose Festival you got going. It likely won’t interest you. Just small-town stuff,” she said, and waved a hand dismissively.

			“Don’t be so sure,” Hailey argued.

			She raised her chin slightly. “Okay, since you asked, it’s Podunk’s Winter Festival.”

			Hailey didn’t understand why Jay’s mother would make these assumptions about her. “It sounds like fun to me.”

			Thelma’s eyes sparked approvingly. “It’s the biggest event of the year around these parts, but small potatoes to anything you have time for.”

			Hailey frowned. “What makes you think that?”

			“Ellie Stockton told me all about you when she called.”

			Hailey had never met Ellie Stockton, and said as much. “What did she say?”

			Thelma looked bored with the conversation. “Only that it was to be understood you didn’t want to be disturbed and preferred your own company. She explained that you’re a good friend of her granddaughter Katherine.”

			She couldn’t discount that. Peace and quiet was the whole point of this trip, so that she could focus on her music over the holidays. “Even a big-city girl like me is game for a little fun now and again,” she told Thelma.

			Thelma nodded. “Good to know.”

			“When is the festival happening?” Hailey asked. From all the activity at the city park, it must be sometime soon.

			“Tomorrow night. It’ll start with a parade and then move on over to the park. Guess you must be accustomed to crowds. Like I said, this is Podunk’s biggest celebration of the year. Folks from towns all around the area make it part of their holiday tradition.”

			“I’d like to come.”

			Thelma smiled. “I’m happy to hear it.”

			“Thanks,” Hailey said, wondering why Jay’s mother had gotten the wrong impression about her. Something must have gotten lost in the translation between Katherine and her grandmother.

			She loaded her grocery bags into the trunk of her car and then wandered down the sidewalk. Several of the business owners were hustling about in front of their shops. Outside each storefront were small live Christmas trees, decorated with ornaments that reflected the specialty from the store.

			The café had miniature pie ornaments along with tiny coffee cups and teaspoons dangling from the tree’s limbs. The bakery decorated their tree with rolling pins, measuring cups, cupcake ornaments, and candy sprinkles with a dusting of flour that flocked the tree.

			The tree in front of the beauty salon, called Lovely Lather, which Hailey thought was a rather clever name, caused her to smile. The usual star on the treetop was a blond wig, and the ornaments were a blow-dryer, clipping scissors, and curlers used for perms.

			“You like our tree?” a young woman with purple hair, standing out front, asked Hailey.

			“I think it’s adorable.”

			“Good, then I hope you’ll vote for us.”

			Looking down Main Street, Hailey realized what the trees lining the sidewalk were about. “It’s a competition?”

			Surprise showed in the young woman’s eyes. The name badge on her shirt identified her as Elizabeth. “Yes, and each shop owner takes it very seriously.”

			“What’s the prize?”

			“The trophy, of course. Herbert Stephens won last year. He’s the lawyer in town. He doesn’t even have an office on Main Street.” Elizabeth shrugged, bracing her hand against her hip. “He set up his tree near the front of the park. A lot of us believe he offered discounted services to those who voted for him, which, I should add, is a clear violation of the rules.”

			Hailey was curious how a lawyer would decorate for the competition. “What was on his tree?”

			“Paper,” Elizabeth said. “Strips of paper cut into snowflakes. The word around town is that his son, who’s in kindergarten, cut them out.”

			Hailey hid her smile over the small-town intrigue. “That’s why you believe he cheated?”

			Rolling her eyes, Elizabeth explained. “Three divorces and a couple lawsuits in January. What more evidence do we need to prove he bribed folks with discounts on his legal fees?” She arched both brows as if that was a clear indication that Lawyer Stephens had been underhanded in his efforts to collect the trophy. “No one in town was willing to accuse him of cheating, though.”

			“Why not?” Hailey found all this amusing and did her best to hide the fact that she had trouble holding back a smile.

			“He’s an attorney!” Elizabeth said, as if that should have explained it. “Anyone who cast aspersions against him was sure to find themselves in court. No one was willing to take that risk.”

			“Every store in town competes?” Hailey asked, wanting to change the subject away from the local gossip, as enlightening as it was.

			“Absolutely. That trophy has been around for more than fifty years. Whoever wins displays it in the shop window the entire year. It’s a matter of civic pride.”

			Hailey noticed there hadn’t been a tree in front of Cantor Store, though. “Why not there?” she asked, pointing toward Cantor’s.

			Again, the woman looked surprised, as if this was something Hailey should already know. “Because as the town mayor, Thelma is the one who announces the winner. It wouldn’t look good if she awarded her store the trophy, which she would probably win, given she owns the biggest store in town.”

			That was an interesting piece of news. Thelma ruled Podunk.

			“You plan to attend the event tomorrow, right?”

			“I was hoping to.”

			“Great, then we can count on your vote.”

			“You can,” Hailey assured her. It was plain that the hair salon was keen to collect the top prize, and Hailey did find their tree the most clever and charming of the trees she’d seen.

			Elizabeth finished her lunch break and went back inside. After Elizabeth left, Hailey continued down the street until she reached the park. Weaving her way among vendors, she noticed a group of young teens busy putting up lights around the gazebo.

			Hailey watched them for a few minutes. From bits of conversation, she realized this was the local scout troop. As a Girl Scout, she’d enjoyed selling the cookies. It’d been fun. Her mom, along with a couple other mothers, set up a card table in front of the Albertson’s grocery store and helped steer customers their way. With their parents’ help, her troop never failed to meet their quota.

			Good times, good memories. Even at age ten, Hailey had been actively writing songs in her head. After all these years, she still remembered a silly ditty she’d written, one of her first creations.

			
				Yummy cookies

				The kind Girl Scouts sell

				Toasted coconut, Thin Mints, caramel, and chocolate

				Treats everyone likes

				Bye-bye for now

			

			Silly. Amateurish, but oh how proud she’d been of that song.

			Not wanting to disturb anyone, Hailey left the park, which was abuzz with activity, and walked back to where she’d parked her car. She was about to leave when she caught sight of Jay, talking to another man who she remembered Thelma had called Larry.

			Jay noticed Hailey at the same time and waved.

			She waved back and was pleasantly surprised when he broke off the conversation with the other man and approached her. “Hey,” he said, smiling.

			“Hey.”

			“Mom said you’d stopped by.”

			“Yeah, I was in sore need of a few staples. I hope you like spaghetti.”

			“One of my favorites.”

			She didn’t mention that the sauce would come from a jar and the salad was prepackaged. No need to disillusion him about the dinner being homecooked from a favorite family recipe. “And when you come, be sure and bring your guitar.”

			“I wouldn’t think of leaving without it,” he assured her. “See you later.”

			“Later,” she echoed.

			As Hailey drove back to the cabin, her smile was so big, her jaw hurt. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected when she’d decided to spend her holidays alone. Meeting Jay was a huge bonus. This time away was turning out better than she’d ever imagined.

			Meeting Jay confirmed what she instinctively had known all along. Nothing Zach said would change her mind, no matter how much her mother longed to see them reunited. Hailey had moved on, and going back and picking up the pieces of where they’d left off wasn’t worthy of considering. It was too late for them. She deserved better.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine
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			Because Hailey was nervous about cooking for Jay, she was in the kitchen instead of spending time working on her Christmas song. While in town, she’d logged on to Google to check him out. What she’d learned made her all the more nervous. Jay was the lead guitarist for a well-known band. She’d heard their music for years. It had been big news when the group had broken apart. The article mentioned the lawsuits. Alex, the lead singer, had ventured out on his own successful solo career. The only other name mentioned was Jay, who had turned to producing music. Knowing what she did, Hailey was both impressed and intimidated. It was clear from their earlier conversation that Jay preferred to put the past behind him. He’d downplayed his success. She was stunned at the interest and encouragement he’d given her. And grateful, too. She had to remind herself, he wasn’t in town to work. He was in Podunk to celebrate Christmas. If he found her songs worthy of his consideration, he’d say so. Hailey had no intention of using him for her own purposes.

			Even before Jay was due to arrive, the table was set, the pasta water was boiling, and the sauce was simmering on the stovetop. The salad was already prepared and sat on the top shelf of the refrigerator. Her one fear was overcooking the spaghetti noodles, and she was determined to keep a close eye on the time. This was the best Hailey could do, and she prayed it would be good enough.

			When she heard his truck door close, she inhaled and nervously rubbed her palms together like she was grating sandpaper, wanting this evening to be perfect.

			Jay knocked and she let him in.

			“I brought wine,” he said, lifting a bottle in each hand. “I didn’t know if you preferred red or white, so I brought both.”

			“I’m fine with either,” she assured him.

			He set the wine down on the kitchen countertop and returned to his truck for his guitar. When he came back, he balanced the guitar against the wall by the picture window and joined Hailey in the kitchen.

			“Something smells good,” he said, sniffing the air appreciatively.

			“That’s dinner, and like I said earlier, don’t expect much.” She did her best to disguise how nervous she was about this meal. “I’m really not much of a cook.”

			“No problem. I’m not a picky eater. Ask my mother.”

			His words of reassurance helped settle her nerves. “Everything is ready. I’ll warm the bread in the oven while the pasta finishes cooking, and then we can eat.”

			“While you do that, I’ll open the wine,” Jay offered. “Is the red okay?”

			“It’s perfect.” She noticed he’d brought a bottle of Carmenère. She had not heard of the varietal before and said as much.

			Jay held up the bottle for her to examine. “Carmenère was one of the original six varieties from Bordeaux. It was planted in the New World, but was confused with the merlot grape until 1994, when the Carmenère grape was recognized in Chile.”

			Hailey found the story fascinating. “Just hearing the history behind it already makes it a favorite.”

			Jay searched the drawers until he found a corkscrew, then manipulated the bottle as though he were a seasoned wine steward.

			While Jay filled their wineglasses, Hailey set the salad in the middle of the table. It wasn’t long before the timer on her phone dinged, indicating that the pasta was cooked. She drained it, sliced the bread, and brought both to the table. Jay joined her, and before long they were enjoying the wine, the dinner, and talking, as if they’d been lifelong friends.

			Hailey had never met anyone, man or woman, who she felt this comfortable with after such a short acquaintance. The wine was everything Jay had claimed, rich and medium-bodied; it was the perfect complement to their meal.

			As dinner progressed, Hailey noticed how Jay often steered the conversation away from himself, another indication that he’d rather not discuss business. It was as if he regretted saying as much as he had earlier. He seemed far more interested in learning about her, especially when it came to her love of music and creating her own.

			From her dating experiences since Zach, Hailey found this a welcome change. The men she’d met up to this point had been huge disappointments. Her male companions seemed to find it essential that she know every detail of their lives. It was almost as if their meeting was more of a job interview than a date. Most bragged about their success in the business world, their various achievements and athleticism. They seemed to think Hailey was fortunate to have met them and, after a single evening out, she would swoon at their feet.

			By the end of the evening, Hailey doubted any one of them remembered her name, as the entire conversation had centered on them. Most were shocked when she declined a second date.

			Once they finished eating, Jay carried their dishes into the kitchen, and they worked together on the cleanup. Hailey hadn’t expected him to wash dishes. This man seemed too good to be true.

			When done, they sat, side by side, in front of the fire with a second glass of wine. Hailey felt warm and relaxed.

			“Dinner was delicious,” Jay commented. “Thanks for inviting me.”

			The spaghetti had worked out well, and Hailey was pleased. “I’ve done most of the talking tonight. Tell me something about you. What do you like best about being a musician?”

			He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “The last few years it’s been more about what I don’t like. At first everything was a thrill, working hard to make a name for ourselves, playing in crappy bars. Performing live was always the best part, but even that eventually started to feel like a grind. But that life is over and I’m thankful. In the years since, I realized that I was dying creatively, which is the main reason I started up Cantor Music. I can sleep in my own bed and eat regular meals. The best part of what I do now is finding talent and developing it. It’s definitely an investment of time and money, but so far it’s really satisfying; I’m grateful for the opportunity.”

			Hailey could understand that. She sincerely loved working with the teens at the high school and spent a lot of time encouraging them to grow as musicians. Some took her words to heart, others didn’t. The ones who discouraged her were the students who assumed this would be an easy class and attended for the credit with no real desire for any kind of music education.

			“Producing is a whole new field for me. It’s going to take some time to get my feet on the ground, so to speak.” He reached for his guitar and strummed a few chords, as if eager to move the conversation to other subjects.

			“You mentioned college earlier,” Hailey said, unwilling to drop the subject completely. “What was your degree in?”

			“Much to my parents’ disappointment, I didn’t graduate.” Jay was quiet for a bit, before he added, “My dad was more disappointed than my mom.”

			“I hope that didn’t last long.”

			“It didn’t. Dad came around eventually and even encouraged me. What about your parents?”

			Once again, she noticed how he diverted the conversation back to her. “Mom thought it was charming the way I made up songs. When it came to a career in music, they were both skeptical, and insisted that if I went to college, I should major in education. Instead, I got a degree in music theory also. As it turned out, they were right. I needed a means of supporting myself.”

			“You’ve got what it takes, Hailey, and I know talent when I hear it.”

			Although he’d said as much earlier, his words felt like a warm bath after being outside in subzero temperatures. “Coming from you, that means a great deal.”

			“Speaking of talent, did you work on your song this afternoon?”

			“Only a little.” She had wanted to do more but spent most of the time, once she returned from town, putting away groceries and fretting about dinner and everything she’d learned about Jay.

			“Let’s hear it.”

			“You sure?”

			“I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t.”

			Hailey stood up, collected her guitar, and played. Whether it was the wine or being with Jay, the verses she’d only half written came to mind. She continued playing the notes and the music kept coming to her as she played.

			
				Have a very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				this year!

				Well, the sleigh bells are ringing and the

				children are singing have a very merry Christmas this year!

				Moms, dads, girls and boys

				in church choirs singing songs celebrating Christmas Day

				Jesus Christ is born!

				Jesus Christ is born!

				Have a very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				this year!

				A shadow of a cloud came by

				Sang the Christmas blues

				Angel whispered in my ear

				There’s a miracle for you!

				Have a very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				this year!

			

			When she finished, she looked up to find Jay sitting at the edge of the sofa, closely studying her. She set aside her guitar and sat back down.

			“Hailey, wow, that was great. Exceptional.”

			She glowed with pleasure. “Thank you.”

			“I’m not just saying that; I’m sincere. Your Christmas song is as good as anything I’ve heard. With the right singer and marketing, it could become a classic.”

			Hailey hardly knew what to say. As silly as it sounded, she felt like crying. He seemed to be saying he would be willing to sign her. That would definitely be a dream come true. Tears gathered in her eyes, and she blinked several times, not wanting to embarrass herself.

			He must have noticed, because he softly said her name: “Hailey?”

			“Sorry, it’s just that I’m not used to my songwriting skills being validated by a professional. My piano teacher was a great encourager, and my friends claimed I had talent, but this is the first time, the very first time…” She paused, because her voice started to crack with emotion. “Forgive me, I’m usually not the crying type.” She wiped the moisture from her cheeks, and then, because she felt she needed an excuse, she waved her hand toward the wineglass. “It’s likely the wine.”

			“There’s a saying that in wine there is truth,” Jay said. “And the truth is, you are a naturally gifted songwriter.”

			Sniffling, she smiled. “You write music yourself, don’t you?”

			He nodded. “I do, and many of the songs our band played over the years were mine.”

			“Play me one,” she asked, eager to hear one of his creations.

			Jay reached for his guitar. “I wrote this after leaving the band. I guess you could call it a farewell piece.” He bowed his head and sang.

			
				Sometimes

				Photos come unglued

				But I’ll always remember you

				Suddenly a melody

				Brings you to mind

				So grateful for all the years and time

				The music and miles and miles of road

				We so often carried each other’s load

				I can’t help wondering what might have been

				And yet I know it’s my time to say good-bye

				Go and succeed

				You have all you need

				Without me

			

			Hailey’s eyes drifted closed as the words and the music swirled around her like a misty cloud. While Jay said he’d written the song as a tribute and farewell to his friends, his brothers, it felt more like a love song, a parting, with a heart bursting with gratitude and love.

			When he finished, Hailey once again found herself speechless. His song swept her away. It was magical.

			He paused and set the guitar aside. “There’s more, but you get the gist.

			“The decision to move my career in a different direction was one of the most difficult ones I’ve ever made,” Jay said. “I had to face the fact that nothing was going to bring the band back together. If I was going to have a career in music, I would need to forge one myself, hence my starting out on my own as a producer. I seek fresh talent, talent like yours, Hailey. It’s like panning for gold, finding talented composers and performers. It gives me a feeling of pride to be able to encourage and support these budding artists.”

			His words went a long way toward boosting her confidence. She wasn’t entirely sure what he meant when he said he supported these budding artists, and hoped to ask him more later.

			“Your song is beautiful,” she said, meaning it. “I felt your heart when you sang.” It was as if he was singing to her, reaching into her own heart.

			“It’s the emotion I experienced as I wrote it,” Jay explained. “This is something I’ve learned over the years, something you’ll discover yourself as you progress in the business.”

			“What?” she asked, curious to know what he meant.

			“The power of emotion. Whatever you’re feeling when you write the song is somehow mystically transmitted to the listener. That is what makes your Christmas song special,” he continued. “I could feel your joy in each note. Composing music is your passion and it shows.”

			“I experienced that with your song in the same way. Your sadness at the breakup of the band and wishing the others success as they moved forward came through beautifully. It’s a love song, from you to your fellow band members. But it can have a broader interpretation for a romantic relationship as well, which gives it even more impact. You should record it.” If others experienced even half of what she had, this song would be a hit.

			“Perhaps one day. The thing is, I wrote it for me. You’re the only person to hear it. For now, I’d like to keep it that way.”

			“I’m deeply honored,” she told him, and she was.

			“Shall we play together?” Jay suggested, running his fingers over the chords.

			Hailey reached for her guitar again and joined him.

			For the next several hours they jammed together. Jay asked her to sing him other songs she’d composed and nodded approvingly with each one. They bounced from there to current favorites, one hit song leading to another. Some they sang, their voices blending together beautifully, and with others, they simply played. Now and again, they’d stop and discuss the lyrics and the composer.

			Hailey lost track of time, the hours flew by, and when she happened to glance at the kitchen clock, she was stunned to see it was nearly one in the morning.

			Jay seemed surprised as well. “I had no idea it was this late,” he said, getting up from the sofa.

			“Me neither.” She didn’t want the evening to end, but she knew he had to work for his mother in the morning.

			He reached for his coat and appeared as reluctant to leave as she was to see him go. “Thank you for dinner. I had a great time, one of the best that I can remember in a long while.”

			Hailey felt like she should be the one to thank him. “I feel the same.”

			He started toward the door and hesitated before turning back to her. “There’s a Winter Festival in town tomorrow evening. Would you like to go with me?”

			Her heart skipped a beat. “I’d love that.” She’d intended to go on her own but would enjoy it far more if she was with Jay.

			“I’ll come collect you around six, if that works?”

			“Sure.”

			“Don’t eat dinner before we go,” he said. Then he gave her the biggest smile, nodded once, and walked to the door. He hesitated and then leaned forward and kissed her. The move took her by surprise, and before she could respond, he broke contact and headed out to his truck.

			Hailey stood with her fingers pressed against her lips for the longest moment, taking in what had just happened.

			After Jay departed, she didn’t feel the least bit sleepy. All she could think about was what a wonderful evening they’d had, and how alive she felt, jamming with Jay on their guitars.

			The Podunk Winter Festival couldn’t come soon enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten
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			Hailey was dressed and ready for the Podunk Winter Festival forty minutes before Jay arrived to collect her. She stood at the window off the living room and watched as the headlights to his truck wound their way toward the cabin. While she was excited to attend the event, she was even more eager to spend time with Jay. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about his kiss, convinced it was impulsive on his end and surprising on hers. Still, it felt right. They had shared an enjoyable evening, making music together. His praise for the songs she’d written over the years had given her badly needed confidence. The combination of his company and his encouragement made her feel as if she were walking on a cloud.

			Once he arrived, Jay left the engine running and bounded up the steps to her front door. Hailey couldn’t look away. This was the strongest attraction she’d experienced for any man in longer than she could remember. Her draw to him felt magnetic. She’d gradually come awake that morning with a warm feeling, knowing she would be with him again soon.

			“You ready for some local fun?” Jay asked when she opened the door to greet him.

			“You bet.” Hailey hadn’t been this excited since she lost her first tooth and got a dollar from the tooth fairy. Come to think of it, she’d composed a song about that, too, and had sung it to her friends. She’d long forgotten the tune and the words. The memory lingered, along with the joy she felt when her classmates had applauded her efforts. Clarise, one of her best friends, claimed that one day Hailey would be a famous songwriter. It was that one silly song, made up on the spur of the moment, that convinced her composing music was what she wanted to do most in the entire world.

			When they arrived in Podunk less than fifteen minutes later, the city was twinkling with multicolored lights that brightened the night sky. The main street was blocked off and cars were parked wherever there was space to be found.

			From a quick scan of the area, Hailey couldn’t find a single place for Jay to park his truck. Every spot as far as the eye could see had already been taken.

			He must have read her mind because he said, “Mom has an area blocked off for me in back of the store.”

			“Good thinking.” The town was hopping, crowds filled the street, and there was an electric feel in the air, as if something wonderful was about to happen. Excitement buzzed all around.

			Hailey had brought along her backpack and removed her phone to snap a couple photos before Jay headed to where he could leave the truck. Since there was no cell service at the cabin, it made no sense to have it on. The only time she’d used it was the last time she was in town, to google Jay.

			After leaving the truck in the alley behind the store, Jay took her by the hand and led her around the building. Crowds lined both sides of the street. Children raced up and down the curb, bending in half to look ahead for the start of the parade, their anticipation contagious. Hailey remembered that Elizabeth, the stylist, had mentioned the parade would lead into the heart of the festivities.

			“Mom saved us a spot,” Jay said as he steered her toward the front of Cantor Store. As promised, Thelma sat on the curb in a folding chair with two orange cones resting next to her.

			She glanced up when Hailey and Jay joined her. “You’re just in time.”

			No sooner had she spoken than a group of Boy Scouts holding a banner led the way, announcing the Podunk Winter Festival. Hailey snapped a picture as the crowds cheered. A couple of mothers stepped into the street to take photos.

			Behind the scouts was a group of six- and seven-year-olds with pink tutus billowing out from beneath their winter coats. They each wore their hair in a ponytail with a hot-pink ribbon cascading down their backs.

			Eight older girls followed behind, tap-dancing their way along the street to the delight of the gathering. Hailey reached for her phone again and took another shot. This parade, so unlike those professionally arranged ones in Portland, was homey and filled with community pride.

			“Look!” Thelma burst out, nearly upsetting her folding chair as she stood and applauded wildly. She put two fingers in her mouth and gave a whistle so loud it rattled Hailey’s teeth. “There’s Sally,” she said, pointing to the girl on the opposite side of the street.

			“My sister’s daughter,” Jay explained. He had his arm around Hailey’s shoulders. She leaned in to him, enjoying the jovial spirit and, even more so, being close to Jay. This feeling surrounded her like the warmth of a home fireplace.

			A couple loaded lumber trucks passed by next, tossing candy out the windows. The children scrambled to pick up the goodies, clenching their fists, filled with bounty.

			Hailey’s eyes widened as the next truck came into view. Placing her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing out loud, she asked, “What is that?” It demanded effort to keep from giggling at the odd sight. It appeared to be a septic pump truck. What made this one so unusual was the toilet seat on top with Santa sitting there in all his glory, tossing out candy to the kids.

			“It’s exactly what it looks like,” Thelma said. “We only have the one company in town to tend to our septic tanks. Old Steve’s got a good sense of humor.”

			“So it appears,” Hailey agreed.

			The high school football team followed, led by the cheer squad. Hometown heroes, the players waved to the enthusiastic crowd as they trotted down the street, tossing footballs back and forth to one another. The bystanders roared with approval.

			“Go Raptors,” Jay shouted.

			He must have noticed her taking pictures. “Pretty great, huh? It’s crazy how many people show up for this event. It’s the biggest thing going on in town—well, other than the Fourth of July celebration. Even then, we don’t have the same size crowd as we do for Christmas.”

			The homecoming court from the local high school rode by in convertibles, waving and tossing out candy to the kids.

			The horses and riders brought up the rear. Their manes were braided, and the riders wore jeweled jean jackets.

			“That’s the local 4-H group,” Jay’s mother explained.

			“They’re amazing.”

			“Yup,” Thelma agreed.

			“I can feel the energy,” Hailey said, and laughed as a group of volunteers dressed in clown costumes trailed behind the horses with a wheelbarrow, shovel, and broom.

			At the end of the parade, Jay reached for Hailey’s hand and escorted her to the city park. The area had been transformed into a winter wonderland with lights and evergreens. A band assembled in the gazebo, playing Christmas music. Several booths were set up at the park’s perimeter.

			“The tree-lighting ceremony is next,” Jay said, and edged her toward the gathering spectators. The sequoia Christmas tree must have stood twenty feet tall. Jay’s mother was just inside the gazebo with the two ends of the electrical cords as the crowd started counting down from ten.

			Ten

			Nine

			Hailey leaned toward Jay and asked, “Your mom gets the honor?”

			“She’s the town’s mayor.”

			Four

			Three

			Hailey vaguely remembered hearing someone mention that Thelma was the mayor; she must have forgotten. All at once, a boisterous cheer rose as the Christmas tree came alive with twinkling lights, brightening the entire area. The shout was followed by a loud burst of spontaneous applause.

			“Come on,” Jay said, “let’s get something hot to drink.”

			The temperature was below freezing. Caught up as she was in the excitement, Hailey had barely noticed the cold.

			“Something warm sounds wonderful.”

			Again, Jay held her hand as they walked to the western edge of the grounds.

			Hailey remembered her promise. “Before I forget, I need to place my vote for the best decorated Christmas tree.” She explained how she’d met Elizabeth at Lovely Lather and pledged her vote. “It appears there’s stiff competition from an attorney in town who she believes cheated last year.” Hailey had found their conversation amusing. Small-town politics, she surmised.

			“Oh yes, I heard all about Herbert Stephens from Mom,” Jay said. He seemed to have trouble holding back his amusement. “It was the scandal of the year. As the sitting mayor, Mom was bombarded with complaints. The city council was in an uproar. She certainly had her hands full. In the end, she made a decree that no business could win two years consecutively, thereby disqualifying the lawyer from entering this Christmas. The way she figured it, she wouldn’t be the mayor next year. She’d leave it to her replacement to deal with the issue.”

			“What if she’s reelected?” Hailey asked.

			“Knowing my mother, she’ll sort it out.”

			Hailey didn’t doubt that for a second. While Jay stood in line at the booth selling hot chocolate, she wove her way through the throng of people to cast her ballot for the wig-topped Christmas tree at the Lovely Lather salon.

			Jay met up with her, carrying two large paper cups of steaming cocoa. Hailey took one and savored her first sip of the sweet drink. It immediately warmed her insides.

			“Are you game to try roasted chestnuts?” he asked.

			“You mean to say there really is such a thing?”

			“Find out for yourself.” They edged their way to another long line. Roasted chestnuts appeared to be a popular item.

			A family stood in front of them with two youngsters around age five or six, both boys. The two looked to be twins. “Mom, Mom. I want to visit Santa.”

			“We will, I promise,” the mother assured him. “As soon as he arrives.”

			“When will he get here?” The young boy was jumping up and down with eagerness.

			“Patience, Jaxon. You know as well as I do that Santa doesn’t arrive until after the songfest.”

			Once the family had gotten their order, Jay explained, “For years, my parents wrapped up Christmas gifts for each of the children under ten years of age who attended the festival. Now that Dad’s gone, Mom continues the tradition. I imagine once she passes, my sister, Ruth, will take the baton.”

			Hailey was amazed at the generosity of Jay’s family. “They do this every year?”

			“Every year,” he returned, “for as long as I can remember.”

			When Hailey had first met Thelma, she wasn’t sure what to think. She’d seemed intimidating and had insinuated that Hailey would run back to Portland at the earliest inconvenience. Sure, Hailey was a city girl, born and raised, but she wasn’t a quitter. As she got to know Thelma and heard more about her, she recognized Jay’s mother had a warm, generous heart.

			The roasted chestnuts were indeed the real thing. Jay and Hailey shared a small bag. Because they were still hot, she bounced the first one between her hands until it cooled enough to peel away the outer shell. Popping it into her mouth, she found it to be surprisingly delicious.

			“Who knew?” Hailey said, licking the salt from her fingertips. She helped herself to a second, and then a third, as they strolled around the park, taking in the sights and smells of Christmas.

			At another booth, they shared a box of kettle corn, and from another, Jay purchased her a T-shirt with the name of the festival and the year on the front.

			“This is fun,” Hailey said, and she meant it. Over the years she’d been to countless Christmas events that far outclassed this smaller Podunk celebration. And yet, the feeling, the atmosphere, was completely different. This was small-town America at its best. Neighbor greeting neighbor, friends exchanging wishes of good cheer, an innocence of sorts that was missing in Portland. The ambience was unlike anything Hailey had ever experienced. If she could wrap that feeling up, she would, as it was one she wanted to hold on to for a good long while.

			“I will wear this T-shirt with pride,” she said, genuinely touched by Jay’s thoughtfulness. “I hope you bought one for yourself, too.”

			Jay chuckled. “I couldn’t resist. The funds go toward expanding the town’s library.”

			Library? What library?

			Hailey had driven around town a few times and had yet to see any building that resembled a library. “I didn’t know Podunk had a library.”

			“They don’t yet. Not a building, at any rate. What we have now is inside the barbershop, which is attached to the hair salon.”

			“The barbershop, really?” Well, books were books, so she guessed it didn’t matter where they could be found.

			“It started as a joke when Abel, the only barber in town, couldn’t keep up with customer demand. Men often sat around for an hour or so before it would be their turn. It’s better now that his son has become his partner. Until Junior came alongside his dad, folks in town knew it would be a long wait.”

			“What about Lovely Lather? A lot of women style men’s hair.”

			Jay shook his head. “Men around these parts want a barber, not a stylist,” he explained.

			“Why not?” That was archaic thinking. “Are the men in Podunk afraid the stylist will wrap their head in curlers and perm solution?”

			Jay laughed. “No. Men on this side of the state like to be men. It’s apple pie, guns, and the American flag in these parts.”

			That was pure foolishness to Hailey’s way of thinking, but she didn’t say so. “Okay, now my curiosity is up. What led to the barbershop lending books?”

			“It all started with Pete, who farms around here. He claimed in the time he had to wait for a haircut, he could read an entire book. It became something of a joke. Next time Pete was in town, he brought along the latest John Grisham novel and left it for the next patron. Soon there was an accumulation of thrillers, spy novels, and science fiction.”

			A library that had started with a joke.

			“Not to be outdone,” Jay continued, “the stylists at Lovely Lather added titles they thought women would be more inclined to read: romances, women’s fiction, cookbooks, and the like. Soon the shelves were bursting with books of every genre. The kids’ section was by far the fastest-growing. Books were overtaking the space.”

			Hailey could imagine that happening, as if it became a competition between the two sides.

			“After Mom was elected mayor, she reached out to the state for funding for a real library. It took some grit, but then, if my mother is anything, it’s determined. She got the state to agree to pay half the cost if the town could raise the rest. Last I heard, every store in town has contributed in one way or another.”

			“That’s wonderful.”

			Thelma walked up from behind them. “Jay and his band gave us a big push, donating the proceeds from one of their shows toward the building.” She slapped Jay across the back. “The singing is about to start. You need to be there.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Thelma headed toward the gazebo, and Jay and Hailey followed. “The singing?” Hailey asked. Earlier she’d heard the woman with the twin boys mention a songfest.

			“A few folks in town get together a couple times a year to provide the music for special events.”

			A small tidal wave of people formed a half-circle around the park’s gazebo. Hailey heard a little girl ask, “When will Santa arrive?”

			“After the singing.”

			“I don’t want to sing. I want to see Santa.”

			“He’s coming, I promise.”

			Hailey smiled at the exchange between the parent and the child, recalling her own excitement over Santa as a youngster.

			Jay and Hailey were able to get into position near the front of the gazebo.

			Thelma made her way up the steps and stood in front of the small band of musicians. The noise dissipated as she reached for the microphone. “Okay, folks, it’s time to celebrate Christmas with a few traditional carols you all know. Afterward, I have a special surprise for you.”

			“Oh no,” Jay muttered under his breath.

			“What?” Hailey asked, looking up at him, unsure about his reaction to his mother’s announcement.

			“Mom is going to drag me up onstage.”

			Hailey didn’t understand why he would object. “A stage is where you, of all people, should be most comfortable,” she reminded him. “Come on, Jay, get some Christmas spirit.”

			He laughed, and Hailey saw something in his eyes that sent a clear warning. “Jay?” She dragged out his name. “What are you thinking?”

			“You’ll see.”

			“No.” She adamantly shook her head. “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, then no. It’s not happening.”

			“We’ll see.” His eyes twinkled with mischief.

			Enthusiastic singing followed. The carols were familiar ones Hailey loved from her childhood.

			“Silent Night.”

			“God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen.”

			“O Christmas Tree!”

			“Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”

			Before long Thelma was back, and with the microphone in her hand, she looked out over the audience until she saw Jay.

			“As you know, my son, Jethro, is home for the holidays after several years traveling with the band. Please welcome him onto the stage. I have a feeling he’ll sing if we encourage him.”

			The crowd went nuts, cheering and whistling. Jay had no choice but to step onto the stage. The noise didn’t stop once he stood next to his mother. She’d apparently planned this all along, because she reached behind her and handed Jay his guitar.

			Jay waited until the applause had died down.

			Hailey removed her backpack and grabbed her phone. She snapped his photo as he spoke to the crowd. She wasn’t the only one with a cell in hand. The town loved him, and several called out his name in praise and encouragement.

			“I appreciate the warm welcome,” he said as he adjusted his guitar strap around his shoulder. “It’s good to be home.” After playing a few bars to warm up, he sang Hailey’s favorite Christmas song, “Mary, Did You Know?” His rendition was so beautiful, so moving and powerful, that it brought tears to her eyes. She wasn’t alone, either, as she noticed several others wiping moisture from their faces.

			The applause was huge when he finished, along with whistles and shouts from the audience.

			Jay waited until the noise level was manageable before he spoke. “As it happens, I have a special friend I’d like to introduce who has recently written a fun Christmas ditty. I think you’ll enjoy it as much as I do. Hailey, please join me on the stage.”
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			Shocked speechless, Hailey shook her head. She wasn’t a professional singer. Performing before such a large crowd was beyond her. Jay cast her an encouraging smile and held his arm out to her. Apparently, this was what that look he’d given her earlier had been about. Panic tightened her chest, and she stopped breathing. This couldn’t be happening. Several people turned to look at her, since Jay had been at her side the entire evening. Despite feeling close to hysteria, she realized Jay was going to insist that she get up on the stage.

			After a couple awkward moments, he came down the steps and walked toward her. He grabbed hold of her hand, and half dragged her forward.

			“Jay,” she protested under her breath. “I can’t.”

			“Sure you can. Pretend we’re back at the cabin and sing the song the same way you did then. You’ll do great, I promise.”

			Inhaling a calming breath, she gave a weak nod. She didn’t know if she was going to be able to sing with her throat bone-dry from apprehension and nerves. With the lights focused on her, she could barely manage to breathe.

			Jay leaned close and whispered into her ear, “You have nothing to worry about. Everyone loves you already.”

			Standing side by side with Jay gave her courage. Her voice trembled with the first few notes, but as she continued, confidence took over and soon she was fully involved in the song. She did as he suggested and blocked out the audience. When she came to the chorus, she glanced up and saw that people seemed to be enjoying the catchy tune. Several people had their phones out, recording the song.

			Hailey had written four verses, and by the time she reached the chorus for the third verse, the crowd joined in, singing along with her. Jay was right.

			
				Have a very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				A very merry Christmas

				this year

			

			When she finished, she received thunderous applause.

			Thelma joined them onstage and slapped Hailey hard across the back, hard enough to cause her to nearly fall forward. “Thank you, Hailey. That was a darn good song.”

			Jay leaned close and whispered, “That’s Mom’s way of saying she approves of you.”

			“My goodness,” Thelma said, and placed her hand around her ear. “Is that sleigh bells I hear? Could it be Santa?”

			The children cheered and the audience cleared a path for Santa’s arrival.

			“Are you mad about me bringing you up onstage?” Jay asked, smiling down at her.

			Surprisingly, she wasn’t. Instead, she was walking on air. “That was…the best.”

			“The crowd loved it. Didn’t I tell you it was a great song?”

			“You did,” she agreed, and impulsively threw her arms around his neck and hugged him.

			Jay hugged her back.

			“Thank you for one of the best Winter Festivals of my life.”

			“It was one of my favorites, too.” He took Hailey by surprise, bending her back and over his arm as he soundly kissed her. And this time it wasn’t done on impulse. He let her know the kiss was as intentional as it could get.

			Hailey’s only thought was how perfect it felt to be in Jay’s arms, as if this was where she was always meant to be. There was no urgency, no rush or demand. Put simply, it told Hailey that Jay was as attracted to her as she was to him. It also said how pleased he was that she’d set aside her fears and sung her song in public. Before an audience. For her, their kiss was validation of all she felt toward Jay.

			As they strolled back to where he’d parked the truck, Hailey noticed families with young children leaving, their toddlers asleep in their arms, their small heads resting against their fathers’ shoulders. It was such a heartwarming sight to watch these exhausted little ones who’d enjoyed the festival and time with Santa.

			Pulling out her phone to go through the photos she’d taken, Hailey noticed several unread text messages. It wasn’t unexpected, since she had only briefly turned on her phone since she’d arrived. She most often communicated with family and friends via text messages. The majority of those listed were from her mother. Hailey debated if it was a good idea to read them or not.

			She must have audibly groaned, because Jay glanced at her with a quizzical look. “Is something wrong?”

			“No…Yes,” she said, and rolled her eyes, convinced she already knew what her mother had to say. “My mother is texting me, and that’s not a good sign.”

			He cast her a sympathetic glance.

			Once inside the truck with her seat belt fastened, Hailey continued to stare at her phone, internally questioning if she should read and respond or play it safe and ignore the messages.

			Jay sat next to her and urged her. “Do it,” he advised. “If they don’t hear from you, they’re bound to worry.”

			He was right. She’d hesitated because she knew her mother all too well and the woman was Nolan Ryan when it came to pitching guilt. Turning her mother down for anything had always been difficult, and more often than not, Hailey gave in. Not this time, though. Her mother had stepped over the line, inviting Zach to spend Christmas with them without talking to Hailey first.

			She opened the first text and immediately wished she hadn’t.

			I cannot believe that my daughter, whose father and I have raised with tenderness and love, would abandon her own family at Christmas. You said you needed to get away. At Christmas, Hailey? Really? For the love of heaven tell me where you have disappeared to for my own peace of mind.

			“Oh dear,” Hailey muttered.

			“Bad?” Jay asked.

			She read him the text.

			“You didn’t tell your parents you’re in Podunk?”

			“Absolutely not. Not a word. Trust me, it’s better they not know. My mother is a master at getting what she wants.”

			“That’s tough,” he agreed. “For her peace of mind, are you going to tell her where you are?”

			Hailey automatically shook her head. “Not if I expect a peaceful Christmas. Knowing my parents, they’ll find some urgent excuse to head this way.”

			“It’s your decision,” Jay said.

			Biting her lower lip, Hailey hesitated. Ignoring the text wasn’t a good option, either. Once she was back home, her mother was sure to hit her with the myriad ways Hailey had ruined their Christmas. More guilt. Hailey was bound to hear how she’d hurt and disappointed the entire family. That her parents had spent every minute of Christmas worrying about her safety.

			Hailey started typing.

			Please don’t worry. I’m having a wonderful holiday. Love you. I’ll stop by before New Year’s. Promise.

			“There,” she said, satisfied that the text would help relieve their fears.

			Immediately another text appeared from her mother.

			I hope you realize your father and I have been worried sick wondering where you are and why you would leave us this way. Your father has a weak heart, and this is killing him.

			“Oh brother,” Hailey said, resting her head against the back of the seat.

			“What now?” Jay asked.

			Again, she read him the text. He groaned and then laughed. “You mother is laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?”

			“Oh yes, that’s how Mom operates. I love her to death, don’t get me wrong, but it’s this kind of manipulation that drives me crazy. Despite my best efforts, I often find myself giving in to it. Not this time, though. Daisy is the smart one when it comes to Mom. She ignores the texts and lives her life exactly the way she wants to.” In some ways Hailey wished she was more like her quirky sister.

			“How are you going to answer that?”

			Hailey toyed with what to say. Before she had a chance to reply, another text appeared. This time it was from her sister.

			At the ding, Jay chuckled. “Your mother again?”

			“No, this time it’s my sister.” Curious at her sister’s take on her disappearance, Hailey read the text.

			Good going, H. I didn’t think you had it in you to stand up to Mom and Dad. Cheers. Love ya.

			Hailey smiled and read the text to Jay.

			“Your sister approves,” he commented.

			“She would. Daisy is…” Hailey paused, unsure how best to describe her younger sister. “I guess you could say Daisy is her own person. She’s creative in her own way. She tries to live off the grid, well, other than a cell phone. While I excelled in school and sports, Daisy didn’t. Don’t misunderstand me, she wasn’t rebellious, it’s just that we’re completely different. It’s hard to believe we came from the same parents. Daisy protests against paying taxes and believes the government is completely corrupt.”

			“Can’t say I disagree with her there,” he joked, chuckling softly.

			“She’s dropped out of college four times and has yet to decide what she wants to do with her life other than working craft fairs and farmers’ markets to sell her macramé and organically grown herbs.”

			“She sounds interesting.”

			“That she is. She’s actually quite lovely, although she lacks direction. She avoids Mom, but Dad has a soft spot for her, so he sends her money without Mom knowing.”

			“And this is your biological sister?”

			“Yup. Same parents. Same upbringing. Same everything.”

			Jay shook his head as if he found it hard to believe.

			“Oh, and she falls in love at the drop of a hat. The last time we spoke, her latest love interest was…brace yourself, a musician.”

			Jay laughed. “And her name is Daisy?”

			“Yup. I think my parents must have had some inkling when she was born that she would become a flower child.”

			She started typing.

			Thanks, Sis. I appreciate the support. I’m having a wonderful time. I met a fellow songwriter, and we attended a local Winter Festival in Podunk. Yes, there really is a town in Oregon named Podunk. I’m doing what I love most, composing music. Love you. Whatever you do, don’t tell Mom and Dad where I am.

			“One thing about Daisy is that she has always supported me with any decision I make,” Hailey told him. “She might be quirky, but she is my sister. I know without a doubt she’d do anything for me.”

			“You really can’t ask anything more from a sibling. My sister, Ruth, is the same; she thinks any music I write is pure genius.”

			“We’re both fortunate, then.”

			“We are,” he concurred.

			Another text popped up. Her mother again. Hailey would be wise to turn off her phone. She knew if she opened and read it she’d soon be sorry. Despite her reservations, she read it anyway.

			“My mother,” she said, when Jay raised his brows in question.

			What about Zach? He told me how sorry he is and that he’s never stopped loving you.

			Hailey dropped her head. She didn’t know what it would take for her mother to accept that she was over Zach. Way over. Her mother hadn’t accepted anything Hailey said when it came to her former boyfriend. She suspected Zach had used every opportunity to convince her mom that with a little time, he’d be able to win Hailey back.

			She wanted to blame him, but that was unfair. She was the one who’d allowed Zach to infuse doubt into her heart. With logic and statistics, he’d hammered at her dreams like a combine plowing through a field, undermining her confidence in herself and her talent with his pessimism.

			She read the text again and set the phone down on her lap. She was only beginning to find herself again. She was stronger now, confident, and she refused to be swayed.

			“You want to talk about this?” Jay asked, his voice caring and full of concern.

			Likely he’d been able to read the text for himself, as it was clearly visible.

			“Are you running away from Zach, Hailey?” Jay asked, in a way that tugged at her heartstrings. “Is he the reason you’re in Podunk instead of being with your family?”

			She had to be honest with Jay, not to mention with herself. “Not entirely. Zach and I broke up a long time ago. He’s been in touch recently, claiming he made a mistake. The thing is, I’m not interested, only he isn’t listening. I’ve moved on. Unfortunately, he doesn’t believe I mean it, so he went behind my back to enlist my parents’ support, especially my mother’s.”

			Jay glanced her way and nodded, silently encouraging her to go on.

			“When he didn’t get the answer he wanted,” she continued, “Zach knew she would side with him, and then my mother, being my mother, took matters into her own hands and invited Zach for Christmas. Without even consulting me. At the same time, my friend Katherine offered me the cabin. It felt like the perfect solution. I’d hoped that both Zach and my mother would get the message—I’m not interested in getting back together with him.” She paused and added, “I’m convinced all Mom sees is the opportunity for grandchildren.”

			“What about Daisy?”

			“Daisy has no plans to marry, or so she says, and from the men she’s dated, that’s probably a good choice. My sister has a big heart and she’s constantly looking to save lost souls.”

			“She isn’t likely to provide your mother with grandchildren, then, is she?” he said. “And right now, Zach is your mother’s best hope of getting what she wants.”

			“Exactly. Mom assumed after Zach and I graduated we’d marry and quickly supply her with grandchildren.”

			“What happened?”

			Without going into a lot of detail, Hailey described the breakup. “Zach is a good guy, he really is, and I sincerely thought I loved him. You know what they say about opposites attracting? Well, that was Zach and me. He was the nerdy tech guy with his goals to work in AI. And I was the dreamer set on making my mark in the world of music.”

			“Don’t ever discount the power of your dreams, Hailey,” Jay advised, his voice deep with sincerity. “I’ve said that before, because it’s important. Who would believe I’d make a decent living playing guitar in a band? I started out forming a band that played in my garage, remember?”

			“I know how impossible it sounds, but I can’t not try, despite the odds,” Hailey admitted.

			“Ignore the negativity of others,” he advised.

			While Hailey knew what he said was true, it was easier said than done, as the cliché went. It was a cliché because it was true.

			“And now, out of the blue, Zach is interested again,” Jay said, as if thinking out loud. “Do you think your lack of interest has made you all the more appealing in his eyes?”

			Hailey had no idea. “I don’t know.”

			Jay appeared to mull this over. “It’s probably what prompted him to approach your mother, right?”

			“It was a smart move on his part. Mom was more brokenhearted than I was when Zach and I split.”

			“Are you sure about your feelings?” Jay asked, his hand tightening around the steering wheel, as if this was information he needed to know.

			Without hesitation, she responded, “Positive. Zach was my first love, and our relationship was great until it wasn’t. I think what I found to be the most disappointing aspect of our breakup was how willing he was to let me go.

			“At first, I believed once he thought about it, he’d change his mind. All along I’d supported and encouraged him; I’d always assumed he would do the same for me. To discover he wouldn’t came as a shock. He keeps saying that since he’s now established in his career, making a good salary, that he’s willing to support my dream.”

			“Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?” Jay asked.

			“It was.” She couldn’t deny it. “At one time, but no longer. I’m stronger emotionally now and would far rather find success on my own, without relying on anyone else.” She glanced at Jay as he sat beside her in the truck cab. “Being with you the last few days has been a tremendous boost to my belief in myself. It may take a few years. And, really, I don’t care if it does. At some point in the future, I’ll be writing music and making a living at it.”

			“I believe that, Hailey, and I mean that with everything in me.”

			She choked out a whisper. “Thank you.” Emotion swelled in her chest, and she distracted herself by scrolling down the long list of unread text messages. She found six from Zach. Six.

			Jay’s gaze followed hers. “Are you going to read those?”

			“No,” she stated decisively. “I have nothing to say. I’m here to concentrate on writing music. Anything he wants to tell me would be a distraction I don’t need or want.”

			“I can appreciate that more than you realize.”

			“How so?” she asked, although she could guess what he meant.

			“I’m in Podunk for Christmas for much of the same reason you are. The breakup with the band left a lot of hard feelings all around. I didn’t want to get caught up in the court battle that’s been going on ever since the split. Like you, I’ve moved on, and I’m working hard to make Cantor Music a success. I hate the infighting and dealing with the attorneys. This time with my family is helping me clear my head. The best thing I can do when it comes to figuring out this financial mess is to wait until I hear from my attorney. It’s a struggle, and I won’t have my feet under me until the ruling is made.”

			Jay had casually mentioned the band’s breakup, but Hailey hadn’t known that his finances were held up until a settlement was reached.

			“I felt the urge to return to my roots for this Christmas,” he continued. “Little did I know I’d be fortunate enough to meet you.”

			“Nor I you.” It felt like fate, stars shining down on them, that they should stumble upon each other in Podunk. In retrospect, Hailey should thank the raccoon invasion, as that was what led her to meeting Jay.

			Hailey considered his situation. “It seems we are both at a crossroads in life.”

			“So it appears,” he concurred.

			Thinking she’d had quite enough upheaval after reading her texts, Hailey turned off her phone and tucked it away.

			“Thank you,” she whispered.

			He looked surprised by her appreciation. “For what? I didn’t do anything special.”

			“But you did. Talking helped clear the spiderweb’s sticky strands inside my brain.”

			Jay grinned. “You ready for me to drive you back to the cabin?”

			“Ready.”

			Jay started the truck and backed out of the parking spot. Once they were on the road, he reached for her hand and gave it a tight squeeze. “Stay true to yourself, Hailey. You have the talent and the passion; don’t allow anyone to destroy that.”

			“I won’t,” she said, more determined now than ever.

			They rode in companionable silence on the way to the cabin.

			“I’d sort of pushed Christmas aside, but after tonight, I’m full of the holiday spirit,” she said as he made the turn leading to the cabin.

			“You need a tree, then. You can’t celebrate Christmas without a tree.”

			“You mean one from your lot?”

			“Nope. A real live Christmas tree that you and I are going to cut down ourselves. Are you game?”

			“Count me in,” she said, sitting up straighter, excited to be spending more time with Jay. She hoped they could be together every day. Nothing would please her more or make for the perfect Christmas.
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			With a sense of anticipation, Hailey woke, thinking about the night before with Jay. The Podunk Winter Festival had awakened her to all that was Christmas, bringing up fond memories from her childhood. The best Christmas of her life was the year her parents had given her a guitar. She’d been so happy she’d burst into tears. Somehow, over time, she’d lost the joy of the season as she buried herself in work, as she struggled to find the confidence to create again.

			The idea of cutting down her own Christmas tree excited her, even if she didn’t have the traditional decorations. She had paper and scissors and popcorn, which were more than enough. It seemed cleverly cut snowflakes and strung popcorn were in her future. For years, until they were in high school and too sophisticated, Daisy and Hailey had insisted they wanted their own Christmas tree. With great enthusiasm, they decorated it with items they’d made themselves. Their parents put up a designer artificial tree that was a showpiece and prominently displayed from the living room window.

			The idea for their own tree, a real one, had been Daisy’s, and Hailey had readily agreed. They’d taken pride in it, although, in retrospect, it resembled one Charlie Brown might have owned.

			Daisy had crocheted snowflakes, which their mother starched, and they were lovely. Not nearly as crafty as her sister, Hailey bought Christmas-themed wooden pieces she picked up at the local Hobby Lobby and painted them. She didn’t know what had happened to their decorations after junior high, and suspected their mother had likely saved them in a box in the attic.

			With her heart full, Hailey reached for her guitar as the words to an extra verse of the Christmas song floated effortlessly into her mind. Then another tune came to mind and she immediately set to work, letting her fingers find the notes.

			Lost in a creative mist, she was shocked when there was a knock on the door. She couldn’t imagine who would visit, especially this early in the morning.

			To her delight, it was Jay. The night before, they’d agreed to meet in the afternoon.

			“Hey,” he said, and glanced toward the sofa where she’d left her guitar. “I see you’re at it again.”

			Her gaze followed his. “That’s why I’m here.” She was about to mention the new song she was writing when he spoke again.

			“Are you ready to take a break and find your tree? I’ve discovered breaks to be good for my creativity.”

			“I wasn’t expecting you this soon.”

			He gave her a weird look. “It’s nearly one. I thought that was the time we agreed on.”

			“No,” she argued, “it couldn’t be. I’ve only been working a little while.” Sure enough, her watch confirmed the time. “Wow, my morning completely vanished.”

			Jay nodded as if he understood all too well himself. “That happens to me when I get in the zone.”

			“The time simply flew. I woke up this morning thinking about a Christmas tree,” she told him, as the enthusiasm for their venture returned. Excitedly, she recounted how she and Daisy had insisted they have their own tree and how they’d enjoyed decorating it.

			He listened and grinned when she mentioned the year she’d gotten the guitar. “My parents gave me one around the same time, only it was for my birthday.”

			“Best Christmas of my life,” she said.

			“Best birthday of my life,” he added.

			They shared a smile and their eyes locked. Hailey couldn’t help thinking about the kisses they’d shared and how she hoped their short time together would be the beginning of something lasting and meaningful. She felt like she’d found a kindred spirit in Jay. He seemed to be everything she hoped to find in a relationship, and she didn’t want it to end. Already her mind was coming up with ways for them to stay in touch after she returned to Portland. Jay lived in the Seattle area, and that was only a three-hour drive from where she was.

			He broke the spell when he said, “I brought a snowmobile.”

			Hailey had never ridden on a snowmobile, but that wasn’t going to stop her. If Jay was inviting her, she was going. Since she’d taken a job at the high school, she’d become staid, caught up in routine and rarely venturing beyond what was comfortable. Being with Jay felt like she’d walked from winter into spring, where everything felt fresh and new.

			“I’ll grab my coat.”

			“Dress warm, the temperature is below freezing.”

			Thankfully, Hailey had packed gloves and a purple crocheted hat that Daisy had crafted. Portland’s climate was mild compared to that in the eastern half of the state. Finding what she needed, Hailey returned in short order, eager to be on their way.

			Jay studied her, then shook his head. “You’re going to need more than gloves and a hat.” He removed the wool scarf from around his neck and wrapped it around hers. Then, to her surprise, he kissed her. It was a simple peck on her lips, but the way her body responded, it felt like so much more.

			“Come on,” he said, taking hold of her hand. “We’ve got a Christmas tree to find.”

			With a happy spring to her step, Hailey followed him down the porch. The snowmobile rested on a trailer behind his truck. As if he’d done it a thousand times, he geared up the engine and expertly backed it off the trailer. He motioned for Hailey to get on behind him.

			Hailey tossed her leg over the seat and adjusted herself until she was comfortable. It was natural to wrap her arms around Jay’s middle. He was solid and muscular. Unable to resist, she pressed her head against his back. Savoring his closeness, she briefly closed her eyes.

			“Ready?” he asked after a moment.

			“You bet.”

			He gave her hands a pat and the snowmobile shot forward, nearly unseating her. The unexpectedness of the speed caused Hailey to gasp with delight. If she’d ever doubted her decision to accept the invitation to the cabin, it was quelled by this experience alone. The sky was clear blue, the air crisp and clean. As they moved toward the trees behind the house, the scent of the thick forest filled her senses. She breathed deeply, wanting to take it all in.

			She felt a twinge in her heart as she realized how tightly wound she’d been with her responsibilities at school, disappointing her parents and stifling her need to be creative. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt free. Tossing her head back, she smiled up at the blue sky, grateful for this moment. This man.

			They rode for several minutes, weaving among a thick grove of noble fir trees. The evergreens were weighed down with snow, their branches bowing to the forest floor. Jay slowed the speed a few times, pointing out options. Hailey rejected them all, not wanting the fun to end too quickly.

			“You’re being so picky,” Jay complained after a while.

			Hailey laughed. “Okay, okay. How about that tree?” she said, pointing to a beautifully shaped evergreen.

			“You’re joking?”

			“No, it’s exactly what I have in mind. Look how perfectly proportioned it is.” To her eyes, it was the best one she’d seen.

			“Hailey, that tree is a good ten feet tall. It’ll never fit with ceilings that are seven feet.”

			He was right. “Oh…It didn’t look that big.”

			“Choose another, something around five or six feet.”

			Climbing off the snowmobile, she quickly surveyed the area, jumping from one tree to another, gauging their suitability by her own five-foot-five height. After checking several possibilities, she came upon a noble fir that was shorter than her original choice and just as lovely. Having made her decision, she turned to Jay, seeking his approval.

			“That’s more like it,” he assured her. He climbed off the snowmobile and removed a handsaw.

			“It looks so small,” she said, comparing it to the grand firs that surrounded it.

			Jay got down on his knees and instructed Hailey to hold on to the middle of the tree while he cut it down. The house was in sight, which was a good thing, as they would need to haul it back on foot.

			Once the tree was clear from its base, Jay bounced it against the ground a couple times to shake off the accumulated snow. The snowflakes cascaded from the limbs so Hailey could give it a better look.

			“It’s perfect,” she said, grinning so big her cheeks hurt.

			They left the tree behind, as there was no way to get it back to the house while on the snowmobile.

			After he parked close to the trailer he said, “Go inside and warm up while I collect the tree.”

			No way was she letting him take that walk alone. She was determined to enjoy the full experience, even if that meant carting the tree to kingdom come. “I want to go with you.”

			He looked surprised. “You sure? It’s a trek uphill.”

			“I’m positive. Isn’t that all part of the fun?” No way was she missing out on a single minute of this adventure.

			“All right, if you insist.” He took hold of her hand, and they started back up the hill to claim the tree. By the time they arrived, Hailey was breathless, reminding her it was time to get back into a regular exercise routine. With the two of them each holding one end, they were able to lug it back to the house. Hailey was completely worn out but ecstatic. Jay wasn’t kidding when he mentioned it was a hike.

			He set the tree on the porch, balancing it against the railing. “I was able to find an old tree stand in the garage.”

			“Great.” Hailey had been wondering how they were going to set the tree up once it was inside the house. “I have popcorn to string. How are you with cutting paper angels?”

			“Best in my first-grade class,” he boasted.

			“Let’s warm up first,” she suggested, eager now to rest a bit and chase away the chill. He might not need a breather after the long walk back carrying a heavy tree in the snow, but she did.

			“Good idea.”

			Hailey brewed cocoa while Jay lit a fire. They sat next to each other on the sofa, her shoulder touching his as she stared into the flickering flames. His arm came around her and she leaned her head against him. Tranquility filled her. Rarely had she experienced a time like this. It felt as if her anxieties had vanished and all was right with the world. Well, with her world, anyway. It was an amazing feeling and she treasured it.

			Jay set the empty mug aside. “I’ll get the tree.”

			“What can I do to help?” she asked, unsure if there was anything she could do.

			“Just tell me where you’d like it placed.” His gaze went around the room.

			Glancing around, it seemed like the perfect spot was in front of the window, overlooking the yard and driveway. She hesitated, dismissing the most obvious site. “How about there,” she said, pointing to the wall in the dining room.

			He nodded approvingly.

			“While you’re getting the tree in the stand, I’ll pop the popcorn.”

			“Don’t salt it,” he advised. “Otherwise, you’ll be tempted to eat it. Little in life smells or tastes better than buttery, salted popcorn.”

			She agreed with a smile. Jay headed outside and she went into the kitchen.

			Soon the tree was set in place and watered. While Jay dealt with that, Hailey accumulated what they’d need to create their own decorations. She felt as giddy as she had as a preteen, working with her sister embellishing their own special tree.

			Sitting across from each other at the table, they went to work, Christmas music blaring from the Bluetooth speaker she’d added at the last minute while packing. Occasionally, one or the other would break into song. Jay had a deep, melodious voice. His talent was obvious.

			Because she hadn’t packed thread—and really, why would she?—Hailey was forced to improvise with dental floss to string the popcorn. It wasn’t nearly as easy as she remembered. Nevertheless, she labored away until she had a reasonable length. She made several popcorn strings while Jay went to work, proving he hadn’t been teasing about his first-grade paper angel and snowflake skills.

			An hour later they had the tree looking as festive as they could with their less-than-optimal supplies.

			Standing back when they’d finished, Jay placed his arm around her shoulders as they surveyed their work.

			“It looks good,” he commented.

			Hailey couldn’t keep from giggling. “I guess that’s what it means when people say beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

			Jay chuckled, too, then sighed and said, “I suppose I should get back to the store.”

			Hailey hated to see him leave. “Does your mom need your help?”

			He shrugged indecisively. “She said I should take the afternoon off, even though she’s short-staffed.”

			The temptation was to urge him to stay so she could play him the song she’d started that morning and get his feedback. Sharing her music with Jay had been freeing and exciting. She craved his encouragement and he never disappointed.

			“I could probably stay a bit longer.”

			“Wonderful. I had an idea for another song this morning and—” She was interrupted by the sound of a car door closing in the distance.

			“Are you expecting anyone?” Jay asked, frowning.

			“Heavens, no. The only people who know I’m here are Katherine and…” Hailey gasped as she realized what she’d done, and placed her hand over her mouth. No, please no, she silently prayed.

			“And?” Jay prompted, waiting for her to continue.

			A loud knock came from the front door. Even before Hailey could answer, the door flew open.

			“Surprise!” her sister cried. Daisy dropped her satchel onto the floor and hugged Hailey.
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			“Daisy?” Hailey’s sister wore black rubber boots and a full-length orange skirt with a turquoise sweater, and had a long red scarf draped around her neck.

			“I knew I’d eventually find you,” Daisy said as she squeezed the breath out of Hailey. She paused when she noticed the tree. “And, look, you’ve got a Charlie Brown Christmas tree just like the one we had as kids.”

			“Yes…We put it up today.”

			For the first time, she seemed to notice Jay. “Hello,” she said, turning her attention away from Hailey. “You’re a surprise.”

			Jay’s eyes clashed with Hailey’s.

			“Jay, my sister, Daisy. Daisy, this is my friend, Jay Cantor.”

			“Pleased to meet you.” Daisy’s eyes zeroed in on Hailey as she arched her brows. In a stage whisper, she leaned toward Hailey and said, “Just wait until Mom hears about this.”

			“I should be getting back to town,” Jay announced.

			Hailey hated to see him go. Actually, though, it was for the best, so she could have a heart-to-heart with her sister and send her on her way.

			“I’ll be back soon,” he said, and then, glancing toward Daisy, he leaned forward and kissed Hailey. “Promise,” he whispered, and was gone.

			As soon as the door closed, Hailey whirled around to face her sister. “What are you doing here?” she cried, and then instantly felt guilty for her complete lack of welcome.

			Daisy blinked several times, disappointed and hurt. She seemed to think Hailey would be eager for visitors and throw open her arms, grateful for the company.

			It took her sister a moment to answer. “You’re alone. At Christmas. I came to cheer you up.”

			“I don’t need cheering up,” Hailey protested. She could only imagine what Jay must be thinking. She’d been looking forward to sharing the song she’d started working on that morning, and now with her sister’s unexpected arrival that time had been taken away from her. Feeling the need to do something, Hailey rushed out the door to catch Jay before he could drive away.

			He was in the process of loading up the snowmobile when she caught him.

			“Jay…I’m so sorry.”

			“Nothing to be sorry for,” he said. He appeared more amused than frustrated, which made her feel even worse.

			Hailey hadn’t bothered to grab a coat, and the chilly wind cut right through her sweater. Not that it mattered; she had to get the situation straight between them before he left. “I should never have mentioned the Podunk Winter Festival to Daisy…I had no idea she’d be able to find me.”

			“It wasn’t all that hard,” Daisy said from behind her.

			Hailey spun around, nearly tripping over her sister as Daisy continued down the steps.

			“There’s no need to leave on my account,” Daisy told him.

			“It’s not a problem,” Jay assured her. “I should get back. Mom could use my help at the store.”

			Hailey wanted to weep. She should have known better. Should have realized the minute she mentioned Podunk to Daisy, her sister would consider it an open invitation. As much as she loved Daisy, having her sister stay in the cabin would ruin everything. Hailey knew that Daisy, being Daisy, wouldn’t give her a moment’s peace. As for composing music, it was a foregone conclusion that it would be impossible with her sister around.

			Turning to face Daisy, Hailey demanded, “How did you ever find me? This cabin is practically off the grid.”

			“Finding you wasn’t hard, but locating the cabin was,” Daisy told her, as if she was proud of herself. Her sister had never been good with puzzles or directions. That she had gotten through the maze of turns leading to the cabin was nothing short of a wonder.

			Jay finished securing the snowmobile on the trailer and added, “I introduced you at the festival, remember?” he said, looking up at Hailey. “Your song created a buzz, and afterward people in town were asking about you. It makes sense that word got out about you staying at the Stockton place. All Daisy had to do was ask.”

			“He’s right,” Daisy said. “As soon as I said your name at Lucille’s Diner, a lot of folks were helpful, especially when they learned I was your sister.”

			Hailey tilted her head up to stare at the gathering gray clouds in the sky and sighed. Her sister’s arrival was a disaster. The skies, which had earlier been clear and sunny, seemed to sense her mood as storm clouds gathered in the distance.

			“It’s freezing out here,” Daisy announced. “I’m going back inside where it’s warm.”

			With her sister inside, Hailey hung her head, feeling defeated and miserable.

			Sensing her mood, Jay came up the stairs and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Whatever happens, it will be okay, understand?”

			Oh, how she wished that were true. “You don’t know my sister,” she whispered, grateful Daisy had returned to the warmth of the house.

			“You’re right, I don’t know your sister, but I know you. The music inside you will make its way out with or without Daisy. You’ll manage.”

			Hailey wanted to believe him, although her doubts remained. “When will I see you again?” So much for their jamming sessions and cuddling alone in front of the fireplace. That would be impossible with Daisy underfoot.

			“I’ll stop by tomorrow. How about I take you to dinner in town? Our restaurant choices are limited, but Lucille’s place has a great down-home menu. I think a little comfort food might be just what you need.”

			The promise of a date with Jay helped raise her spirits. “Okay,” she said, eager to be with Jay again soon.

			He kissed the top of her head. “Now get back inside before you freeze to death.”

			“Bye,” she said, her heart in her throat. She loved Daisy, she really did, and would do her best to be a good sister.

			“See you soon,” he promised.

			With her steps heavy with reluctance, Hailey returned to the house. To her surprise, Daisy was nowhere in sight.

			“Daisy,” Hailey called out, wondering where her sister had gone. When she didn’t get a response, she tried again, louder this time.

			Her sister appeared at the top of the stairwell. “Where do you keep the sheets?”

			It appeared that Daisy had already made herself at home. She pretended not to hear the question. “Come down so we can talk,” Hailey said.

			Daisy started down the stairs and plopped on the sofa while Hailey remained standing, pacing, as she formulated her thoughts.

			When Daisy appeared to notice the look on Hailey’s face, she asked, “What’s wrong, sis?”

			Unable to formulate words, Hailey tossed her hands in the air. Everything was wrong. She rubbed her palms together and took in several deep, calming breaths.

			Daisy appeared oblivious to Hailey’s mood. “Jay seems nice.”

			“He’s wonderful and…” Rather than continue, Hailey got to the point. “We need to talk about your visit.”

			Daisy sat up straighter and pulled back her shoulders as though she had managed a big accomplishment. “I became a regular sleuth. When you said you were in Podunk, I thought it was a joke, but I found it on the map—a real town. Then I decided I couldn’t let my only sister spend the holidays all by herself.”

			“But—”

			Daisy didn’t let her finish. “Tell me all about Jay. How’d you meet?”

			Daisy continued to avoid discussing her unexpected appearance, almost as if she was afraid Hailey would ask her to leave. She seemed rather pleased with herself, smiling as she spoke, only Hailey noticed she didn’t seem quite like herself.

			“I know showing up like this wasn’t in the plan,” Daisy finally said when Hailey ignored the question. “When I talked to Mom, she said Zach was coming for Christmas. No way was I heading to Tacoma with Zach there.”

			“You mean to say he still insists on coming, even knowing I won’t be?” When would he accept that she had no interest in getting back together? He seemed oblivious.

			“Apparently, he’s on his way. I didn’t know he’d been in touch until Mom mentioned it. I was never fond of Zach. Mom was positive he was destined to be another Bill Gates. You aren’t seriously considering getting back together, are you?”

			“No way. That ship has sailed.” Hailey noticed how Daisy continued to lead the conversation away from her visit. “I want to talk about you…being here,” Hailey said again.

			“Oh yes, I got sidetracked. I found Podunk on the map—”

			“And someone in town told you where I was staying,” she said, cutting her sister off before she went on another long explanation of her sleuthing skills.

			“Yup, that’s exactly what happened. I met this guy on the street. Think he might be like an attorney or something, because he told me he’d been cheated out of some award having to do with a Christmas tree competition.”

			Despite everything, Hailey smiled. She knew all about the decorated Christmas tree wars in Podunk. “The thing is,” she tried again. “I came to Podunk to be alone.”

			“At Christmas?” Daisy’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head as though she was shocked.

			“Yes, at Christmas.”

			“You know Mom had a conniption when you told her you weren’t coming for Christmas.”

			Hailey was already aware of her mother’s feelings. “Since I’m not in Tacoma with Mom and Dad, you should be,” she said, thinking that might help them deal with their disappointment.

			“They don’t want me there, I’m an embarrassment,” Daisy stated dismissively, waving her hand as if to prove her point.

			“Daisy,” Hailey cried, aghast. “That’s not true. No way are you an embarrassment. You’re quirky and fun and talented and—”

			“Maybe I don’t embarrass you,” she interrupted, “but we both know I’ve never quite fit into the family.”

			Hailey found it hard to believe her sister felt this loss of connection. “Daisy,” she said, feeling dreadful for her sister. Hailey sat down next to Daisy and took her hand in hers. “You’re wrong. It hurts me to think you’d believe something like that.”

			Daisy dismissed her words. “You might not believe it, but when I called Mom, she didn’t sound all that inviting. All she could talk about was Zach’s visit. Sorry, sis, spending Christmas with Mom and Dad wasn’t an option. I’d feel like a stranger in my own house.”

			Something was off. Hailey wondered about Daisy’s sudden interest in being with the family over the holidays. For the last several years she’d found a convenient excuse to stay away. Something had changed? She wanted to reassure her sister that she was loved, but before she could, Daisy continued.

			“I understand why you decided to spend Christmas in Podunk,” she said, “and I don’t blame you. Mom should never have invited Zach. If I were you, I would’ve escaped, too. The thing is, you shouldn’t be alone on Christmas. That’s just wrong, and that’s why I’m here,” she said, as if her arrival had solved everything.

			“Avoiding Zach isn’t the only reason I escaped. I wanted this time to compose music, relax, and enjoy the solitude.” She couldn’t be any blunter than that.

			Staring pointedly at the Christmas tree, Daisy seemed pensive. “Apparently, not all your time is spent alone.”

			“Okay, fine, Jay and I put up a tree. It was his idea. I was perfectly content to forgo anything having to do with Christmas.”

			“I find that hard to believe,” Daisy insisted. “You might say the tree was all Jay’s idea, but I know you, big sister. You couldn’t help yourself. You cheerfully went along with the idea.”

			It would be a lie to deny it.

			Giving a knowing shake of her head, Daisy continued. “You’re like Mom when it comes to Christmas. You love the holidays.”

			At one time that had been true. But that was before her breakup with Zach, before she got bogged down with her job at the high school. Christmas had been a special time with her family. In past years, when both Hailey and Daisy were in college and home on break, they’d bake cookies and candies to deliver to family and friends. Daisy would enhance the baskets, leaving Hailey and her mother to deliver the treats.

			Looking back on what had once been a season for family fun, Hailey realized the joy that surrounded the holidays had been lost about the same time she’d set her guitar aside.

			When she told Daisy she craved this time alone, it wasn’t an exaggeration. She needed music with the same desperation as she required oxygen. If she couldn’t write, she might as well shrivel up and die. The sole purpose of this time in Podunk was to kick-start the creative side of her brain. It’d been working beautifully, too. With Daisy’s arrival, that was at risk.

			“You should know, Jay’s a successful musician and he’s been helping me. I’ve felt creatively dry for far too long.”

			“A musician?” Daisy brightened and then her face fell. “I fell in love with one of those a while back. He was incredibly talented, but unfortunately, he was an irresponsible flake.”

			Oh dear. Daisy was about to go into another of her long-winded stories.

			Daisy laughed loudly. “If you can imagine, he wanted to move in with me and let me support him.”

			That was truly worth a laugh.

			Leaning toward Hailey as though this was of high interest, she said, “I want you to tell me about you and Jay, and don’t leave out any details.”

			Hailey refused to get sidetracked yet again. It was apparent her sister wasn’t going to take the hint. “Daisy, you know I love you.”

			“Of course. We’re sibs.”

			“Right. And I feel I can be direct with you.”

			“Of course.” The light in Daisy’s eyes dimmed.

			Instantly, Hailey realized her mistake. After feeling rejected by her parents, Daisy waited, her spine stiff, as if preparing herself for yet another rejection.

			Her sister raised her hand, stopping Hailey from speaking. “I understand. You want me to leave.”

			Hailey swallowed hard. Although she sincerely wanted her sister gone, she couldn’t do it. Her sister needed to know she was loved. “Of course not,” Hailey insisted, willing to sacrifice her time. Somehow, some way, she’d figure out how to work around her sister. It simply wasn’t in her to send Daisy away.

			“You don’t? You mean I can stay?”

			“Of course you can. We’ll have a Charlie Brown Christmas the way we once did, with just the two of us.”

			Instantly Daisy brightened, and she smiled. “I understand you’re here for a purpose, and I promise I’ll be quiet as a mouse. You’ll be able to sit with your guitar for as long as you want. I won’t make a peep.”

			“I’d appreciate that, but like you said, it’s Christmas. Remember how as a family we used to put jigsaw puzzles together every Christmas day? I found a few in a cupboard. We’ll start our own traditions, just you and me.”

			Daisy slouched back on the sofa as though relieved. Tears gathered in her eyes, and when she spoke her voice wobbled as if she was holding back her gratitude. “That sounds like a great idea.”

			Hailey didn’t know what had brought Daisy to her front door. Whatever it was, she suspected it had far more to do with something else than not wanting her to be alone for Christmas. Daisy was her sister, and for some unknown reason, she needed Hailey. No way would she let Daisy down. The music would come when the time was right.
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			True to her word, Daisy left Hailey alone for the remainder of the afternoon. The song she’d started writing that morning had taken shape in her mind, but when she returned to it, she was met with one mental setback after another. She couldn’t stop thinking about their earlier conversation. Daisy was hurting. Hailey hadn’t recognized it at first, concerned as she was about the intrusion. Something was definitely up with her sister. All she could do was hope Daisy would be willing to confide in her.

			Hailey found herself doing what she always did when stymied. She made herself a cup of tea, put a load of laundry in the washer, and looked through the cupboard for a snack. After wasting several minutes, she found nothing interesting as she aimlessly sought inspiration. Nothing seemed to help when her thoughts were occupied with concern for her sister.

			Two hours later, frustrated and angry with herself, Hailey gave up even trying. Noticing it was dinnertime, her stomach growled, and she realized she hadn’t eaten anything since a protein bar early that morning—plus a few handfuls of unsalted popcorn.

			Standing at the foot of the stairs, she called for Daisy. “You can come down and join me. I’m starving.”

			Her sister appeared at the top step. “You sure? I don’t want to be a bother.”

			“You aren’t a bother, you’ve never been a bother,” she said and laughed, seeking to reassure her sister that she was welcome and always would be.

			Daisy looked relieved. “Good.”

			“What did you do the rest of the afternoon?” Hailey asked. Without the internet or cell service, her sister must have been bored out of her mind.

			“This and that,” Daisy told her as she started down the stairs. “I unpacked my bag, crocheted a little, and fiddled with an idea for a macramé pattern.”

			“Are you hungry?”

			Daisy placed her hand over her stomach. “Starving.”

			“What would you like for dinner?” she asked, willing to cater to her sister’s unique dietary needs as much as possible.

			“Let me do the cooking,” Daisy was quick to suggest. She knew all too well Hailey was no whiz in the kitchen.

			“Are you still vegan, because I don’t think I’ll have what you need here.” Her sister changed her eating preferences as often as she did her relationships.

			“No worries,” Daisy was quick to reassure her. “I gave up on that a long time ago. I’m back to enjoying meat and butter. I decided I can’t live without pasta and cheese.”

			That was a relief. Knowing her sister, Hailey hadn’t expected this latest dietary decision to last long.

			“What are you in the mood for?” Daisy asked, as she ventured into the kitchen. She started opening and closing cupboard doors until she found the food pantry. “I can make us macaroni and cheese,” she said, holding out the boxed dinner.

			“Perfect.” That was about the best Hailey had to offer, and Daisy got her two favorite foods all in one processed-food offering.

			“What about a salad?” Daisy opened the refrigerator and scrounged inside, shifting items about in search of lettuce.

			“I’ll mix that,” Hailey volunteered. She’d picked up a second mixed greens kit when she’d shopped for the night she’d cooked for Jay.

			Working together, the two sisters managed to create a decent meal.

			“You know,” Daisy said as they sat across the table from each other. “All I could find in the cupboard was boxed meals. Eating all this processed food isn’t good for you.”

			Hailey knew her sister was right. The same lack of fresh foods held true in Portland. At the end of the school day, she was in no mood to attempt anything culinary.

			Some of her friends could read recipe books like they were novels. Hailey wasn’t one of them. The effort of figuring out what to make, shopping for the ingredients, then standing over the stove was beyond her, especially when her efforts so often failed. “Frozen dinners are fast and easy. I don’t have time to worry about my diet.”

			“You need to take the time,” Daisy said, chastising her. “Feed that great brain of yours, Hailey. Diet is important.”

			Hailey snickered. “You’re beginning to sound like Mom.”

			Looking aghast, Daisy dropped her fork. “Say it isn’t so.”

			Hailey burst out laughing and the two shared a smile.

			For the next several minutes they ate in companionable silence.

			“Tomorrow night you’re going to be on your own for dinner,” Hailey said. “Jay is taking me out.” Just thinking of their dinner date gave her a happy feeling.

			Daisy didn’t reveal any signs of disappointment. “You’re falling for this guy, aren’t you?”

			Hailey decided it was best not to feed her sister’s curiosity, and so she left the question unanswered.

			“I never thought my big sister would fall for a musician.”

			“I’m a musician,” Hailey reminded her.

			“Yup,” Daisy said, looking down at her plate. “You were the one in the family who got all the talent.”

			“That’s not true,” Hailey insisted, stunned that her sister would even suggest such a thing.

			“Look at me, sis,” Daisy mumbled with a soft snicker. “I’m a hot mess, and always have been. You are the golden child, while I’ve always been the black sheep of the family.”

			“Don’t say that.” Hailey wanted to wrap her arms around her sister and assure Daisy how deeply she was loved. Not until their earlier conversation had it entered her mind that her little sister would feel inferior, especially when she’d always come across as confident, if not a bit eccentric. Okay, a lot eccentric.

			“I can’t seem to find my niche. It isn’t like I can make a career out of macramé and crocheting.”

			“Have you tried?”

			“Well, yes, I regularly sell pieces at farmers’ markets and art fairs, but I don’t earn enough to support myself. I’d gratefully work at a real job if I could. I know that Mom and Dad don’t want to pay my rent for the rest of their lives. I can’t seem to hold on to employment more than a month or two, no matter how hard I try.”

			This looked to be a badly needed second heart-to-heart talk with her sister. “Do you know why that is?” Hailey had assumed Daisy’s lack of success in the business world was all due to her irresponsibility. Her sister didn’t believe in watches or keeping track of time, which was sure to be a detriment to any employer.

			“I took a test…” Daisy said, lowering her voice to that of a mere whisper.

			Hailey waited for her to continue, but when Daisy didn’t, she prompted her. “What kind of test?”

			Daisy squared her shoulders. “I’m dyslexic,” she burst out. “That’s why I always did so poorly in school and why numbers get all twisted up in my mind. I’m terrible when it comes to stuff like that, and reading, too. The words get all jumbled up in my head.”

			Stunned speechless, Hailey didn’t know what to say. “Why didn’t anyone figure that out when we were in grade school?” She was aghast that her sister had gone undiagnosed all these years.

			“The only thing I can figure is that we moved so often because of Dad’s job. I lost count of how many grade schools I attended.”

			Daisy was right. Her father had advanced quickly in his career. Each promotion had required a move. They’d bounced all over the country until finally settling in Tacoma when Hailey started junior high. Four moves in six years. It hadn’t been difficult for Hailey, as she’d always found a path because of her musical talent and love of school generally. Daisy, not so much. With every move it seemed her sister grew even more quirky.

			“Dyslexic,” Hailey repeated. It explained so much about her sister that she’d never considered. “What prompted you to take the test?”

			Daisy hesitated, as if she’d rather skip this part. “A friend suggested it may be the reason I was so bad with numbers, transposing them and making dumb mistakes.”

			“That sounds like a good friend.”

			Her sister grew uncharacteristically somber. “The best.”

			Hailey closely watched Daisy and felt there was much more to her sibling than she had realized. Intuitively, Hailey realized that feeling she had earlier about something deeply troubling her sister had to do with this friend. “What’s your friend’s name?” she asked. She’d noticed the way Daisy closed up at the question.

			After several uncomfortable moments, Daisy sniffled and set her fork aside. “Charles.”

			Although eager to hear more, Hailey patiently waited for Daisy to continue. “He says he loves me.” Tears glistened in her eyes, and she angrily swiped the moisture away from her cheek.

			“Is Charles loving you so hard to believe?”

			“Yes,” she cried. “He’s not like anyone else I’ve ever met. He’s…everything I’m not—employed, responsible—and he thinks we would be good for each other, only I know I’d mess up his life the way I’ve done my own.”

			“Daisy, oh Daisy.” Now Hailey was the one who felt like weeping. She pushed her plate aside and got up from the table, came around and hugged her sister, who was so clearly hurting. “Come sit and talk to me.”

			Daisy nodded, stood, and joined Hailey on the sofa. When she seemed reticent to continue, Hailey plied her sister with gentle questions.

			“How’d you meet Charles?” she asked.

			Daisy drew in a deep breath as though bracing herself for the conversation. “It happened this summer. He bought one of my macramé plant hangers at the farmers’ market and we had a brief conversation. About a week later, he saw me at a coffee shop and asked if he could join me. He’s really sweet, a little awkward, and funny without meaning to be.” A smile tempted her mouth and it quivered slightly. “He’s a rocket scientist and so smart I don’t know what he sees in me.” She sniffled. “I asked him, if he was deserted on an island and there was only one book he could take, what would it be?, and he said”—she paused to smile. “He said it was obvious. He’d want The Practical Guide to Boat Building. Doesn’t that tell you everything about him? Can’t you see we’re impossible together?”

			“But you continued to see him, right?”

			Daisy shrugged. “I didn’t intend to, but he returned to the market the next Saturday and bought something else, and the next week after that, too. It took him three weeks of buying my plant hangers to ask me if I ever ate lunch.” She laughed softly. “I mean, who doesn’t eat lunch? He was so cute; I couldn’t turn him down. He had his hands in his pockets and kept shuffling his feet. When I explained that I had to wait until the market closed or I sold out, you’ll never guess what he did.”

			“Tell me.”

			“He bought everything left on my table.”

			She hadn’t even met this guy and Hailey liked him already. “You went to lunch with him, then?”

			“I did, and we talked for three hours straight. He told me the minute he saw me he knew I was someone special. He didn’t think a woman as beautiful as me would ever consider going out with him. Can you imagine?”

			“Oh, Daisy, it hurts me to see you discount yourself like this.”

			Her sister smiled through her tears. “He’s so smart, and stable, and I’m the last person he needs in his life. I told him that and he kept saying I was wrong. He seems to think I’m exactly what he needs. He even took me to meet his mother.” Daisy bit her lower lip before she continued. “He tricked me into it because I’d refused earlier, certain any mother worth her salt would disapprove of me.”

			“Daisy, how can you say that?” Hailey wanted to shake some sense into her little sister. “Don’t keep me in suspense, tell me what happened.”

			“It was worse than you could have imagined.”

			Goose bumps rose on Hailey’s skin. If this woman hurt Daisy, Hailey didn’t know what she would do.

			“Charles’s mother…”

			“Yes?”

			“She loved me. She told me she’d been waiting a long time for her son to find the right woman.” Daisy cried between sobs. “She doesn’t know anything about me…and neither does Charles, not really. I explained that I live off my parents mostly, because I can’t seem to hold a job. He listened and then suggested that I might have dyslexia and found a test for me to take…That’s how I found out why I have such a hard time reading and concentrating on words.”

			He recognized what others had passed over all these years. “Charles sounds wonderful to me.”

			“That’s the problem,” Daisy insisted, fighting back tears. “I’ll ruin him, and I care too much about him to screw up his life right along with my own.”

			Hailey couldn’t help it, tears bled into her eyes that her wonderful, albeit unique, sister would think so little of herself. When she could manage to speak, she cleared her throat and said, “You broke up with him, didn’t you?”

			Daisy nodded.

			“And that’s what led you to drive to Podunk?”

			Again, her sister agreed with a quick nod. “I…I didn’t want you to spend Christmas alone, though, and I knew Charles wouldn’t know where I was hiding. Oh, Hailey!” she cried, sobbing with her hands over her face, making it difficult for her to be understood. “I broke his heart. He refused to listen, refused to believe me when I said we weren’t compatible. I told him I was leaving for Christmas and that when I returned, I didn’t want to see him again.”

			“Daisy. Why would you do that?”

			Her sister sniffled. “Charles kept shaking his head, like he refused to believe it. I never knew how painful it would be to hurt someone else this way.”

			Hailey’s arm was around her sister, and Daisy leaned against her, accepting her comfort. When her sister had first arrived, she’d put on a happy face and pretended all was well, when her world was falling apart. Hailey was convinced her sister had spent the afternoon worrying about Charles.

			“Listen, little sister, this is what you’re going to do,” Hailey said in the same voice she used to get her students’ attention. “You are going to pack your bags and drive back to…” She paused, unsure where Daisy currently resided, and silently berated herself for her judgmental attitude toward her only sibling. “Wenatchee?”

			“Salem.”

			“You’re living in Salem?” They connected infrequently, which only increased Hailey’s guilt. She’d been focused on her own life, to the point that she’d ignored her only sibling.

			“Yeah, since last February. Justin’s band got a three-month gig there, and I followed him. Stupid mistake, only that was where I met Charles…Now I think it would have been better if I hadn’t.”

			“I disagree. I have yet to meet Charles, and—”

			“You won’t meet him. I’m moving away…I’ve already told my landlord.”

			“Where?”

			“I don’t know yet, but anywhere Charles isn’t. Is there still a Peace Corps? I want to volunteer for deepest Africa and teach crochet. Better yet, the French Foreign Legion. They take women, too, right?”

			Despite the tears wavering in her eyes, Hailey laughed. This scheme sounded so like her sister. “You can check,” Hailey said, “but it’s my belief that you’re going to have a difficult time running away from love.”

			Daisy didn’t agree or disagree. “I need to, Hailey. Otherwise I’ll give in to Charles and that would ruin both our lives.”

			Hailey sincerely doubted that, but didn’t argue. Her sister needed comfort, not a lecture.
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			Hailey and Daisy stayed up late into the night, talking and laughing and, at times, crying together. For the first time since their early teen years, Hailey felt as if she had a sister. All the barriers were down, and they were able to be honest with each other. As a result, they discovered how much they shared in common, and, despite their obvious differences, how alike they were. At some point in their mid-teens a rift had grown between them that had remained until now.

			Before heading to bed, they hugged and held on to each other for several long seconds, securing their bond. Over the years, Daisy had gone through several relationships. Rarely had any lasted more than a few weeks. Hearing her sister talk about Charles convinced Hailey that this might possibly be the first time Daisy had fallen completely in love. Her sister was willing to sacrifice her own happiness for fear she would disappoint Charles or somehow drag him down. From everything Daisy had said about him, Hailey sincerely believed the brainy rocket scientist loved her sister exactly the way she was. He had no desire to change her, nor would he care about any past romantic involvements. Hailey’s one hope was that by the time Christmas was over she would be able to persuade Daisy to give up the crazy notion of joining the French Foreign Legion and return to Salem and Charles. She wouldn’t hound Daisy, knowing that had the potential to hurt her sister. Hailey intended to be subtle with her efforts.

			Hailey woke and realized it was five days before Christmas. She’d slept better than she could remember in a long while. Stretching her arms above her head, she arched her back and yawned. Eager to start her day, she tossed the covers aside and climbed out of bed. By the time she’d showered and dressed, Daisy was already in the kitchen and had coffee made and breakfast cooking.

			“Something smells good,” Hailey commented, as she took an appreciative whiff.

			“It’s my special egg dish,” Daisy said cheerfully. While on the inside her heart might be breaking, her sister refused to let it show. “It’ll be ready in a jiffy. I put it in the oven when I heard your shower going.”

			Even though she felt a renewed kinship with Daisy, she was skeptical about this egg dish. She couldn’t imagine what she had found with the limited supplies that would make a decent breakfast. “Anything unusual in the recipe I should know about?” she asked.

			Daisy placed her hands on her hips. “Don’t you trust me?”

			“Only to a certain point,” Hailey told her, half kidding and half honest. “I’d feel more comfortable if I knew what was in it.”

			“Oh ye of little faith. Nothing shocking, I promise, just a few eggs, herbs, and mounds of cheese. I can’t live without cheese. I tried, remember?”

			Herbs? That could mean a lot of things, and Hailey remained suspicious. “What kind of herbs?” Doing a mental checklist, she could recall only a few dried spices and herbs that were in the cabin when she arrived. “There isn’t much here.”

			“I brought my own,” Daisy informed her without so much as blinking. “I always travel with them.”

			Hailey hesitated. “Nothing illegal, right?”

			Daisy grinned as she shook her head. “You’re safe. I added a bit of fresh basil and oregano.”

			As it turned out, the egg frittata was scrumptious. “This is delicious,” Hailey said after she finished off the entire slice.

			“Thank you.”

			“You can make this any time you want to.” She wondered when Daisy had learned to cook like a French-trained chef. “I don’t suppose you have a recipe.” As a rule, Hailey didn’t often eat breakfast as she rushed to get out the door for school. If she ate anything, it was likely a granola or protein bar.

			“Recipe?” Daisy repeated, like it was a foreign word. “I’ve never been able to follow one. I sort of make up my own as I go along. I’ll write down what I remember. Unfortunately, it changes every time I make it, depending on what’s available.”

			“The fresh herbs made the dish.”

			“They came from my kitchen garden. I grow them myself. In the summer I sell them along with my macramé. The herbs are always the first item to sell out.”

			“If you cooked for Charles, it’s no wonder he’s in love with you.”

			Her sister’s face fell before she quickly adjusted her expression. “I…I think he enjoyed my cooking.”

			“How could he not? You won’t get an argument from me if you volunteer to cook our Christmas dinner.” The fleeting sadness that came over her sister told Hailey she would need to tread lightly when it came to any mention of Charles.

			“I’d be more than happy to cook our Christmas dinner,” Daisy said, with a spark of enthusiasm.

			Before Hailey could offer, Daisy had cleaned up the kitchen. “While you work on your song, I’ll head into town and buy the groceries we’re going to need. Which would you prefer? Turkey or roast?”

			Tradition said turkey, but this was a different kind of Christmas. “Roast, I guess. No, turkey,” she said, quickly changing her mind. “I don’t know,” she cried. “You decide. Surprise me, and it doesn’t have to be either of those choices.”

			“I make a wonderful…” She paused midsentence. “I’ll surprise you.”

			Daisy dug around the kitchen, presumably checking for ingredients for what she intended to prepare, and then with a list in hand, left the cabin, eager to give Hailey the peace and quiet time she’d requested.

			Hailey reached for her guitar and her mind went to work. Whether it was starting her day with a nutritional breakfast, getting a good night’s sleep, or clearing the air with her sister, she couldn’t tell. What she did know was that soon after Daisy left the cabin, her imagination came alive, with the notes and lyrics blossoming like a large fragrant bouquet in the sunlight. She couldn’t write the notes down fast enough. With her head and her heart full, she was eager to share her song with Jay. She could hardly wait for their dinner date that evening.

			Daisy didn’t return until lunchtime. Refusing Hailey’s offer to help, Daisy unloaded several bags of groceries from her car. “My guess is you haven’t had lunch yet.”

			“Nope.” Hailey glanced at the time and realized it was after twelve. Time evaporated when she was able to concentrate on her music. It seemed like Daisy had been gone only minutes, but she’d been away several hours.

			“I brought us broccoli cheese soup,” Daisy informed her, and pulled a plastic container from one of the bags. “I met Thelma, and when she heard that you and I are sisters, she couldn’t stop talking, except she called Jay Jethro. Is that his real name?” Her lips twitched with humor.

			Hailey had been amused herself. She’d explained the night before how they’d met. “You can imagine what I thought when Thelma told me Jethro was coming to get rid of the raccoon. The picture of some hillbilly came to mind, dressed in coveralls with straw between his teeth.”

			Daisy laughed. “Bet you were surprised. Jay’s got hunk written all over him.”

			Daisy could say that again. Every time Hailey looked at Jay, tingles of awareness shot through her. She was counting down the hours until he arrived for their dinner date. Although she’d been in town only a few days, she’d bonded with him faster than she had with anyone. It’d been less than twenty-four hours since she’d last seen him, and it felt as if part of her was missing.

			Daisy and Hailey spent the rest of the afternoon playing cards and watching Christmas movies from videos they found in a cupboard.

			An hour before the time Jay planned to collect her, Hailey was dressed and ready to go. Daisy tried to hide how miserable she was by keeping busy, flittering around the kitchen.

			“You sure you don’t mind me leaving?” Hailey asked, checking the time.

			“Of course not,” Daisy insisted, waving off her concern. “Don’t be silly. Go and have a wonderful time. I plan on baking a batch of snickerdoodle cookies, then crocheting a bit. I picked up a magazine while I was in town and want to leaf through that.”

			Hailey wasn’t fooled. Her sister planned to pack her time with tasks to keep her from thinking about Charles. Knowing how miserable Daisy was, Hailey didn’t want to bring him into the conversation, although the temptation was strong.

			Jay arrived at six, and Hailey let him in. He hugged Hailey and his eyes met hers. “Missed you today.”

			“Missed you, too.” She’d been counting down the hours until they could be together again.

			Jay turned his attention to her sister. “Daisy, merry Christmas.”

			“Thanks,” her sister said, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. The holidays would be sadly lacking for Daisy, Hailey feared.

			“Mom mentioned she met you this morning,” he said, addressing Daisy. “She wanted me to invite you both to join us for Christmas dinner.”

			Hailey shot a look at Daisy, needing some indication of her sister’s reaction. Daisy had spent the entire morning shopping for their own little dinner. Personally, Hailey would love to spend the day with Jay and his family, but she had Daisy to consider. “What a lovely invitation, only—”

			“How thoughtful,” her sister broke in. “We’d be honored. Perhaps you could join us for Christmas Eve dinner.”

			Hailey was pleased with the compromise idea. Christmas Eve with Jay and Christmas Day with his family.

			“I’d like that.” Jay’s eyes met Hailey’s, and she could see he liked the idea as much as she did.

			“My sister and her family will be joining us for Christmas, too.”

			Hailey had met Ruth, her husband, and their two children the night of the Podunk Winter Festival and had liked Ruth immediately. They were able to speak for only a few minutes, and in that short time, Hailey found Jay’s sister warm and friendly, much like the entire community of Podunk. Her two children were adorable, too.

			“You sure we won’t be imposing?” Hailey asked. After all, both she and Daisy were basically strangers.

			“My mother insisted,” Jay assured her.

			They left for town soon afterward, and Hailey talked nearly nonstop as Jay drove. It was like she’d been holding everything inside until they were together. She started off telling him about the talk she and Daisy had, but only a few of the details. Then she mentioned the jazzy, fun song that had popped into her head out of the blue and sang it for him.

			Grinning when she finished, he nodded. “Love it. Wow, Hailey, where have you been hiding yourself? You’re far too talented to hide away in some high school.”

			His praise was everything. “I feel more like myself than I have in ages,” she admitted. “I didn’t realize how much of myself, my personality, I’d hidden when I chose to ignore my dreams.”

			“Every original song you’ve played for me is full of promise. This kind of talent can’t be ignored.”

			She loved how he encouraged and strengthened her ability to believe in herself. She’d never had that in a relationship before, and realized how important it was.

			With only a few days until Christmas, the diner was hopping when they arrived. The tables were full, and chatter echoed around the room. The servers wore reindeer headbands as they sashayed among the tables, taking and delivering orders.

			“They don’t take reservations,” Jay explained, “but Lucille promised she’d make sure we got a table as soon as one became available.” He had his hand at the small of her back, and Hailey could feel his touch even through her thick coat.

			The wait for a table barely took five minutes. Hailey noticed several heads turn in their direction as they were escorted to a booth on the other side of the restaurant. A couple waved and Jay returned the gesture. A few people had their heads together, whispering. It seemed the entire diner stared at Jay and Hailey, watching their every move. Briefly she wondered what it was about, and then surmised it was because they’d been together at the festival. Besides, Jay was the town’s celebrity. Hailey heard someone whisper, “That’s the girl.”

			A woman wearing a Santa hat stopped Hailey on their way to the empty booth. “I really liked your song. I’ve played it several times.”

			Played it? How is that possible?

			The attention both embarrassed and delighted her. People enjoyed her song, and that made her heart sing. This was like a dream come true for her, although she had no clue how anyone would have been able to play it, unless there had been a video.

			In quick succession, the server arrived with menus and took their drink order.

			“So everything is settled between you and Daisy?” Jay asked, although she’d already mentioned it.

			“It’s been great. The truth is, I wasn’t happy about her visiting, but, Jay, it’s been wonderful.”

			“Hailey?” A thoughtful frown came over Jay as he set aside his menu. “There’s something you should know.”

			This didn’t sound good. “Okay.” She felt the need to hold her breath, as if she were about to sink under a deep, dark body of water.

			“Earlier today, I heard from my attorney about the settlement from the breakup of the band,” he explained. “We’re close to signing off. I don’t have all the details yet. I’ll admit I’m nervous, as I don’t know what to expect. I have a feeling it won’t be near what I deserve.”

			“That’s disappointing.”

			He agreed with a short nod. “I’ve decided to accept rather than delay this lawsuit any longer. The only ones getting rich are the attorneys.”

			Hailey had heard a similar sentiment from a few of her friends who’d filed for divorce.

			“Most important, I can’t hold out financially any longer. I’m going to need the settlement if I’m going to make a success of Cantor Music.”

			“I can only imagine how difficult this must be. I’m sorry, Jay,” she said, and stretched her arm across the table to take hold of his hand. She squeezed his fingers, and he squeezed back.

			“My attorney advised me to sign the papers as soon as they arrive, which they did this afternoon.”

			“How soon will you leave?”

			“First thing in the morning.”

			“Oh, okay.” A disappointment for sure, but understandable that he would need to settle his business affairs before he’d be able to move forward. Even from the few things he’d mentioned, she knew the outcome of this legal entanglement weighed heavy on him.

			“If all goes well, it should only take a day, two at the most. I’m planning on returning before our dinner plans for Christmas. This is one Podunk Christmas I have no intention of missing.”

			Hailey was relieved to hear that he wouldn’t be away long. “This will be my first Podunk Christmas.”

			“I hope it will be one of many,” Jay added, reaching across the table.

			She wasn’t sure what he meant, and had to assume he thought she would use this time every year to return to the Stockton cabin for a respite to write her music.

			“This has been a good time for us both,” he continued. “We’re each here for different reasons. I feel as if we were destined to meet, don’t you?”

			“I do,” she agreed. She felt more alive in this backwoods town than ever. Meeting Jay had changed everything for her in a positive way. “I’ve loved being here so much, I hate the thought of returning to Portland,” she admitted.

			Jay folded his much longer fingers around hers. “The thing is, we’ll only be three hours apart. I don’t want our relationship to end after the holidays.”

			She noticed he didn’t say personally or professionally. He hadn’t exactly stated that he wanted to produce her music, although she had gotten the notion he was interested. The assumption was, he needed the money from the settlement from the band. Either way, she wanted nothing more than for them to continue seeing each other. As Jay said, they would be a mere three hours apart.

			Hailey didn’t believe in coincidences. In her heart of hearts, she felt they were meant to meet. If they were able to work together, then all the better. More than once he’d praised her songwriting ability. Surely he must be thinking the same thing she was. She suspected any contract depended on the outcome of the settlement.

			“I don’t want our relationship to end after Christmas, either,” she said as she held his look.

			“Good.” He gave her a brief smile and seemed to relax.

			She hated the thought of him leaving, even briefly. But this settlement was important to Jay and his future.

			Their server returned to take their order.

			Hailey had barely looked at the menu. “Any suggestions?” she asked Jay.

			“You can’t beat Lucille’s chicken pot pie,” he advised her.

			A warm, golden-crusted pot pie sounded perfect to Hailey.

			“I’ll have that,” she said, glancing up at the server.

			“Me, too,” Jay added.

			The server wrote down both orders. “Those pies will be right up,” she assured them.

			“Good, because I’m hungry,” she admitted. The soup Daisy had brought home for lunch had worn off hours earlier.

			Even though Jay would be away for a short while, she would miss him and count the hours until he returned. Having him admit that he felt as strongly about her as she did about him made her heart sing.

			It seemed he was about to say more, but then their meals arrived. Any conversation after that was nearly impossible, as they were interrupted several times by folks stopping by their table, wishing them a merry Christmas.

			Twice people congratulated Hailey and she wasn’t sure why, although one woman had mentioned the song she’d sung the night of the festival.

			Hailey accepted their kind words and cast a questioning look at Jay. He smiled and nodded but ignored the query in her eyes.

			By the time the table was cleared of their dinner dishes and coffee had been delivered, a handful of additional customers had come over to compliment Hailey on her song, telling her they’d listened to it multiple times. Not knowing how that was possible, Hailey looked to Jay.

			“Is there something happening that I don’t know about?” she asked. “Why are all these people coming to the table?”

			“There is, and it’s wonderful news for you,” he said. “I should have mentioned it earlier. Forgive me for being so caught up in my own worries.”

			“It’s all right. I understand. Did someone take a video of us the night of the festival?”

			“They did, and posted it on YouTube. People are loving it, Hailey.”

			“My song?” She could hardly believe her ears. “That’s encouraging, I guess.”

			He laughed softly. “More than encouraging. You and the song have started to go viral.”

			“Oh my goodness.” She pressed the tips of her fingers against her lips, hardly able to believe what he was telling her.

			Jay grinned as if he was as delighted for her as she was surprised. “I checked before I left to collect you and was astonished. There’ve been over a hundred thousand views.”

			This was unbelievable. Immediately she reached for her phone and realized she’d left it at the house. With no cell coverage, she didn’t see any reason to carry it with her. Regret hit her even as the excitement filled her until she found it difficult to hold still. This was amazing. Unbelievable.

			“You’ll be getting a check from YouTube.”

			“You mean I’ll be paid?” This was even more astonishing. The social media channel was actually going to pay her. Who knew?

			“Any time an artist gets more than a hundred thousand hits, the media outlet pays the artist.”

			“Wow. How did I not know that?” she asked, thinking out loud. This only served to tell her how naïve she was when it came to the music business. Which immediately sent a warning signal.

			While Jay sounded pleased, his eyes said something else. Hailey knew she should question him further, but she hesitated, not wanting to ruin the moment. Jay’s thoughts were on his upcoming settlement. It would be easy to bombard him about what all this attention would mean to her and her career. She craved answers and would like nothing better than for Jay to explain the ramifications of all this. But he was understandably concerned about his own future. To trouble him about hers would be selfish and inconsiderate.

			“I’m happy for you, Hailey,” he said as he slid out of the booth and helped her on with her coat.

			Hailey wasn’t sure what any of this meant, although if she was going to collect royalties on her song, then wow. This was like walking through the middle of the best dream she’d ever had. Her head spun with the possibilities of what the future might hold for her.

			Once Jay paid the bill, they strolled around town for a time, his mood somber. He held her hand tightly in his own.

			After a few minutes of silence, Hailey suggested they head back to the cabin. As if he felt the need to end the evening on a positive note, Jay reminisced about his years on the road and his fellow band members, sharing stories of their antics. She was pleased that despite all that had transpired between Jay and the band, he could look fondly upon their time together.

			When they arrived at the cabin, another car was parked beside Daisy’s vehicle.

			“Are you expecting any more company?” he asked.

			Hailey couldn’t make out the model of the black car in the dark. Sitting up straight, she reached for Jay’s forearm. Hope and excitement mingled as she glanced toward the house. “I bet it’s Charles. He must have discovered where Daisy was hiding and has come to talk some sense into her.”

			In her eagerness, Hailey nearly jumped out of the car. Taking hold of Jay’s hand, she raced up the front steps, excited to meet the man who had turned her sister’s life around.

			Hailey threw open the front door and, with a gasp, froze.

			It wasn’t Charles who’d arrived unannounced.

			Instead, it was her parents.
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			Hailey nearly groaned aloud. Jay paused just inside the door when she did.

			Her mother’s confused gaze immediately went to Jay before she glanced back at her daughter. “Hello,” she said, looking at Jay again. “Who are you?” Julia Morgan asked, staring at him as if in shock.

			“We wanted to surprise you,” her father piped in, coming to stand next to his wife with his arm around her middle. “And what a surprise to find Daisy here as well.”

			Daisy tossed Hailey an apologetic look, silently relaying that she had nothing to do with this unexpected visit.

			“I’m Hailey’s mother,” she said, again directing the comment to Jay.

			“I’m pleased to meet you,” Jay returned, ignoring the odd vibes coming from Hailey’s mother.

			“And you are?” her mother asked.

			“Mom,” Hailey said, gently placing her hand on her mother’s forearm. “This is Jay Cantor, my friend.”

			“Your friend,” her mother repeated, as if someone had knocked the breath out of her. Her hand went to her chest. “I don’t believe you mentioned anything about having found a new…friend.”

			Thankfully, her father stepped forward and extended his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, Jay. Any friend of our daughter’s is a friend of ours.” He said this and looked pointedly at Hailey’s mother.

			The two men exchanged handshakes. “Thank you, sir,” Jay said.

			“I’m Rich, and this is my wife, Julia.”

			“Jay and I only recently met,” Hailey explained. “We were out to dinner. I’ll admit finding you here is a surprise.”

			“It was a spur-of-the-moment decision,” her father explained. His eyes shifted to his wife, letting Hailey know this had been all her mother’s doing.

			“I see,” she murmured, her heart sinking. She’d come to Podunk for solitude and her entire family had shown up. First her sister and now her parents. She wouldn’t be shocked if the George Washington High School band arrived next or, heaven forbid, Zach.

			“You say Jay is a new acquaintance.” Her mother sounded almost relieved.

			“Like I said, I met Jay shortly after I arrived,” Hailey supplied.

			“Does he know about Zach?” her mother asked in a stage whisper, as if Jay wouldn’t be able to hear when he clearly could.

			It was all Hailey could manage not to stamp her foot in frustration. Instead, she gritted her teeth and nodded. “He does. He also knows Zach is someone of no consequence in my life.”

			Hailey was about to remedy the assumption of her mother’s that she and Zach were getting back together. Before she could get the words out, Jay said, “I should be going.”

			Her mother nodded as if that was a brilliant idea.

			Hailey couldn’t blame him for wanting to leave as quickly as possible. Her mother seemed determined to bring up Zach, making it uncomfortable for everyone.

			Instead of arguing, Hailey said, “I’ll see you out.” She pretended not to notice her mother’s pleading glance asking her to stay.

			“I think your friend can find his way to the door,” she blurted out.

			Hailey glared at her mother with enough fire for the other woman to shrug and turn away. “Okay, if you insist.”

			As soon as Jay and Hailey were outside and the door was closed, she hurried to apologize. “I’m so sorry,” she said with a moan. “My mother is being obstinate. As I mentioned earlier, she’s Zach’s biggest cheerleader.”

			“No worries,” Jay said. He looked uneasy, and Hailey couldn’t blame him. Little wonder he was eager to escape. It went without saying that her mother would use every excuse under the sun to bring up Zach.

			“Zach means nothing to me,” she reiterated.

			“I know,” he said, and offered her a weak grin.

			Hailey realized a lot was hanging over his head and wished there was something she could say or do to reassure him that everything would work out the way it was meant to. His future with Cantor Music hung in the balance. It only made sense that he was preoccupied.

			“It will all work out, Jay,” she said, in an effort to put his mind at ease.

			“From your mouth to God’s ear.”

			“I hate that all these legal issues are happening so close to Christmas.”

			“Me, too,” he agreed. “I have the feeling all the guys from the band are as tired of the infighting and bickering as I am. Everything I have is tied up in Cantor Music, and what I learn in the next few days will either make or break me.”

			She hoped that by the time Jay returned, everything would be squared away and he would be on solid financial ground again.

			Jay brushed the hair away from his forehead. “I’ll let Mom know that it doesn’t look like you and Daisy will be joining us for Christmas after all,” he said, his gaze holding hers.

			Hailey’s shoulders sank with disappointment when she realized her mom and dad were in Podunk to stay for Christmas and likely beyond. How long, she couldn’t say. It seemed like everything was happening all at once. Jay’s meeting. Her parents’ arrival. The success of her song. Christmas.

			“Next year, then,” Jay said, and kissed her forehead. “Tell your parents I have dibs.”

			As lovely as that sounded, a lot could happen in a year. A girl could dream, though, and when it came to Jay, Hailey had been doing a lot of that lately.

			Jay placed his hands on her shoulders. “I’d like nothing more than to…” He hesitated with the same thoughtful frown he’d worn earlier.

			“What would you like?” she asked.

			He shook his head. “I’d like to kiss you properly, but your mother is standing guard at the window.”

			Closing her eyes, Hailey pressed her forehead against his chest. Her mother was impossible. Still, Hailey couldn’t help feeling that there was something more he’d intended to say and could only speculate what it might be.

			“I hate to leave you,” he said again, his eyes looking lost. “Unfortunately, I can’t delay this meeting.”

			“Of course you can’t.”

			“Remember what you said,” he prompted.

			She looked up at him. “What did I say?”

			He kissed the top of her head. “That everything would turn out the way it was meant to. I’m holding on to that and pray matters go in my favor.”

			She didn’t want their conversation to end and closed her eyes and groaned when she noticed her mother peeking out the window. Julia acted as if Hailey was fifteen and on her first date. How embarrassing.

			Jay climbed into his truck and made his way down the road, his headlights disappearing around the bend. Avoiding going back into the house, she waited on the porch as long as she dared before her mother came to collect her.

			When she entered the house, her mother stood in front of the fireplace as if to warm herself. “You seem to really like this new friend of yours.”

			“I do. I think you’ve forgotten I’m a grown woman and don’t need my mother standing guard over me.”

			“I know…I’m sorry. But you were out there so long and I was afraid you would catch your death of a cold.”

			That sounded too much like an excuse. Hailey was all too aware that her mother was curious and looking to find out whatever she could about Jay and how serious Hailey was about him.

			“Jay has to leave for a business trip. He should only be away a couple days. When he returns, I’ll be seeing him again and I don’t want you spying on us. Understood, Mom?”

			“Understood,” she repeated, with a hurt look.

			If Hailey was looking for support from her father and sister, she was out of luck. Both sat at the table, working on a jigsaw puzzle, the one her sister had found in one of the upstairs bedrooms. They both pretended to be absorbed in studying the pieces, which was interesting, because Daisy had never enjoyed working on puzzles before now. Well, other than Christmas Day, when it was a family tradition.

			“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” her mother said, her voice cracking.

			“I know, I know. You’d rather I was back with Zach.”

			“You’re right, I would. But as you said, you’re your own woman and the choice is yours. It’s just that…”

			“Just what?” Hailey pressed.

			“Zach and you were always so perfect together.”

			“Perhaps we were at one time, but no longer,” Hailey told her.

			“Zach made a mistake,” her mother continued. “He’s sorry and would do anything he could to make it up to you.”

			“Mom, listen, please. There’s nothing Zach can say or do that will change my mind.” Especially now that she’d met Jay, although she didn’t say as much. That would be like dropping a bomb into the middle of their conversation.

			Wanting to turn the subject away from Zach, she said, “If you wanted to surprise me for Christmas, you certainly did. I had no idea you were headed this way.”

			“We should have let you know we were coming, but we didn’t know how to reach you. I told your father we should just surprise you.”

			And what a surprise it was, Hailey mused.

			“Your father and I couldn’t bear the thought of you being alone for Christmas, so we decided to bring the holiday to you,” she announced cheerfully. “It’s a bonus to find Daisy here with you as well. Now we can have a real family Christmas.”

			“I went shopping earlier and have got Christmas dinner covered,” Daisy supplied, glancing up from the puzzle table.

			“Oh, and I brought all your favorites with us, too,” her mother added. “I baked those snowball cookies you girls both love, and an entire batch of divinity.” She clasped her hands with delight as she rambled on about the special treats she’d packed into the car, including gifts and everything she needed for her famous cornbread stuffing.

			“You won’t need to work so hard,” Daisy countered without a beat. “I’ll help.”

			“You cook?” Their mother seemed worried.

			“Daisy is an amazing chef,” Hailey cut in. “You should taste the meals she’s prepared for me the last couple days.”

			Daisy beamed her a grateful smile.

			“Well, of course, if she wants to, I’d welcome her help. I just remember as a kid she had trouble following a recipe.”

			What her mother didn’t know was that there was a good reason for her sister’s kitchen disasters.

			“I rarely use cookbooks,” Daisy said without going into a long explanation. “I cook from the heart.”

			“And everything she makes tastes like heaven,” Hailey said, going to her sister and hugging her from behind as she sat at the table.

			Taking the cue, Daisy asked, “Did you and Dad arrive hungry? I can whip up something if you are.”

			“No need,” their father supplied. “We had dinner on the road.”

			“I could certainly do with a cup of tea, though,” her mother said.

			“I’ll get it,” Hailey offered, not wanting to take Daisy away from working on the puzzle.

			Her mother followed her into the kitchen. “This really is a lovely cabin, at least from what I’ve seen of it thus far. It certainly is a long way from civilization, though.”

			That brought up the question Hailey most wanted to ask. “How did you and Dad know where to find me?” This secluded cabin had more traffic than a Macy’s department store during the holidays.

			Her mother released an exaggerated sigh. “That’s quite a long story.”

			Knowing her mother as well as she did, every explanation became a detailed dialogue. “Let’s sit down with our tea and you can tell me.” She carried both cups to the sofa in front of the fireplace.

			Once they were seated and Hailey took the first sip of the hot brew, she looked to her mother to explain.

			“It all started with Shelly Fieldmen.”

			“Who?” The name wasn’t familiar.

			Her mother shook her head dismissively. “You don’t know her. I met her ages ago. She’s in my book club and isn’t one of my favorite people, especially after this.”

			“Why’s that?”

			Her mother released an elongated sigh. “Our group met yesterday, and out of the blue, Shelly mentioned she saw your performance on YouTube. She recognized you from the family photo over the fireplace when I hosted the club meeting, and of course she recognized you by name.

			“When I found the video she mentioned, I was astonished to learn you had over a hundred thousand hits after only a couple days. Shelly said you and your song are all over the internet. Your dad and I viewed the video several times. At first, we couldn’t understand why your song, which is fun and catchy, would cause such a sensation.”

			Hailey had wondered that herself.

			“Then it was obvious,” her mother continued. “It reminded us of the true meaning of Christmas and family. In the rustic setting of a small town with the audience joining in. Fathers with their children sitting on their shoulders. Couples with their arms around each other. Snow softly drifting down outside the bright strings of lights on the gazebo. It was everyone’s picture of the perfect Christmas.”

			“We’re so proud,” her father inserted. “We always knew you had talent.”

			“Thanks, Dad.”

			“I remember when you were in grade school you were constantly making up songs,” her father continued. “Your mother and I had no idea your childish ditties would one day make you famous.”

			“I’m far from famous.” As she remembered it, her singing and made-up songs had often been an irritation to her parents. More than once, Hailey recalled both her parents asking her for a few minutes of peace and quiet so they could think.

			“It won’t be long before your name is a household word,” her father piped in proudly. “And I, for one, couldn’t be more pleased.”

			Hearing the love and pride in his voice was more validation than learning about the success of her song. Hailey had always had a close relationship with her dad. She noticed as he wiped a tear from the corner of his eye, and she felt one form in her own.

			“I don’t understand how any of this relates to you finding me,” Hailey said, drawing the conversation back to how her parents had located her.

			“Well,” her mother said, as if it should have been obvious. “When I saw the video, the banner above your head said you were at the Podunk Winter Festival. It made sense that this town was where you’d hidden yourself away.”

			“That’s when your mother decided we should come join you for the holidays,” her father added. “And that nice lady from the hair salon was happy to tell us you were staying at the Stockton cabin and give us directions.”

			“I meant to tell you how pleased and happy we are for you when you arrived, but I got distracted by that Jay fellow,” her mother said.

			Only now did Hailey realize how much that one performance had the power to impact her life. She was overwhelmed and shaken. She needed Jay to explain everything to her, and he was gone. Her lips trembled as she made her way into the kitchen.

			She leaned against the sink while she attempted to absorb what all this instant celebrity status might mean.

			“Hailey?” Daisy joined her. “Are you all right?”

			“No,” she admitted, not anywhere close to being calm and controlled. “I feel as if my entire world has been turned upside down and I have no idea what will happen next.”

			Daisy squeezed her arm. “You don’t need to do anything now. Take one day at a time.”

			“I wish Jay didn’t have to leave.”

			“He’ll be back soon and will advise you. He’s someone you can trust, right?”

			Hailey nodded. “Yes. Definitely.”

			“Then wait until he returns and the two of you can sort this out together.” What Daisy said made sense.

			Their mother joined them in the kitchen. “What are you girls chatting about?” she asked.

			“We’re talking about Christmas,” Hailey said quickly, before Daisy had a chance to speak.

			“Yes, our first real family Christmas in ages.” Her mother’s voice rose with happiness. “I can’t remember the last time we were all together like this.”

			“It’s wonderful that we’re all here,” Daisy agreed. She gave Hailey’s arm a comfortable, reassuring squeeze.

			“I couldn’t be happier.” Her mother sighed as if their being together was a dream come true. “The only thing that would make it better is if you and Zach—”

			“Mom!” Both Hailey and Daisy cried in unison.

			“Sorry. Sorry,” her mother said, and raised both hands as if surrendering.

			Why her mother would continue to hope for a reconciliation was beyond Hailey. She was as stubborn as Zach, thinking a few words would convince her to give him another chance.

			Sighing as though saddened, her mother’s eyes pleaded with her. “I’d so hoped—”

			“Mom,” Hailey said in warning. “Don’t go there.”

			“I know, I know,” her mother continued. “It’s just that your father and I—”

			“Leave me out of this,” her father intervened, raising his hand. “Julia, give it a rest. You’re pushing way too hard.”

			“You’re right,” she said, and sounded sincere. “I’m just finding it hard to let go of Zach and you as a couple.”

			“Try harder. It’s not going to happen.”

			The sound of a car door closing broke into their conversation.

			Hailey’s eyes flew to her mother. All this talk about Zach suddenly made sense. It couldn’t be, could it? No, please. Say it isn’t so. Hailey had to know, even when she realized she wasn’t going to like the answer.

			“You told Zach where to find me, didn’t you?”

			Her mother’s guilty look said it all.
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			Sure enough, just as Hailey suspected, Zach Gibson stood on her front porch, his arms loaded with beautifully wrapped presents.

			“Merry Christmas,” he called out, as if he were Santa himself and had dropped by on his way from the North Pole.

			Stepping aside, Hailey reluctantly let him into the cabin. Her mother stood to one side, looking uncomfortable and apologetic. Both her father and Daisy completely ignored his arrival.

			“Ho, ho, ho,” Zach called out, and went directly to the Christmas tree and set down the gifts. “Hailey.” He turned to her, his eyes bright and smiling. “You’re even more beautiful than I remember.”

			“Hello, Zach,” she mumbled without enthusiasm. Whether he was incapable of reading the room or he chose to ignore her complete lack of welcome, Hailey couldn’t say.

			“Oh—you’re…here,” her mother said, as she nervously rubbed her palms together. “And in time for Christmas.”

			“Perfect. Just perfect,” Hailey mumbled under her breath. Her entire holiday had gone from bad to worse in a matter of only an hour. All she needed now was for the raccoon to break through the hole under the sink and for bats to tangle in her hair.

			“And you brought gifts with you.” Her mother continued to make the best of an uncomfortable situation. “I imagine you’re hungry after your long drive. I’ll get you a cup of tea and a snack.”

			“Zach doesn’t drink tea,” Hailey said, speaking from experience.

			“I will today,” he said, winking at Hailey.

			Although tempting, Hailey resisted rolling her eyes.

			“Coffee, then,” her mother said. “I’ll make myself another cup of tea. Although I shouldn’t. When I drink tea this late in the evening, I don’t sleep a wink.”

			Daisy joined their mother in the kitchen and their father escaped by heading upstairs. That left Hailey alone with Zach and she was thankful. She planned to send him on his way at the earliest convenience.

			“Listen, Zach, I think it would be best if you—”

			“Hailey, I’d hoped—”

			They both spoke at once. Zach still didn’t get the picture. She hated to be blunt but felt she had no choice. It appeared that was the only way to get the message through to him.

			“Can I go first?” he asked, grabbing hold of her hand, his gaze imploring.

			He would take the lead whether she wanted him to or not. “If you insist,” she said, and jerked her hand free of his hold.

			“You have no idea how much it means to me to finally see you in person. For us to talk face-to-face.” His gaze bore into hers until she forced herself to look away. He still didn’t take the hint. “I wasn’t exaggerating when I said you’re even more beautiful than ever.”

			“Stop.” She raised her hand as if swearing before a court. “You aren’t going to win me over with flattery.” Or anything else, for that matter.

			His face folded into a pout of disappointment as they sat next to each other on the couch. “Everything I have to say is the God’s honest truth,” he insisted. “Can we talk, really talk, and clear the air? Just the two of us?”

			Hailey hesitated and gestured toward the kitchen, where her mother and sister were no doubt listening.

			His gaze followed hers. “I realize your entire family is here and that might make you a bit uneasy,” Zach said. “I’ll explain that you and I need a few minutes alone.”

			“Don’t, please. There’s nothing you can say that is going to change the way I feel. We were over three years ago.”

			The hurt-little-boy look was back. Despite her resolve, it went against her nature to be cruel. “Zach, you aren’t hearing me. We. Are. Over. I can’t be any more direct than that. I know you don’t want to hear that, and I’m sorry you’re disappointed, but we can’t go back.”

			“Is there someone else?”

			She nodded. She wasn’t sure where her relationship with Jay would land beyond Christmas. She wanted to believe the times they’d shared were as meaningful to him as they’d been to her. He’d hinted that they were, but nothing had been definite.

			Zach sat up, straightening his shoulders as if this was the best news he’d heard in a decade. “Despite that, I have to believe there’s hope.”

			Her shoulders sagged in defeat. She had no idea Zach could be so dense. It was as if he hadn’t heard a word she’d said.

			“What if we connect later…say, after the New Year, sometime in January. That will give you time to think about the fun times we shared and how good we were together.” His gaze pleaded with her.

			Briefly closing her eyes, Hailey wanted nothing more than for this to be over. She longed to bury her face in her pillow and scream with frustration.

			Her lack of response seemed to encourage Zach. “Say you will. Give me something to hang on to through the holidays.”

			“Zach, please, don’t. It’s over.”

			As if he hadn’t heard, he continued. His face lit up with a smile. “I saw the video of you singing at that town festival,” he rushed to tell her, “and you were simply wonderful, and before you think I want back in your life because of that, then you need to remember that I reached out long before you became an overnight sensation.”

			“My feelings, or lack of, have nothing to do with that video,” she said. Her mistake, she realized, was answering that first text message and every one that followed. He seemed to take her polite but abrupt responses as encouragement. Even now it felt as if he’d convinced himself he would eventually wear her down, despite everything she’d said.

			“You sounded really good, Hailey.”

			“But I don’t have the talent to make it big, right?” She couldn’t resist, although it was petty of her. Still, it felt good to remind him of the things he’d said. Zach had never understood that a singing career wasn’t her passion. The only thing she’d ever wanted was to create music for others to enjoy.

			“I was wrong, Hailey, so wrong,” Zach admitted, his gaze locking with hers as if to show his sincerity. “I’d hoped you’d be able to find it in your heart to forgive me for the horrible things I said. I don’t know what came over me. I was afraid of what it would mean for us as a couple, I guess, and selfish, too.”

			“I forgave you a long time ago.” And she had, she sincerely had. Even though she’d struggled to put his caustic words out of her mind.

			Her mother appeared then with a mug of coffee. “I brought the sugar bowl,” she said, handing it to Zach.

			“Thank you,” he said, accepting the coffee. He set it down on the side table next to the couch and refused the sugar. “I gave up sugar in my coffee a while ago,” he said, and patted his flat stomach. “I need to watch those extra calories.”

			Zach had always been overly proud of his physique. He’d spent more time in the gym than he did in the classroom while in college.

			Before Julia could leave, Zach felt the need to brag. “I still work out five days a week.”

			“Yes, well, it shows. I’ll leave you two to talk now.”

			Her mother returned to the kitchen, but Hailey had no doubt she was intent on listening to every word of Hailey and Zach’s conversation. It must have required hard restraint on her part not to race into the room and act as a verbal referee.

			“Getting back to you and me,” Zach said after he sipped the coffee.

			Her mother’s face appeared from around the kitchen corner. “You should tell Hailey what you told me.”

			“Mom!” Hailey cried.

			“Sorry, sorry,” her mother said, and disappeared out of sight.

			Apparently, her father had been eavesdropping on their conversation as well, and had heard enough, appearing at the top of the stairs. “Julia, we’ve had a long day and a long drive. It’s time we went to bed.”

			“Bed, this early?” her mother protested, clearly not interested. “It’s barely nine.”

			“Bed,” Hailey’s father returned with conviction. It was the same voice he’d used when Hailey was a teen more eager to play her guitar than call it a night. From experience, she knew it would do her mother no good to argue.

			Moving slowly, as if resenting his dictatorial attitude, her mother stepped out of the kitchen and headed toward the stairs.

			“Good night, everyone,” she said, dragging her feet up the first step and then the next.

			“Daisy,” her father called out. “Don’t you have something to do in your room?”

			Her sister left the kitchen and looked at Hailey, seeking confirmation.

			If anyone was to remain, Hailey wanted it to be Daisy. “She can work on the puzzle if she’d like,” Hailey inserted, happy to have her sister close at hand.

			Her father nodded and then took her mother by the elbow as they disappeared upstairs.

			Zach waited until both of her parents were out of sight before he spoke again. He turned to face Hailey, focusing solely on her. He leaned forward as if to emphasize his point. “You have to believe me when I say that ever since we parted, I haven’t stopped thinking about you.”

			“Really?” Interesting, since she hadn’t heard a single word from him in all that time. Yup, she’d been foremost in his mind. Not. Hailey knew every word he said was a bunch of bull.

			That left her to wonder about his sudden change of heart. Something must have happened. Mulling this over, she nibbled on her lower lip, mentally seeking an explanation.

			“Why now?” she asked, hoping he’d be honest, especially after all this time.

			He ignored the question and crooned, “I regret every minute away from you.”

			That was when she figured it out. She smiled and gave a soft laugh. Someone had dumped him. Zach had been on the receiving end of a painful rejection.

			Her smile appeared to encourage him. Nearly doubling over, he leaned even closer to her and said, “I made a huge mistake when I ended our relationship. All I want is to ask for a second chance.”

			“Zach,” she said, holding his look.

			“Yes, my love,” he all but purred.

			“I’m not your love.” She needed to set the record straight for the umpteenth time. She had no idea Zach could be so obtuse.

			“Yes, I realize that. I’m hoping you will give me a chance to make up for the terrible things I said so we can start again.”

			“There’s something you should know.”

			He sat back and reached for her hand. She waved it away, preferring that he not touch her.

			“Yes? You can share anything,” he assured her, as if she was about to make some deep, dark confession.

			She looked him straight in the eyes and said, “I could always tell when you were lying.”

			“You think I’m lying?” he asked, as though affronted.

			“No doubt in my mind. It’s validating to know you have regrets. Something’s happened for you to experience this sudden change of heart, and I’m fairly certain I know what. If you want me to say it, I will. However, I’d rather you owned up to the truth now and give up on all this less-than-heartfelt remorse.”

			“You’re wrong,” he insisted. “I couldn’t be more sincere if I tried.”

			“Zach?” she said, and arched her brows. “I think I see your nose growing.”

			He leaned back against the sofa and exhaled loudly. “All right, if you must know, I recently broke up with someone after nearly three years.”

			Wait a minute…

			“Three years,” she repeated slowly. That meant Zach had lost no time in going from breaking her heart to dating someone else. “Anyone I might know?” she asked, her suspicions escalating.

			“No,” he said, far too fast to be believable.

			Hailey took a few seconds to think about who his recent ex-girlfriend might be. She was enjoying this. “Come on, Zach, confess. Was it Janey White?”

			He scoffed. “Hardly.”

			“Lilly Wilson.”

			“No, stop. You don’t know her.”

			“Another lie.” She waved her index finger at him. “Come on, own up and tell me who she is.”

			“Stop it,” he snapped. “All right, if you insist on knowing, it was Kate Mulligan.”

			“Kate?” Now, that was a shock. Kate had been a friend of Hailey’s. Zach had adamantly disliked her. Because of his attitude, in the last year of college the two friends had grown apart. “When did you two get together?” Highly amused, she couldn’t keep the grin off her face.

			Zach’s mouth narrowed. “Why do you find this entertaining?” he demanded.

			“Seriously, Zach, you claimed Kate was a drama queen and completely self-absorbed.” Now that Hailey thought about it, they were a perfect match.

			“She is,” he huffed. “Nothing’s changed. After being with her I realized what a mistake I made when I called it off with you. I came here to make things right. That’s all I want.”

			“Zach, listen,” she said, growing serious now. “I’m sorry about you and Kate. It’s difficult to lose someone you assumed was your soulmate.” She should know. When they broke up, she hadn’t been herself for months.

			He lowered his eyes, bowed his head, and exhaled slowly. Clearly, Kate had deeply hurt him. Hailey didn’t need to read his body language to see that he was in a lot of emotional pain.

			Because she felt bad for him, her words were filled with warmth and kindness when she continued. “I’m sorry this happened to you. It hurts. But looking to recapture what we once shared is a lost cause.” She didn’t feel the need to say anything more.

			Zach released a long sigh and seemed to accept her decision. “You’ve found someone else,” he said. “Is it the guy who was in the video with you? I should have known from the way you looked at each other that there was something brewing between you two.” He released a slow breath. “Tell me about him.”

			Hailey shook her head. “We’ve only just begun seeing each other. There’s not much to tell.”

			“All right,” he said, although he sounded disappointed. It was as though if he had more information about Jay, he could figure out his competition in case the relationship fell through. He reached for his coffee and stared into it for a long moment, as if seeking how best to proceed now. “I’ve made a fool of myself, haven’t I?”

			“Not entirely. It was good for us to clear the air.”

			He snickered softly, as if he found it difficult to believe her. “I’ll leave in the morning to spend Christmas with my parents. Did you know Jazmine is married now and pregnant?” he told her, mentioning his sister.

			Hailey had always liked Zach’s younger sister. “You’ll make a wonderful uncle.”

			“I plan on it,” he said, grinning sheepishly.

			Arriving as he did, Hailey wondered if he’d found accommodations. “Do you have somewhere to stay for the night?”

			“Not yet. After I spoke to your mother, I headed out first thing and didn’t stop until I got here.”

			“There’s an extra bedroom upstairs if you don’t mind sleeping in what must have been the grandkids’ room.”

			“Bunk beds?”

			“You got it.” Grandma Stockton would be pleased to learn how well utilized the cabin had been over the holidays.

			He chuckled. “As they say, any port in a storm.”

			Hailey went upstairs with him and made sure he was comfortable before heading back to join her sister.

			Daisy waited for her. “You handled that a lot better than I would have,” she told Hailey.

			Her mother silently crept down the stairs. “Hailey,” she whispered, glancing behind her shoulder, as if afraid she was being heard. “I apologize. When I saw the video, I was excited, and then Zach phoned and before I could stop myself, I mentioned you were in Podunk. I had no idea he would head this way himself.”

			“It’s fine, Mom. I understand. Zach is leaving first thing in the morning.”

			Her mother nodded. “That’s for the best. I muddled in where I didn’t belong. Your father set me straight, and he’s right. I hope you can look past my interfering ways.”

			“Of course, Mom. All you wanted was for me to be happy.”

			“And supply her with grandchildren,” Daisy added.

			Their mother reddened with the truth. “Maybe one day one of you will give me grandchildren to spoil. No pressure, though.”

			Hailey and Daisy exchanged looks. No pregnancies were in either of their foreseeable futures.

			Julia shook her head. “I don’t understand young people these days. When I was your age, I was married and pregnant. I should be a grandmother several times over by now. But no, neither one of my daughters seems to care about having children.”

			“Sorry to be such a disappointment, Mom.” Hailey shared a smile with her sister.

			“Me, too,” Daisy added.

			With her hand on the railing, their mother paused halfway up the staircase. “A lot of women don’t bother getting married these days. Maybe one of you should consider becoming a baby mama.”

			Hailey and Daisy waited until their mother had disappeared before they turned to face each other.

			“A baby mama?” Daisy repeated, aghast.

			“I guess that tells you how desperate she is for grandchildren,” Hailey said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Hailey slept like a baby, knowing that the situation between her and Zach had been resolved. She woke with the memory of the success of her song and a happy sensation washed over her. This had been her dream—to compose songs that would entertain and bless others. Catchy tunes that lifted spirits and offered hope.

			Jay had insinuated that this could be the start of something big for her. She hoped they would be working together at some point. That was her dream. The possibility meant more to her than all the social media hits. He hadn’t mentioned writing up a contract, and she understood why. He needed to know where he stood financially with the settlement before he could move forward with Cantor Music. He’d told her earlier that everything he had was invested in the start-up of his production company.

			By the time Hailey stumbled out of bed, Zach had left for Seattle. Like her, he wasn’t interested in any further good-byes. Everything that needed to be discussed had been said the night before.

			Walking into the kitchen to make her coffee, she found her mother sitting at the dining room table, leafing through the magazine Daisy had purchased earlier.

			“Zach left at the crack of dawn,” she said. “I guess he wanted to get an early start. He wished us all a merry Christmas and asked me to tell you he hopes your new relationship works out the way you deserve. He said he wants only the best for you.”

			“That was sweet of him.”

			“It’s best that he’s gone. It would have been an awkward Christmas with him here.”

			Hailey couldn’t agree more.

			“It’s going to be a good day,” Hailey’s father said as he sat down next to his wife, a coffee mug in hand. “ ’Tis the season of joy.”

			“Dad’s right,” Daisy said, looking to Hailey and rolling her eyes. “We’re all together and it’s Christmas. I feel like I did when Hailey and I were little, waiting impatiently for morning so we could open our presents.”

			Daisy was putting on a good front. Hailey knew that inside, her sister was depressed and miserable. She seemed determined to hide it from their parents, unwilling to put a damper on the holidays with her own problems.

			“Has anyone thought about breakfast?” her father asked. “I’m starving.”

			“It’s in the oven and will be ready in a few minutes,” Daisy said. She reached for a pair of oven mitts and opened the door to check her dish.

			“I’ll set the table,” Hailey offered. “What did you stir up for us this morning?”

			“Muffins,” Daisy said, as she withdrew them from the oven. “With fresh fruit and yogurt.”

			Hailey couldn’t remember eating this well in months. Her sister was a marvel in the kitchen and was quickly spoiling her. Hailey would find it hard to return to granola and protein bars once she got back to Portland.

			Everyone gathered around the table as Daisy brought in their meal. Hailey enjoyed the yogurt and fruit while the muffins cooled. Her first bite was like a taste of heaven. “These are fabulous.”

			“Morning glory muffins,” Daisy said. “They were some of…” She paused and swallowed hard, causing both of her parents to pause. “My favorites,” Daisy continued.

			Hailey knew her sister was thinking about Charles and reached under the table to squeeze Daisy’s knee, letting her know she understood and sympathized.

			After the meal, their father carted in several armloads of chopped wood and built up the fire, warming the house as their mother began clearing the table. “I’ll do the dishes. Remember what your father told you girls growing up. Those who cook shouldn’t have to wash the dishes.”

			“You cook, Mom. Does Dad clean the kitchen when you’re finished now that us girls are out of the house?”

			Their mother chuckled. “Hardly. He quickly forgot ever suggesting such a thing.”

			Hailey and Daisy finished clearing the table.

			“You remember Cord Kitchen, don’t you?” Julia said as Hailey set the dirty plates in the kitchen sink.

			“Sort of,” Hailey said, as her mother loaded the dishwasher.

			“I do,” Daisy piped in, subtly shaking her head to let Hailey know Cord Kitchen was a zero, not a hero. “Does he still live with his mother?”

			“Okay, maybe not Cord,” Julia said with an exasperated sigh. “Why do I get the feeling that you girls have no interest in marriage?”

			“You’re wrong. I would love a husband and family,” Hailey informed her mom. “The thing is, I’d prefer to find him on my own.”

			Her mother pretended not to hear. “I have several friends with single sons. A few are divorced, of course. Nevertheless, they would make wonderful husbands if you’d like an introduction.”

			“No, thanks,” Hailey said, wanting to set the record straight right away.

			“Sorry, Mom,” Daisy said, sharing a smile with Hailey.

			Their mother’s sigh revealed her disappointment. “All right. I guess I’ll have to leave you both to find your own husbands.”

			That was the best news Hailey had heard in a long time. Sitting around the house wondering what had happened with Jay made Hailey anxious to the point that she found it difficult to hold still. Nothing seemed to interest her for long. She worked on the jigsaw puzzle and wasn’t able to locate a single piece. Next, she attempted to read and couldn’t get past the first page of a book by her favorite author.

			Their mother put in a DVD to watch a Christmas movie and settled in front of the television. It was a film Hailey had always enjoyed, but even that didn’t hold her attention for more than a few minutes. She needed to know what had happened with Jay.

			Because she had no cell service, he couldn’t call to tell her, she reasoned. If he had any news, he would have connected with his mother, though.

			Finally, when she couldn’t stand it any longer, she decided to drive into town and talk to Thelma to see if she had heard from Jay. He had tried to hide how anxious he was about this meeting. Hailey hadn’t been fooled. Everything that was important to him hung in the balance. The need to know made it impossible for her to remain in the cabin any longer.

			“I’m heading into town,” Hailey announced, surprising her mother.

			Everyone looked up and froze, startled by the vehemence with which she spoke. Before her family could question this sudden desire to drive into Podunk, Hailey had her coat and purse and was out the door.

			On the drive into town, she fretted, eager for any news and hoping it had been good. She hoped Jay would be able to return soon. She wanted little more than to spend Christmas with him. How quickly he had become close to her heart. It felt as if she’d been waiting for him her entire life.

			When she arrived in town, she hardly remembered the drive. Luck was with her, and she was able to park in front of the Cantor Store. The first thing she did was turn on her phone to check for messages and texts, in case Jay had reached out earlier.

			Nothing. Disappointment swept through her like a flash flood. This waiting was hard; she could only imagine how his mother must feel, not knowing herself.

			Unless she already did.

			Hailey walked through the sliding glass doors and immediately looked toward the cash register. That was where she’d always found Thelma on previous visits.

			Only Thelma wasn’t there.

			A young woman strolled past wearing a Cantor apron. “Excuse me, do you know where Thelma is?” Hailey asked.

			“Not at the moment. Probably on Yukon Lane by now.”

			Hailey frowned. “I’m sorry?”

			“Thelma is out with a couple other business owners, delivering charity baskets.”

			“Oh. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

			The woman shook her head. “Maybe another hour or so. Do you want me to tell her you stopped by?”

			“No, it’s fine. I’ll go next door and order a cup of coffee, and if she isn’t back when I’m finished, I’ll try another time.”

			“Okay. Good to see you. I wanted you to know my kids love your Christmas song. They’ve played it on their tablets a dozen times.”

			Hailey smiled, enthused to know that her simple song had brought others a small bit of Christmas spirit.

			“Oh, and someone was by a few minutes ago, wanting to know if I knew where you were staying.”

			“They were looking for me?”

			She nodded and reached inside her pocket and withdrew a business card. “He gave me this, even when I said I wasn’t at liberty to give out that information. He looked rather anxious to talk to you.”

			Hailey was stumped. She had no idea who this person might be. The name was completely unfamiliar. Leaving the store, she glanced at the business card a second time and stopped cold in her tracks. Listed below Daniel Stamper’s name and phone number was his occupation.

			Music producer.

			With her hand trembling, she walked into Lucille’s Diner. Several booths were available. The breakfast rush was over, and it wasn’t yet time for lunch. She slid into the one closest to the window to keep an eye out for Thelma’s return. When the server wearing the nametag identifying her as Nancy arrived, Hailey asked for coffee.

			“We’ve still got one serving of the blueberry sour cream waffles, if you’re interested.”

			As tempting as it sounded, Hailey was still full from her breakfast. “No, thanks, just coffee.”

			Nancy left and then returned with the glass pot. She turned over the beige mug and filled it to the brim.

			“Thanks,” Hailey said, as she stared down into the dark liquid. Her mind whirled as she ran her finger over the business card. The producer had traveled all the way from Los Angeles to find her. She wasn’t sure if she should contact him.

			The door to the diner opened and a distinguished-looking man in a suit and overcoat sauntered inside. His gaze went to Nancy, who nodded in Hailey’s direction. Without a pause, he headed to where she sat.

			“Hailey Morgan?”

			“Yes?”

			He smiled, and without an invitation, slid into the booth across from her. “You’re a hard woman to find.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			He extended his hand and introduced himself. “Daniel Stamper. I’m here about your song.”

			“My song? The Christmas one?” That much should be obvious. Hailey was too stunned to think clearly.

			“You’ve created quite an internet sensation, young lady.”

			All this was new to Hailey. She’d only learned about the success of her song the day before.

			“My family is in Bend for the holidays. We escape the big city every year with the kids,” he said conversationally. “A little family getaway for some quality time together. My kids are getting close to college age, so I don’t imagine we’ll have many more of the mini-vacations.”

			Hailey sat silently, unsure if she was expected to say anything or not.

			“My older son, Tommy, well, he prefers to be called Tom these days, was the one who discovered your video. That kid has a phone in his hand like it’s glued there. For once I didn’t mind. When I watched you and saw how many views you’d gotten in such a short time, I knew I needed to reach out. Especially when you were relatively close. Never been to Podunk before, but I have to say it’s a friendly town. Folks were helpful. Met quite a few people when I was asking about you. I stopped off at the attorney’s office, and he said the best place to get any information was at the store on the corner. Never been in a grocery store quite like that—one-stop shopping. They give a whole new definition to the word department store.”

			Hailey smiled; she’d had much the same thought on her first visit.

			“So,” he said, leaning back. “Tell me about yourself, Hailey.”

			She blinked, still in something of a daze. A music producer had taken time away from his family to seek her out. “What would you like to know?”

			“How long have you been composing music?”

			She smiled. “All my life. It’s who I am.”

			“What have you sold?”

			She mentioned the few sales she’d accumulated over the years. It wasn’t anything to brag about. Her lack of any real success didn’t appear to faze him, though. He asked her about her profession and seemed pleased when she mentioned she was the assistant band director at the high school.

			“Are you currently working with anyone in regard to producing your songs?” he asked.

			She nodded. “Jay Cantor…from Cantor Music.”

			Daniel sat up straighter and nodded. “Has he signed you to a contract?”

			“Not yet.” She felt certain that Jay would, once he got what he needed from the settlement.

			“I know Jay. Heard of him, I should say. I didn’t realize he’d started his own production company.” He frowned, as if matters weren’t adding up in his mind. “If you’re working with Jay, then…”

			“He’s waiting on funding,” she said, and regretted it as soon as the words left her mouth.

			“Ah, that explains it.” He reached inside his pocket and withdrew a business card. “I’d like to work with you, Hailey. As you can see, I come from a well-established production company. We work with some of the biggest stars in the industry.” He mentioned a few names that caused her heart rate to accelerate to an alarming speed.

			“We are always on the lookout for fresh talent. We would love to work with you.”

			Hailey hardly knew what to say. This had to be a dream. She was afraid she’d wake up any minute and find out meeting Daniel Stamper had been a figment of her overactive imagination.

			“What about…Jay?”

			He paused and looked her straight in the eye. “I realize you must feel a certain loyalty to Jay, and you should. It’s a testament to your character that you do. All I’m saying is that my firm can offer you far more in the way of marketing than Jay ever could, especially at this point in his career. Your songs would be performed by some of the biggest artists in the business. The choice is yours, of course. Keep my card and get in touch after the holidays and we’ll talk.”

			Hailey accepted the business card and sat completely speechless as Daniel Stamper slid out of the booth and walked out of the diner.
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			Hailey reached for her coffee and grimaced when she found it lukewarm. Her hands shook as she set the mug back down on the table. She found it hard to focus as her mind whirled with the possibilities of what had been offered to her. She sat, staring blankly out the window, trying to absorb what had happened. Nancy returned with the coffeepot. “Would you like me to warm that up for you, sweetie?”

			Hailey looked up at her blankly before she realized what Nancy was asking. “Sure,” she said, and slid her mug across the table. “Thanks.”

			The friendly server leaned forward as if to share a secret. “I hope you didn’t mind that I told him earlier that you frequently stopped by the diner.”

			“No…That’s fine.” Although it was an exaggeration. Hailey had been to the café a few times, but it wasn’t like it had become a regular hangout.

			“Someone else was asking about you this morning as well.” She glanced over her shoulder as if she expected someone to be eavesdropping. “You know, since that video went viral.”

			Hailey felt like a doe caught in the headlights of an oncoming long-haul truck.

			“Don’t worry, we were all instructed not to give out any of your information. Even when that couple claiming to be your parents stopped by. My lips were sealed.” She pantomimed zipping her mouth closed.

			Her parents had gotten the directions to the Stockton cabin from Elizabeth at the hair salon.

			“The reason I even mention it is because of the man sitting in the booth over there. He’s the one who’s been asking.”

			“Him?” Hailey nodded toward a man. He looked to be around her own age, disheveled and depressed. He hung his head and stared into his coffee as though he didn’t have a friend in the world.

			“Yup.”

			Hailey continued to study him, as if she might have met him at one time or another. She shook her head, convinced he wasn’t anyone she’d ever met.

			“He said he desperately needed to talk to you. I quizzed him if he was family. He was honest enough to tell me you didn’t know him personally.”

			Hailey had no idea who this guy was. “Weird,” she added under her breath. She continued to study him. The poor fellow certainly looked down.

			Is it possible?

			Could it be?

			It didn’t seem conceivable that this stranger might be Charles. Daisy’s rocket scientist.

			Nancy mentioned that he was desperate to talk to her. At first Hailey had assumed it was someone else who’d come to talk to her about the video. For Daisy’s sake, she needed to find out.

			Hailey climbed out of the booth and walked directly across the diner to where he sat. On closer inspection, he resembled an absent-minded professor, or better yet, a rocket scientist. Convinced now that he was her sister’s Charles, she claimed the seat across from him.

			“By chance is your name Charles?” she asked.

			Startled, he looked up and nodded. “Are you…Daisy’s sister?”

			“I am.”

			His eyes brightened, and he smiled as if seeing her was a Christmas miracle. “I’ve been asking all over town, hoping to find you. Daisy told me all about you, and when I saw the YouTube video, I noticed it was in Podunk. I’ve been desperate to find her. Do you know where she might be?”

			“I do. She’s with me.”

			He reached for his hat. “Will you take me to her? Please. I need to see her, convince her how much I love and need her.”

			Hailey had every intention of making that happen. “Slow down, cowboy.”

			His eyes pleaded with her. “I don’t know that I can. Daisy broke up with me and said she doesn’t love me, and our relationship was a mistake, but I don’t believe her. Not for a minute. I knew her parents lived in Tacoma, so I drove there first. A neighbor told me they’d left for the holidays. I didn’t know where else she could be until I came across that video of you in Podunk.”

			“How did you even know where to find where our parents live?”

			He grinned as if that was easy. “One can find almost anything on the internet. I knew your dad was a pharmaceutical salesman, now retired. That was all the information required to track him down.”

			Her sister was right; this guy was clever. “Daisy mentioned you have a great brain.”

			He sat up straighter and his smile grew. “She mentioned me?”

			“Oh yes, she told me all about you. You were right not to listen to her. I’m pretty confident she’s head over heels in love with you.”

			“Then why…”

			“Your guess is as good as mine. I think Daisy is afraid with all your differences that you’ll grow tired of her.”

			“Never,” he insisted. “The minute I saw her at that farmers’ market, I knew. She was so bright and friendly; people were naturally drawn to her. She’s like the sun warming everyone around her with her smile. She mesmerized me. It took me a week to gather up the courage to even approach her. I was afraid I’d be too tongue-tied to speak.”

			“Daisy is her own person, and some people might find her quirky.”

			“Quirky,” he repeated, as if he’d never heard the word before. “That’s ridiculous. I realize she’s a bit different than some women, but that’s what makes Daisy who she is. I love her for being herself.”

			“Daisy is special, and it takes a rare man to recognize how truly wonderful she is.”

			For a moment it looked like Charles was about to tear up. “Do you think Daisy will be willing to see me?”

			“We need to leave that decision up to my sister.” Although Hailey believed that once her sister saw Charles, she wouldn’t be able to resist him or the love he offered.

			He nodded. “Okay, I understand. I’ll do anything to persuade her to give me a chance. I love her. I want to marry her, if she’ll have me. My mother loves her, too, and wants grandchildren one day.”

			Hailey couldn’t help it, she started to giggle.

			The smile left Charles’s face. “What’s wrong? Am I rushing things…I do that when I get excited.”

			“No, I was thinking that your mother and our mother are going to become the very best of friends.”

			“Your mother knows mine?”

			“Not yet. Never mind.”

			“But…”

			“I’m parked outside. But before I take you to Daisy, I need to talk to someone first.”

			“Sure, no problem. I’ll wait here, no matter how long it takes.”

			Hailey patted his hand and stepped outside the diner. A quick check inside the store and she learned Thelma hadn’t returned. Although this was a last resort, Hailey dug into her purse for her phone. She hadn’t heard it ding, indicating she had a message, but then she’d been preoccupied with meeting Daniel Stamper.

			For a long moment she debated if she should contact Jay or not, afraid she might be interrupting the meeting or his negotiations. Unwilling to wait, she pressed the numbers that would connect to him. An eternity passed before he answered.

			“Hailey?”

			“Is this a bad time?” she rushed to ask. “If you’re busy now, we can connect later.”

			“The meeting has already happened,” he said.

			From his tone alone Hailey could tell the outcome had been a major disappointment. “What happened?” she asked, although she had a fair idea the news hadn’t been good.

			“Wasn’t it you who said the attorneys are the only winners in situations like this?”

			“No, I think you were the one to say that.”

			“I should have listened to myself,” he mumbled.

			“Are you going to be okay?” Her heart automatically went out to him. So much of his future was wrapped up in the outcome of these proceedings.

			“I’ll survive and so will Cantor Music.”

			Her relief was instantaneous. “That’s great news.”

			“I shouldn’t have burdened you with any of this,” he said, and sounded regretful.

			“When will you be back?” she asked, eager for his return.

			His hesitation told her he wasn’t coming back even before he said the words.

			“I’m staying in Seattle,” he said. “I’m sorry to disappoint you. I’m disappointed myself. Unfortunately, I’m needed here for the time being. I have several important decisions to make, and being in Podunk is too much of a distraction.”

			“But it’s Christmas, or it will be in a couple days.” She remembered he’d mentioned he’d promised his mother he would be with his family after being absent several years running.

			Hailey feared she was one of those distractions he didn’t need. “You can’t stay in Seattle by yourself,” she whispered, her words escaping before she could think better of letting him see how disappointed she was. On his behalf and on her own.

			“Listen, I hate to disappoint you—disappoint everyone—but I need to be by myself to think things through.”

			“Okay, I understand. Before you go, can I ask you something? Something important.”

			“Of course.” His tone softened.

			She inhaled. “Have you ever heard of Daniel Stamper?”

			His response was immediate. “He’s a major L.A. producer. He’s one of the biggest in the business. Why?”

			Hailey bit her lower lip. “He sought me out. His family is spending Christmas in Bend and he came to Podunk to find me.”

			“Did he offer to sign you?”

			She nodded, even knowing Jay wouldn’t be able to see her.

			“Hailey?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then take him up on his offer. This is big, Hailey. You should accept and count your blessings.”

			“But I thought…I’d hoped.”

			“I know what you’re thinking, and that’s no longer feasible. Stamper is better able to take you much further than I can, especially now.”

			“I don’t care, it’s you—”

			“Don’t be naïve,” Jay charged, cutting her off. “This is your dream. Your future. Don’t throw away this opportunity on some misguided sense of loyalty to me. Do it, Hailey, or regret it for the rest of your life. I’m sorry, but it needs to be this way.”

			The phone clicked before she could protest, and Hailey was left standing in the middle of the sidewalk in Podunk, Oregon, feeling as if she’d lost something more precious than a wildly successful career in music.
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			It took several minutes for Hailey to compose herself enough to return to the diner and collect Charles.

			The minute she walked in the door, he was on his feet and ready for the opportunity to convince Daisy to come back to him.

			Despite all that had taken place in her own crazy, mixed-up life, Hailey knew this was the one thing she could do for her sister. She was convinced that once Daisy saw Charles, she wouldn’t be able to continue with the lie that she didn’t love him.

			As if he couldn’t get to Daisy fast enough, Charles practically rode Hailey’s bumper as she drove back to the cabin. When they arrived, he seemed ready to storm straight into the house like the leader of a SWAT team.

			“Hold on,” she said, stopping him at the top of the steps by tossing out both arms.

			He halted abruptly, as if he had no idea what she was doing.

			“We were going to give Daisy the chance to make the decision to see you or not, remember?”

			He answered with a reluctant nod of his head. “Okay, I’ll wait here. You should know that if Daisy claims she doesn’t want to see me, I intend to remain outside until she agrees, even if it means I freeze to death. If I can’t have her in my life, then I…” He paused, and his shoulders sagged. “She lied. I know she did. She loves me as much as I love her. Please convince her to give me another chance.”

			The poor guy had it bad. “I’ll go inside and talk to her. You stay here, understand?” He had that lost-puppy look before he agreed with a brief nod. Hailey saw how difficult it was for him to wait, and loved him for his devotion to Daisy. “I understand. I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

			He stepped away from the door and kept out of sight, nervously pacing on the porch, whispering to himself. He seemed to have prepared a speech he planned on giving Daisy.

			Hailey entered the house and found her sister busy in the kitchen, putting together the ingredients for homemade pasta fagioli, one of Hailey’s favorite soups.

			It was a good thing her parents were occupied upstairs, as they were sure to be curious about this unknown visitor.

			Hailey walked into the kitchen. “I ran into someone while in town. A friend of yours who has been desperate to find you. It’s Charles, and he’s here.”

			Daisy stilled, her spoon poised over the soup pot. “Charles is here? In Podunk?”

			“He’s outside on the porch. I told him you had to agree to see him before he could come into the house.” Her sister slowly set down the spoon, and tears immediately flooded her eyes. Then, without a pause, she demanded, “Send him away.”

			“I can do that, if this is what you truly want. You should know that he claims he’ll remain on the porch until you hear him out, even if it means he’ll freeze to death.”

			Daisy covered her mouth with both hands.

			“He’s been on a search to find you ever since you left,” Hailey continued. “He’s miserable without you, and frankly, even though you try to hide it, you’re just as miserable without him. The choice is yours, Daisy. I’ll do whatever it is you want me to do.”

			Swallowing hard, Daisy locked eyes with Hailey as if she were cast adrift and unsure what to do. After a moment, she dried her hands on the apron, then decided to remove it entirely before heading to the front door. She barely had it open when Charles all but charged into the cabin. Before her sister could utter a single word, Charles had her in his arms, holding her against him, as though he intended to never let her go.

			“Don’t say a word,” he insisted. “I want to do the talking this time.”

			“Ah…” Daisy appeared too taken aback to speak, anyway.

			Charles drew in a deep breath. “I love you, Daisy Morgan, and I hope you love me, because I want to marry you.”

			Her sister remained stock-still and seemed to be stunned into silence.

			“She loves you,” Hailey felt obliged to assure him.

			Charles stared intently at Daisy. “Do you?”

			With tears brightening her eyes, Daisy nodded. “But…I’m not smart like you. I’m terrible at math, and can’t spell worth a hill of beans, and never have been able to hold down a job for more than a couple months…I’m useless, and…”

			“Do you think any of that matters to me?” he cried in protest. “I wouldn’t change a hair on your head. Stay exactly as you are. You’re my sun and moon and earth and everything in between. If you turn me away, I won’t ever be the same, because I need you in my life. You make me happy…I’ve always been too serious and something of an oddball, but when I’m with you, I feel like I’m on top of the world and nothing can stop me.”

			Hailey had the impression this was probably the longest speech of Charles’s life.

			He paused as if he didn’t know what more to say, then knelt on one knee in front of her. “Will you marry me? Please.”

			Daisy’s hands gripped his shoulders as if his proposal had completely knocked her off-balance.

			“Daisy?” Hailey urged her sister to respond.

			Daisy turned her attention to her sister, as though seeking her advice.

			“I can’t make the decision for you,” Hailey told her sister.

			Charles remained on his knee and gazed lovingly up at her. “Do you really mean it?” Daisy asked, returning her attention to Charles. “You honestly love me and want me to be your wife?”

			It was all Hailey could do to keep from shouting: He means it!

			“If you’re sure,” Daisy said, grinning broadly, with tears shining in her eyes, “then yes, I’ll marry you.”

			Charles leaped to his feet and wrapped Daisy in his arms. He kissed her as if it had taken every restraint he possessed to have waited as long as he had.

			Their mother came halfway down the stairs to find Daisy and Charles absorbed in each other, oblivious to anything going on around them.

			With one hand on the railing and another on her hip, she demanded, “Exactly who is that young man, and what is he doing kissing our Daisy?”

			“That man,” Hailey informed her mother, “is about to become your son-in-law.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“My son-in-law?” Hailey’s mother repeated. “He wants to marry our Daisy?” Her hands flew to her mouth and then to her heart. “Welcome, welcome. Oh my goodness, I don’t even know your name.”

			With his arm around Daisy’s waist, Charles nodded politely and said, “I’m Charles, Mrs. Morgan. Charles Moody.”

			“I’m Julia, and that’s my husband, Rich,” her mother said, nodding toward where Hailey’s father stood, directly behind Julia.

			“We couldn’t be more pleased. Daisy, Daisy, my sweet Daisy.” Her mother hugged Daisy and sniffled with tears of joy. “This is the most wonderful Christmas present of my life.”

			“Young man,” Rich said, stepping forward. “Do you love our daughter?”

			“Rich,” Julia protested, hanging on to her husband’s arm as if to pull him away before he ruined everything. “Charles proposed, didn’t he? Clearly he loves Daisy.”

			“Charles?” Rich insisted. “I’d like to hear it from you.”

			“I love Daisy more than words could express. She’s the sun around which my world rotates. The woman I would never be worthy enough to have as my wife. That she returns my feelings makes me weak with gratitude.”

			“That’s beautiful,” Julia said, as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “Just beautiful.”

			Satisfied, Rich nodded. “Then you have my blessing to marry Daisy.”

			Charles reached out his hand and the two exchanged hearty handshakes.

			Hailey was overjoyed for her sister. Seeing Daisy this happy thrilled her. Charles: solid, mature, and intelligent, like Mensa smart, was the perfect complement to her sister’s eccentricity. The two balanced each other out beautifully.

			“We must start planning the wedding,” her mother cried, as if the thought had only now occurred to her. She sounded panicked. “The first thing we need to do is choose the date. No, no, we need to find the venue first. We might be too late for anything this summer. I suppose we can wait until next fall or even winter if we must. A Christmas wedding would be perfect. I know an excellent photographer. She did the photos for—”

			“Mom,” Daisy cut in, sharing a look with her fiancé. “Charles and I would like to get married without a lot of fuss.”

			“Okay. We’ll limit the guest list to three hundred.”

			“Mom,” Daisy said and groaned, exasperated. She seemed helplessly lost and looked to Hailey for help.

			“Let’s decide all these details after Christmas, when Daisy and Charles have had a chance to make these sorts of decisions,” Hailey suggested.

			“Yes, please,” Daisy reiterated.

			Their mother sighed and then nodded. “Of course, if you insist.”

			From her tone, Hailey could see their mother was keen on setting every detail about the wedding into place that very day.

			Then she added, as though she felt it was necessary that the couple understand the situation, “Just as long as you realize the choices of dates may be limited with the delay. Booking the right venue is key to the perfect wedding.”

			Hailey couldn’t believe their mother was determined to get the ball rolling even before Charles had the opportunity to slip the engagement ring on her sister’s finger. She shouldn’t be surprised. This was the moment her mother had lived for—well, other than bragging about her grandchildren.

			Despite her promise, their mother continued talking about the wedding plans throughout the remainder of the day. It was the main topic of conversation over dinner. Charles and Daisy barely seemed to hear, as they only had eyes for each other.

			

			—

			Hailey spent another sleepless night reviewing the details from the day. She missed Jay, and her heart hurt knowing he wasn’t returning to Podunk. Her world was in a tailspin. Jay made it clear he expected her to sign with Stamper. As naïve as she was about contracts and the business side of the music industry overall, she didn’t feel confident signing anything, no matter what Jay advised. He was the expert and, most important, someone she trusted. She needed his advice. It didn’t surprise her that he insisted she take the opportunity given her. At the same time, she wondered if Jay had been thinking clearly. It discouraged her how willing he was to pass her along to someone else, as if their relationship, their ability to work together, meant little to nothing. If he felt he was being noble, then he was wrong. Jay had gotten hit with bad news and Hailey was convinced he’d made a hasty decision. He hadn’t considered the advantages of them working together as a team, which would be a dream come true for her.

			Her trust and faith was in Jay. Not some stranger she briefly met on a fluke.

			“That’s impossible,” Hailey heard her mother moaning from the upstairs hallway. Julia continued with her complaint as she came down the staircase. Hailey’s dad followed behind her.

			“Rich, be reasonable. We couldn’t possibly do a proper wedding for a measly ten thousand dollars.”

			“Ten thousand dollars for the wedding dinner? Are you out of your mind?”

			Hailey’s mother continued to argue. “Rich, please. You’re being completely unreasonable.”

			“I’m the one being unreasonable?” he cried while scratching his head. “In the name of heaven, what are you intending to feed these people? Gold-plated Alaskan king crab legs?”

			Needing to escape before she got caught up in the argument, Hailey reached for her coat and headed outside. A walk would do her a world of good and help her clear her head. More than once, she pulled Daniel Stamper’s business card from her pocket and examined it again. This was the opportunity of a lifetime and not one that would likely be repeated. Jay had insisted that if she passed up this opportunity, she’d regret it for the rest of her life. Hailey had to admit she was tempted to take Jay’s advice. At the same time, she felt a sense of loss that she wouldn’t be working with Jay. It was as if they could read each other’s minds.

			Signing with Stamper simply didn’t feel right, no matter how many times she reviewed her options. This supposed overnight success had happened because of Jay. He was the one who’d basically discovered and encouraged her. As for the Christmas song, he’d helped her compose the bridge between the verses. Everything that had happened was a result of having met him.

			And yet he’d urged her to sign with a company that he thought would be far more advantageous to her. He’d gone so far as to claim that her loyalty to him was misguided. Maybe it was. Perhaps he was right and she should go with a bigger, established producer.

			The decision weighed heavily on her heart.

			Her mother was on the porch waiting for her when Hailey returned from her walk. “Is everything all right?” she asked, and linked her arm around Hailey’s elbow. “You’ve been preoccupied and quiet ever since you returned from town.”

			Hailey was surprised her mother had noticed, especially with Daisy and Charles’s wedding on her mind. It was all she’d talked about from the moment she heard the news of the engagement.

			Hailey offered her a smile, unwilling to bring her family in on this decision. This was one she needed to make on her own.

			“Everything is good, Mom. I promise.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Positive,” Hailey assured her, and forced a smile.

			“You’re happy for Daisy, right?”

			Hailey nearly laughed. “Mom, I’m ecstatic for Daisy. Charles is perfect for her. Just perfect.”

			“I’m happy, too,” her mother said with a delighted lift to her voice. “Knowing my daughter has found her soulmate is the best possible Christmas gift I could ever receive.”

			Hailey placed her hand over her mother’s. From the first time she’d sat down with Jay and played a duet, she’d felt like she’d found her own soulmate.

			The easy way he’d handed her off to someone else made her wonder if he’d felt any of that special connection she had.
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			On Christmas morning, Hailey and her family gathered around the Charlie Bown Christmas tree that Hailey had decorated with paper snowflakes and popcorn strings. The tree she’d decorated with Jay.

			“I swear this is the best Christmas of my life,” her mother declared, holding a cup of coffee as they each took turns unwrapping gifts. The majority of the packages around the tree were ones Zach had delivered. Hailey would say one thing for her ex. He had excellent taste. Seeing that most of the tags were made out to her, Hailey freely shared the unopened presents with her sister.

			Not forgetting her parents, Zach had brought gifts for them as well as for Hailey. Her mother was overjoyed with a Christmas cookbook and her father got a gift certificate for the local golf course. The first gift from him that Hailey opened was a long, sexy silk nightgown. After peeking inside the box, she immediately passed it along to her sister. Daisy would enjoy it far more than she ever would. Daisy opened the box and blushed. Sitting next to her, Charles viewed the contents and grinned broadly.

			The cookies and candy her parents supplied were brought out for all to enjoy. While Daisy set to work in the kitchen with their mother, Charles and her father found a chessboard and were deeply involved in a game. Watching the two of them strategize each move, Hailey couldn’t help but feel Charles was more of an expert player than he let on.

			By far and away, it was a good Christmas. Hailey avoided thinking about Daniel Stamper and Jay as best she could. When Daisy and her mother finished getting the rib roast in the oven, the family gathered around the fireplace.

			“Hailey, grab your guitar,” her father suggested. “This is an old-fashioned kind of Christmas. We should all sing a few carols and then Hailey can perform her special song for us.”

			“What a wonderful idea,” her mother agreed cheerfully. The news about Daisy and Charles had put her parents in the best of moods. Hailey didn’t know what budget her parents had reached when it came to Daisy’s wedding. Whatever the amount, both seemed content. It was good to know they had reached a compromise.

			Sitting by the fireplace with the flames gently waltzing around the logs behind her, Hailey played a few chords on her guitar and started with one of her all-time favorites: “Silent Night.”

			She was soon joined by her family and Charles. She played all the classics, and some of the concerns and uneasiness she’d carried with her since the short conversation with Jay eased. Her shoulders relaxed and she gave herself over to the music. It had always been her escape, the one thing that could absorb the tension from the unknown. In music she found peace, and that was something she badly needed this Christmas.

			While her family’s voices faded after the last song, Hailey looked over at the ones she cherished and loved most and felt complete clarity of mind. She knew exactly what she needed to do.

			Setting aside her guitar, she stood and faced her parents. “Mom, Dad, I hope you’ll forgive me, but I need to leave.”

			“Leave?” her mother protested. “We have yet to eat dinner.”

			“Hailey?” Daisy’s eyes rounded with concern.

			“I need to talk to someone,” she said, as if it was perfectly normal. Her family stared wide-eyed at her as if she’d lost her mind.

			“Where in the love of heaven are you headed?” her father asked with a note of censure.

			Hailey loved him all the more that he didn’t question the unexpected suddenness of this decision.

			“To Seattle.”

			“Seattle,” the entire room echoed.

			“I need to find and talk to Jay.” It was a crazy idea, completely nonsensical, and yet Hailey knew this was exactly what she needed to do. Waiting a moment longer was impossible. She didn’t want to work with some huge conglomerate. If anyone was going to produce her music, she wanted it to be Cantor Music.

			Her mother looked more confused than ever. “Is he the young man you were with the night your father and I arrived?”

			Hailey smiled. “Yes, that was Jay.”

			“But, Hailey,” her sister protested, “the day’s already more than half gone. Wouldn’t it be better to wait until morning and head out then?”

			Her sister had a point; this was a ridiculous idea. “Perhaps,” she reluctantly agreed. However, now that she had made her decision, the urgency to speak to Jay made it impossible to remain where she was. Talking some sense into him burned like a fire in her belly.

			“Do you even know his Seattle address?” Daisy asked.

			“No,” Hailey hedged, beginning to realize her sister’s concerns were valid. “I’ll need to ask Thelma.”

			“It wouldn’t be right to interrupt the Cantor family Christmas for an address,” her mother pointed out.

			“I doubt Thelma would mind,” Daisy inserted. “Before you and Dad arrived, Jay’s mother had invited us to join them for Christmas Day.”

			“How thoughtful of her,” Julia said. “But if you’re heading into town and have a phone number, couldn’t you connect with Jay without leaving in the middle of Christmas?” She darted a look at Daisy, who was sitting next to Charles. “Do you know what this is all about?”

			Daisy shrugged and shook her head. “I haven’t got a clue.”

			The idea of reaching Jay with a simple call had already occurred to Hailey. That made far more sense than rushing off with no real plan in mind. But from his abrupt dismissal in their earlier conversation, Hailey doubted he’d pick up. She was positive the best way to convince Jay she knew what she was doing would be to talk this out with him face-to-face.

			“You’re right,” Hailey agreed. “I’ll wait until morning and leave at first light.”

			Her mother frowned. “I do hope you know what you’re doing.”

			Hailey did, too.

			A restless half-hour later, Hailey decided to make the trek into town and at least try to reach Jay.

			“I’ll go with you,” Daisy offered.

			“Thanks, but I’d rather do this myself.” She hated keeping her family in the dark, but for now that was best. This was her decision, and input from her family had the potential to cloud her determination. She was convinced they would steer her toward a bigger agency with a well-established record of success.

			The five-mile drive into Podunk seemed to take forever. As soon as she had cell coverage, she pulled over and reached for her phone. As she suspected would happen, Jay didn’t answer. Pressing her head against the steering wheel, she sighed with frustration.

			She hated that he assumed he was being noble, giving her the opportunity to sign with a bigger producer. Hailey disagreed. She wanted to work with Jay and no one else.

			Sitting inside her car, she knew what she had to do. While she would rather not disturb the Cantor family on Christmas, she needed their help so she could find Jay.

			Standing in front of the door, she rang the bell and waited.

			Thelma greeted her with a wide smile. “I hoped you’d show,” she said, as she took Hailey by the arm and led her into the family room.

			Thelma had hoped? Surely she knew Hailey and Daisy would be spending Christmas with their parents. Jay said he’d updated his mother on their plans for Christmas.

			Jay’s sister, Ruth, and her two children and husband were absorbed in playing a board game. Their laughter drifted through the living room. When Hailey entered, Ruth looked up and smiled. “Welcome, welcome,” she greeted, as if she’d expected to see Hailey. “I told Mom you’d show up sooner or later.”

			What is going on? Hailey wondered.

			Just then Jay walked out of the kitchen. His eyes widened when he saw her and he nearly dropped the plate in his hand. “Hailey. What are you doing here?”

			She swallowed as emotion made her chest swell. “It looks like I’m saving myself a trip to Seattle,” she managed. “What are you doing here? I thought you said you weren’t coming back to Podunk.”

			Thelma stood next to her son with her hands braced against her hips. “My son promised me he’d spend Christmas with us this year, and no way was I letting him off the hook. A promise is a promise,” she explained. “If I taught this boy anything, it’s keeping his word. He put up a fuss, but in the end I reminded him that a Cantor word is solid.”

			“I arrived late last night,” Jay explained. “I intended to—”

			“I’m not signing with the Stamper Agency,” Hailey interrupted emphatically, unable to keep the words inside her a second longer. “And nothing you have to say will convince me otherwise. If I can’t work with you, then…”

			“Tell her,” Thelma insisted, breaking.

			Jay went silent.

			“Jay?”

			“Oh, for the love of heaven.” With irritation coating her words, Thelma blurted out, “My son wants nothing more than to offer you a contract.”

			“You do?” Hailey asked, her heart melting a little.

			Jay nodded. “But—”

			“Accepted,” Hailey countered before he could argue.

			He frowned as if he remained torn as to what was best for Hailey’s career. “You’re sure this is what you want?”

			Hailey rolled her eyes and looked toward his mother. “Is he always this obstinate?”

			“Yup. Guess you know what you’re getting yourself in for if you hang with Jay.”

			“I guess I do,” she confirmed.

			His smile was huge. “Seeing that you know what you’re doing, then who am I to put up a fuss? I want what is best for you. You’re talented, Hailey, far and away more than you realize. The last thing I want is to hold you back. I fully expected you to go with Stamper, and the thing is you probably should, but that wouldn’t change the way I feel about you. About us.” Holding her gaze, Jay collected Hailey in his arms and soundly kissed her.

			His arms were tight around her, bringing her close, as if he needed her more than the air he breathed. “What you don’t know is that I’m falling in love with you,” Jay continued. “Rarely have I met anyone so in tune with my heart. Almost from the moment we met, I had this feeling. Like everything that’s happened in the last couple years, the breakup of the band, establishing my production company…All of it has led to one thing. Meeting you.”

			Hailey felt the same things, and as nuts as it sounded, she was falling for him, too. “The Podunk Winter Festival, the jam sessions, the ride on the snowmobile were the most fun I’ve had in years…some of the best experiences. And they were all shared with you.” Hailey inhaled the smoky scent of him, wrapped in his warmth. This was exactly where she wanted to be, where she needed to be.

			“We’re going to make beautiful music together,” she whispered. Stepping onto the tips of her toes, she kissed him. “And I think we should start with a Christmas duet.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Despite their mothers’ protests, Daisy and Charles were married on the ocean beach early in June on a warm, breezy day. Daisy wore a beautiful dress she crocheted herself and insisted on not wearing shoes. Charles stood proud and tall, with tears glistening in his eyes. He held Daisy’s hands in his own as they exchanged vows. Daisy wasn’t the only one fighting back emotion.

			Hailey struggled to contain her own tears as she stood next to her sister. Daisy beamed with a profound sense of joy as she gave her life to Charles. The wind tousled her sister’s carefully braided hair and the scent of the sea wafted around the young couple. No one could doubt their love for each other.

			With her heart full, Hailey’s gaze connected with Jay’s, who stood next to her parents. Julia had been terribly disappointed when Daisy insisted on a beach wedding. Her one hope seemed to rest on Hailey and Jay. Up until this point, they’d both been more involved in building his business and her songwriting career than any future plans.

			With her teaching contract filled, Hailey got a small apartment in Seattle and concentrated on what she was born to do, and that was compose music. Most days she was in the studio with Jay. She found it hard to believe how her life could change so dramatically in such a short time. Jay worked hard to promote her music and was approached by Carrie Underwood’s team about the Christmas song. The wildly popular singer was also interested in several of Hailey’s other compositions and agreed to work with Jay’s production company. This was the break Jay had been waiting for that set him on the road to attracting other big-name artists.

			Before Hailey realized it, the holidays were upon her again. Her parents invited Thelma to join Hailey and Jay for Christmas with them. Knowing how bustling Podunk was during the holiday season, Hailey was surprised when Thelma agreed. Jay offered to collect her, but Thelma, being fiercely independent, insisted on driving herself. She arrived early Christmas Eve day. Hailey was pleased to see her.

			The three drove to her parents’ Tacoma home for dinner that evening. After dinner, they all gathered in the family room before leaving for Christmas Eve service at the church.

			“Well,” Thelma said, directing the comment to her son. “Get on with it.”

			“On with it?” Hailey asked, unable to understand.

			“Mom, all in good time.”

			“Seems like a perfectly good time to me. Right, Julia?”

			“None better,” Hailey’s mother agreed, grinning from ear to ear. Frowning, Hailey glanced toward Jay. To her amazement, he stood and then knelt down on one knee in front of her.

			“I’m not an intuitive man, Hailey. It’s not anything I’ve experienced in my life, and yet the first day I saw you with that guitar in your hand, my heart knew.”

			His words warmed her because she’d experienced much the same feeling. Meeting Jay had changed the entire course of her life. He and the work they did together was the dream she’d never dared to hope would come true.

			“A chill went through me that day,” he continued, “and for a moment it felt as if my heart had stopped beating. I don’t have the words to explain it. I could write a dozen songs and they would never be able to express how deeply you’ve impacted my life.”

			And her life, too, but he didn’t give Hailey a chance to speak before he continued.

			“That immediate sense of knowing you were the woman I’d been waiting my entire adult life to meet hit me like running into a brick wall. My heart and my head collided, and in that instant, I realized the woman sitting in that cabin was destined to be my soulmate.” Hailey’s heart was so full she felt it was about to burst.

			“I stared at you for the longest moment and was completely and utterly speechless. Then later, when I learned the video had gone viral, I understood every major production company would be seeking you out. I was certain I didn’t stand a chance. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you. Losing you personally. That you chose to sign with me is a gift I will never forget. I thank God every day that you chose to work with me.”

			“How could I not, when you already owned my heart?”

			“You’ve owned mine for far longer. I want to marry you, Hailey. I’m asking you to be my wife, for us to write music together for the rest of our lives.”

			Like Jay, she’d known soon after their meeting that her heart belonged to him and always would.

			He removed the diamond ring from his pocket, and even before she could agree, he reached for her hand. “What do you say?”

			“Y-e-s,” she’d nearly shouted, too excited to hold back her happiness.

			Her mother sobbed and Thelma handed her a tissue before reaching for one herself. “It took you long enough,” she said, and sniffled, pretending it was a winter cold.

			Hailey’s mother wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “This is the best Christmas ever.”

			Hailey had to agree as she tossed her arms around Jay’s neck and kissed him, letting him know without saying the words that she would be honored to be his wife, his soulmate, his partner, through all the days of their life. They were lost in each other, and it was her mother who brought them back to the present.

			“Listen, you two, I’ve been doing some thinking,” her mother said, tossing the tissue aside. “We are going to need all of the next year to properly plan this wedding.”

			Hailey should have known her mother would leap on this proposal, ready to tackle every detail. “Mom, I’ve been engaged less than five minutes.”

			Her mother ignored her. “A Christmas wedding would be perfect, don’t you agree, Thelma?”

			“Whatever they want,” Thelma said, grinning.

			“Mom,” Hailey said, wanting to stop her before she went on a tangent. “Jay and I will set the date soon, I promise.”

			“Christmas would be perfect.” Not waiting for them to answer, she continued. “Leave it to me,” her mother said. “I know the exact location that would be perfect. We’ll decorate with poinsettias and the wedding colors will be red and white and—”

			“Mom,” Hailey protested again. Only this time Jay stopped her. “That sounds perfect, Julia. I can’t think of a better season for Hailey and I to marry than Christmas.”

			“See,” her mother chirped. “I always knew you were the perfect husband for our Hailey. Leave everything to me.”

			And so they did.
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