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Chapter One
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“THERE HE IS AGAIN. I tell you Tori, that dude is checking you out.” Adam turned to look at the closing elevator doors.

“What do you think of this?” Tori stood back to admire the Christmas stockings hanging on the faux mantel that topped the faux fireplace. Below the stockings, a fire crackled merrily, thanks to Adam’s amazing illustration skills. More than once she’d been tempted to hold out her hands, expecting to feel the heat.

He rose from a crouched position, stretched, and walked over to where she’d hung the last stocking. “Looks good,” he said, adjusting one of the candy canes. “Just like we planned.” He grinned down at her. “When you first suggested the Night Before Christmas for the theme of this display I thought it was corny, but you were right. It works for this spot.”

The underground shopping area beneath one of Victoria’s downtown high rises held two high profile children’s wear stores and a large toy store. The display was already attracting the attention of busy shoppers.

“Did you hear what I said?” Adam nudged her. “I’ve seen that suit several times now. He’s definitely into you.”

“What are you talking about?” Tori shoved back a loose strand of hair and shot him a frustrated look. “Your imagination is working overtime.”

“Not this time.” His tone made Tori stop. Adam’s wild imagination was what had made him such a successful street artist. She silently blessed her friend Mack every day for finding him and bringing him to her when television exposure had brought her more work than she could possibly handle. She was considering offering Adam a partnership so he would stay, but in the meantime they were working flat out to keep up with the demand for Christmas displays and murals.

Adam gave her a steady, no-nonsense look and prickles of apprehension danced up her spine. “Why?” She glanced around the mall. “Why would he be interested in me? I don’t get it.”

“Hello.” Adam dragged the word out. “Have you looked in the mirror lately? For beginners, you’re a hot chick.”

“I am not!” she snapped, then instantly regretted her tone. “Sorry Adam, it’s just that the idea of someone checking me out makes me uncomfortable. What made you notice him, anyway?”

Something dark flickered in his eyes, but only for a moment. “A couple of years living on the street will do that. You get so you’re aware of everyone.”

“Yes, I suppose you would.” She nodded her understanding. The elevator doors opened and a group of people exited. “But what makes you think this man is interested in me?”

“Because he comes down that escalator,” he pointed to the escalators which connected the underground mall to the lobby, “and then he goes up in the elevator.” He cocked his head to one side. “Now why would he do that?”

“I don’t know. Does he look disreputable?”

Adam laughed. “Hardly. One of his suits would feed a small third world country for a month.”

Tori gave him an affectionate swat on the arm. “Like you would know.”

He gave her a superior smile. “I know these things.” He glanced at his watch. “Let’s get back to work. If we hustle, we can finish this today.”

* * *
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AS TORI WORKED TO COMPLETE the display, her gaze drifted frequently to the down escalator. It unnerved her to think that some unknown man had been observing her and yet at the same time a thrill of excitement had her heart beating a little faster. It was unlike her to step outside of her comfortable buttoned-down persona, but so much had happened recently she’d started to look at the world through a new set of lenses.

For starters, she’d started her own display company. Her timing had been excellent and business had expanded so rapidly she’d taken on Adam as an assistant knowing very little about him other than the fact that he was well-known and admired among Victoria’s street artists.

Shortly after that, her friend Mack had found love with a wonderful man and now spent half her time in Calgary. While she was happy for her friend, she missed having someone to talk to. When had her life narrowed down to Mack, her work and the remnants of her family?

Her sister Melanie, now eighteen, was understandably spreading her wings. Her father travelled extensively and was rarely home. Her mother suffered from depression that left her vague and unfocused. She couldn’t remember the last time her mother had expressed an interest in anything outside the home... or inside, except for tending the plants in her sunroom. Clarissa Stanley spent her days reading and re-reading the same books, and sitting in front of the television set with the sound turned down so low it was barely audible. Her mother’s two sisters lived their own lives. Aunt Heather was still single and lived in Vancouver. She hadn’t been to visit in ten years. Aunt Sheila lived in Australia with her husband and visited like clockwork once a year. During Sheila’s visits her mother showed signs of life, but once her sister left, Clarissa Stanley slipped back into depression.

Tori shouldn’t be surprised that she’d recently found herself wondering about the choices she’d made. They’d seemed like the right thing to do at the time...

“Hey Tori.” Adam’s voice shook her out of her reverie. She’d forgotten he was there and looked up to see him looking at her with a curious expression. Seven years her junior, he was remarkably perceptive, and a gentle soul at heart. “I was thinking about that guy and I got to wondering. Why don’t you have a boyfriend?”

Adam’s question startled her. “Are you a mind reader?” she blurted out. “I was just thinking about that.”

“Care to share?”

This conversation was veering off into uncharted territory and Tori wasn’t sure she wanted to continue. Yet she had nothing to hide, and it would feel good to talk about it. She took a deep breath.

“I had a boyfriend once.”

Adam raised an eyebrow.

“We were young,” she said, surprised that the memories were so fresh. “I was eighteen, and we’d been going out together for several years. We’d both been accepted at UBC and like most kids that age we had the rest of our life planned out. You know... marriage and all that.” She glanced up and Adam nodded for her to continue. “It sounds a bit fanciful now that I’m telling it, but we were serious kids.” She fell silent for few moments.

“What went wrong?”

Lost in memories, she forced herself back to the present. “It was odd, really. My mother had always been... how can I describe it... delicate. We were fed and clothed, but she was never really engaged in anything we did. After a while we accepted it and got on with our own lives.”

Adam frowned. “What about your father?”

“My Dad’s Vice President of a big multi-national software development company. Their headquarters is in Vancouver, but my mother didn’t want to move there. As it turns out, he travels most of the time so where he lives didn’t really matter. Anyway, about a month before Ryan and I were due to go to Vancouver to University, Mom fell into a serious depression.” Tori’s gaze drifted around the busy mall, but she didn’t really see any of the people. “She just went away,” she said, her voice laced with regret. “The doctors admitted her to the psychiatric wing of the hospital for a couple of months. When she came home she was stable as long as she continued to take her meds, but that’s about it. She’s never fully recovered.”

Adam’s expression was troubled. “I think I know where this is going. You gave up your chance to go to UBC to stay home and look after her.”

“And Melanie.”

“Oh, right. I forgot about your sister. She was what, eight or nine at that time?”

“I suppose you’ve met her with Dylan.”

“A couple of times, but I can’t really say I know her.”

“Sometimes I don’t know her very well myself. Anyway, back then Mel was a confused little nine year old girl. She lashed out a lot during those first months.” She gave a sad little laugh but there was no humor in it. “It wasn’t easy giving up on my dreams, and dealing with her made it even harder, but I knew it was the right thing to do.”

“And the boyfriend decided he couldn’t wait forever.”

Tori sighed. “Something like that. We tried to keep the relationship going, but it was hard, you know? He eventually got married to someone he met over there.”

Adam shrugged. “His loss. So how long ‘till you dated again?”

Tori re-arranged the cookies on the plate by the fireplace, unwilling to meet his eyes.

Adam made a tsk-ing sound and Tori found herself smiling. “Please don’t tell me you haven’t dated since then.”

“Not seriously, no.” She shot him a defiant look. “I’ve been busy.”

He held up his hands palms-out and backed away. “I get it, and I’m sorry.”

Tori’s tone was conciliatory. “Sorry for what?”

“Sorry for being so nosy and also sorry that things didn’t work out for you.” He gave her a curious look. “I’ve gotta say though, I don’t know how you managed it all this time. I meant it when I said you’re seriously hot.”

Tori looked down at herself. She wore her usual tights and a large smock belted at the waist. “I’m not exactly glamorous.” She gave him a sideways glance. “You’re not hitting on me, are you?”

Adam laughed, breaking the tension. “No, Boss. I’m too young for you and besides, I like working with you too much to compromise our working relationship.”

Tori narrowed her eyes. “You’re pretty smart for a twenty year old. I guess that comes from living on the streets, huh?”

He considered her question for a moment. “Yeah, but I’m glad your friend Mack set us up in that house. At first I thought Dylan was kidding when he told me that some strange woman I don’t even know wanted to arrange a job for me and offer me a free place to stay. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, thinking she had some ulterior motive.”

“No,” said Tori. “She’s just undergone a big change in her life and wanted to give back.” She paused for a moment. “Plus she’s filthy rich. That didn’t hurt.” 

“Well, whatever the reason, I sure appreciate it. When I tried to thank her she seemed almost embarrassed.”

Tori grinned. “Trust me, it’s given her a lot of pleasure to help the three of you. How is Erica, by the way?”

“She’s super excited about getting into hairdressing school. Of course everybody thinks she must be getting it on with either Dylan or me, but she’s her own person. We just look out for her.”

Tori nodded. “Like I said, you’re a smart kid. Come on, let’s finish this up.”

* * *
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“LOOKIN’ GOOD,” SAID Adam some time later. Tori had become accustomed to the way he talked to himself when working. She looked over to see the young man sitting back on his heels, a satisfied smile on his face. “I think we’re done here. At least my part.” He studied the rest of the display. “Looks like you’re finished as well. “Is that job at the Rec Centre still on?”

Tori had taken to discussing the schedule with Adam. He had a keen sense of how long various projects would take, and even though he’d had no prior experience in setting up physical displays like Tori, he’d caught on quickly. She tucked her calling card in the corner of the window; leaving one at every public display had been Adam’s idea and it had already paid off with a couple of inquiries. She looked at her watch. “We’re supposed to start the Rec Centre on Monday, but I suppose we could get an early start if you like, or we could take the weekend off and catch our breath. After this, we’re booked right up until Christmas.”

Adam shrugged. “Either way is fine with me. I can use the time to finish getting set up in the new house, or I can work. Why don’t you decide while I wash out my paint brushes?” He opened the door built into the side of the display case and stepped out. “Back in a few minutes.”

Tori smiled at the retreating figure. Adam was fastidious about his brushes. Not surprising, considering how much they cost. She knew he’d spent several hundred dollars out of his first pay on brushes for the finer work he was doing now. From time to time she wondered about his past, but the longer they worked together, the less curious she became.

She was still looking after Adam when she became aware of someone standing on the other side of the glass window.

She looked into a pair of steel grey eyes and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. The man studying her looked as though he’d stepped out of the pages of GQ, except that he was tugging at the knot of his tie, a faint smile playing around the corners of sculpted lips. She turned, wondering if perhaps he was looking at someone behind her, but she was alone in the display window. She knew that, but the way he looked at her made her tremble as though a cool breeze had caressed her skin on a hot summer day.

He pointed to the open door and raised his eyebrows slightly. Was he going to come in, or did he want her to go out? She couldn’t think straight. Somehow her legs carried her to the door.

“Did you want to see me?” she croaked, ducking her head to exit through the small opening.

“If I’m not disturbing you,” he said, his voice deep and modulated. Close up, she could see the beginnings of a beard. Not the kind affected by celebrities; the kind that appeared at the end of a long work day. It gave him a dark, edgy look; an interesting contrast to his excellent taste in clothes. For the first time in ten years she found herself responding to a man, and it frightened her.

“My name is Devon Ballard,” he said, extending his hand. “I’ve been watching you build this display over the past few days, and I’m impressed.” 

“Thank you.” His hand was warm and smooth. Tori looked down at clean, trimmed nails... unlike her work-roughened hands. A little voice in the back of her mind told her to remember that image. “A lot of the credit goes to my partner Adam. He’s a talented artist.”

“I can see that. Listen, I don’t mean to be insulting by approaching you at such a late date, but would you consider decorating my home for Christmas?”

“Your home?”

There was that fleeting smile again. “Yes, my home.”

The man’s words brought her back down to earth. She let out a whimper of relief... or was that disappointment? She shoved her libido back down where it belonged and offered him a professional smile. “I’m afraid that’s not the type of thing we do.”

“Not the type of thing you do,” he repeated, taking a few steps back to view the display from a different vantage point. “I wouldn’t want much different from what you have right here.” A smile softened the angular planes of his face. “My daughter hasn’t had a decent Christmas for several years now, and I guess I was hoping to make it up to her by going all out this year.” He made a circular motion with one hand. “You know, greenery wrapped around the banister, a classic tree, things like that.”

Something about the way he spoke set off alarm bells. He was seducing her with words... planting the idea in her head that Christmas was a happy time complete with families celebrating together beside the soft glow of a Christmas tree. Did people still do that? For the first few years after her mother fell into a depression she’d tried to recreate the happy times that the family had previously enjoyed, but with her mother floating around the house like a lost ghost, she’d given up. She glanced at the display. A fake setting in a mall window was one thing, but no matter how attractive this man was, he’d have to find happiness some other way.

“Well, Mr...?”

“Ballard. Devon Ballard.”

“Well, Mr. Ballard, I’d like to help you, but we’re booked right up.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” His gaze flickered to the display, then back to Tori. “At the risk of sounding crass, I’d pay you well.” She opened her mouth but he continued talking. “You see, my wife died four years ago, and my daughter and I have been feeling our way around in the dark ever since. A Christmas tree and some decorations won’t make up for that or bring Naomi’s mother back, but it’s a step in the right direction.” He yanked off his tie and shoved it into the pocket of his suit jacket. “I just wish I hadn’t left it so late.”

“I do too.” Okay so it was a small lie. She’d have to live with that. 

He drew a business card out of an inner pocket and handed it to Tori. “If you change your mind, would you give me a call? No, wait.” He took the card back and scribbled something on the back. “My personal number,” he said, then turned and headed for the escalator.

“Hey, that was the dude with the suit.” Adam’s sudden reappearance startled her. “Did he talk to you?” He waved a hand in front of her eyes. “Tori?”

“Huh? Oh, yes.” She gave an unconvincing little laugh. “He wanted us to decorate his home for Christmas.”

“Cool.” Adam glanced toward the escalator, but Devon had disappeared. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him no, that we didn’t do that sort of thing.”

Adam frowned. “Would it have been so different from what we’ve just done here?”

Tori was already questioning her decision, but she didn’t want to argue with Adam. “I thought we decided to take a couple of days off.” She found something in the display that needed adjusting and climbed back inside the window. Anything to get away from her partner’s penetrating gaze.

“Yeah, I guess we did,” he said when she came back out and locked the access door. “But if you change your mind, let me know. A gig like that sounds like fun.”

Tori nodded. “Will do.” She checked the display one last time and they headed toward the escalator. “Have a good weekend,” she said as they parted on the street level.

“You too, Boss.” He slung his equipment bag over his shoulder and strode down the street, long legs eating up the pavement.
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Chapter Two
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DEVON STEPPED OFF THE escalator and headed automatically for the elevator. He didn’t know why he hadn’t taken the elevator from the lower level. Actually, he did know; he’d made a fool of himself.
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