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A Soldier’s Christmas: Chapter One

 

 

Cassie pulled on the warm hat, gathered her gloves and the leash, and she was ready. It was still dark, of course, when she and Mandy headed for the high school track. With a job at a bakery, she always got up in the dark, except for a few days in the height of summer.

They walked briskly in the early morning stillness. Frost covered the ground. The sky was partly cloudy, the moon playing peek-a-boo. Its light was strong enough to see the path to the high school, but when the clouds moved across, she trusted Mandy’s abilities to keep them going.

When they reached the track, Cassie saw two others already running. She recognized Sylvia. She wasn’t sure if the other one was Brian or not. No matter, neither of them objected to the large German Shepard running with her.

Not like Betsy Ferguson. She complained every time. Fortunately she didn’t run with any regularity this early in the morning.

Cassie unfastened the leash and stretched a little before starting out. Mandy at her side, head held high as she trotted beside Cassie, they began their run.

Once into her rhythm, the dog ran ahead, then circled to get back to Cassie, never straying more than a few hundred yards away at any time. Cassie felt Mandy ran at least twice as far as she did with all her running ahead and then running back. It was great exercise for them both.

Soon the cold air felt good as her body warmed. She relished these morning runs. She wasn’t a foul weather, do or die runner. It had to be dry. She had the dog to think about.

She smiled as she watched Mandy run ahead. She’d miss her so much. She’d tried hard this last year not to become too attached, but that had been impossible. Why had she thought she could foster a dog for a year and not grow attached? Dumb on her part.

Today was the big day. She’d cut short their run to have time enough brush Mandy until she looked beautiful. It was the day her owner returned and the homecoming would be so happy for them both.

Only she would be sad at the upcoming change.

Sylvia caught up with her.

“Hey,” she said, matching Cassie’s pace.

“Almost too cold to run,” Cassie said as they ran in tandem.

“I know. And snow’s forecast for later in the week. That’ll end running until the track clears again. I see you still have Mandy. Isn’t her owner coming back soon?”

“Today. I’m not sure when exactly.”

“You’re going to miss her. Are you going to foster another dog for a serviceman or get one of your own?”

“I haven’t thought about it. I’ll miss her. If not for her, I wouldn’t have started running,” she said.

And because of that I’ve lost all that weight, Cassie thought, proud of the routine that had given exercise to both her and the dog.

“Let me know how the reunion goes,” Sylvia said. “Is he meeting you at the bakery?”

“I still don’t know. We last Skyped when he was still deployed. He was due back to his home base last Friday. He has leave coming and will be in the Bradford wedding, but was unsure about his immediate plans when we talked.”

“That’s the wedding of the century,” Sylvia murmured.

Cassie laughed. “I know. At least for the Bradfords. And I’m not sure who’s running it, the bride or Jeannette Bradford.”

“I know they’re relieved Scott returned from deployment unscathed. I never figured out why he joined up. He had a nice cushy job waiting for him at the Bradford Mills.”

“It’ll be there when he gets out of the service,” Cassie said.

She wasn’t privy to the workings of the Bradford family. She only knew Scott through Josh. Or was it the other way around? Scott’s cousin Brittany was Cassie’s friend. She barely knew Scott. It was Brittany who had talked about the man who had to give up his dog because he was being deployed and who had sparked Cassie’s gesture.

“I’ll stop by the bakery later,” Sylvia said. “I’ve done my rounds and am ready to get inside and warm again.”

“See you later,” Cassie said, pushing on. She was plenty warm from running, even though the temperature hovered close to zero. One more circuit and she’d call it quits. She wanted to be sure to have time to pretty-up Mandy.

She planned to take the dog with her today. Fred and Suzanne, owners of the bakery, had allowed her to build a small kennel area behind the building where Mandy could stay during work hours. That allowed Cassie to spend time with the dog on her breaks and gave the dog time to stretch her legs during the day rather than be cooped up in the house all day long.

“Mandy, come!” she called when she reached the gate. The dog was there in seconds.

“Time to go home and get ready. Josh is coming today.”

The dog cocked her head at the word Josh. Cassie didn’t know how much Mandy had seen on the Skype calls. She always turned the computer so the dog could see her owner, and Mandy usually sniffed the screen then would turn away.

Cassie hoped she remembered him. How sad it would be for a homecoming if the dog didn’t remember Josh.


A Soldier’s Christmas: Chapter Two

 

 

Promptly at 6:00 am Cassie arrived at the bakery. She put Mandy in the kennel, hoping the igloo shelter would keep the dog warm enough until the sun came up. With the thick pad on the floor and the small opening, the dog’s body heat would soon warm the air in the igloo.

Cassie entered through the kitchen door and quickly began to work.

The Bradford wedding was all anyone talked about these days and lucky for Fred and Suzanne, the family had commissioned the wedding cake and cupcakes from their bakery. The guest list numbered 500. They wanted a traditional cake of medium size, and then 400 cupcakes. That would follow the current trend while also keeping tradition for those older guests.

Cassie was the premier decorator in the small bakery. She was working with Amy to get the decoration down pat so when it came time to decorate the cupcakes, they’d be ready to decorate in the quickest time possible. The plan was to decorate the cupcakes the day before the wedding so they’d be as fresh as possible.

Cassie was also making the fondant flowers which would wrap around the wedding cake in addition to her usual duties.

The bakery opened at six am. Fred had been busy since 4 am. The croissants were fresh and still warm. Muffins filled the trays in the racks in the cafe, ready to be put out. And coffee was brewing. There was a regular influx of customers. Some getting the same thing as they did every day. Others splurging by trying new pastries.

There were take outs and eat in orders. For the first half hour Cassie and Suzanne were flying from one order to the next, making sure the customers were happy and sent speedily on their way. Businessmen heading out of town and construction workers made up the majority of these early customers.

The first lull was at seven.

“Good crowd today,” Suzanne said as she replenished the muffin trays with freshly baked ones just out of the oven.

“Next bunch due in thirty,” Cassie said as she scurried around the tables, wiping up crumbs, placing the chairs beneath the tables.

She smiled at the couple still eating at one of the tables.

Mentally calculating how much time she had to work with Amy today, she finished cleaning and headed to the back to wash her hands again and prepare for the next group of customers. The time between 7:30 and 8:00 was the heaviest.

Once the work day started, customers came in throughout the day, but in ones and twos rather than so many trying to get coffee and food to start their day. She didn’t mind the harried work at the beginning, since she knew it would taper off and become manageable for one person which freed up the rest of them to other tasks in the kitchen.

By nine o’clock, Cassie was finished with her duties in the front and headed for the kitchen. She’d focus on the wedding preparations for the rest of the day.

Amy had already begun piping the fondant into flowers. She made a dozen, analyzed them, then scraped them back into the bowl to re whip and start again.

Cassie joined in.

“I figure if we can get these flowers on each cupcake in two minutes, we’ll have them all done in one day,” she said to Amy.

“I still can’t be consistent. For every perfect flower, I mess up two others.”

“Practice, that’s the best bet. And relax. I find if I get uptight, the fondant seems to know it and acts up,” Cassie said, steadily squeezing the icing through the nozzle.

Amy giggled at her nonsense.

“I see flowers in my sleep,” she murmured.

“I know. It’s a great deal for Fred and Susanne to get this wedding gig, but sometimes I wish they stuck with just the wedding cake. Making four hundred perfect flowers to put on the cupcakes is harder than it looks.”

Brittany kept Cassie up to date on the preparation for the big event. Her cousin Scott had returned from deployment a month ago. He and his fiancee Maggie Wilson had been inseparable ever since.

Josh was going to be the best man. He and Scott had met at basic training a half dozen years ago and had been firm friends ever since. While deployed together in the middle east, both would be home in time for the Christmas wedding–just one week away.

Josh was staying with Scott’s family once he arrived in town–until after the wedding. Then he’d be going to his dad’s for Christmas and then on to his next duty assignment. Cassie and he had Skyped regularly during his deployment. She felt she knew him better than any of her other friends.

Scott still had time enough for a honeymoon before he and Maggie headed for Fort Bragg, North Carolina, his next assignment.

Brittany explained how her aunt was in her element–entertaining each day and bossing so many people around. Maggie’s maid of honor and two bridesmaids were also staying in Jeannette Bradford’s spacious home until after the wedding. Some didn't need to work and so were available for all the pre-wedding festivities. Others had taken time off to be a part of the activities.

If Maggie’s own parents didn’t live in town, Brittany said, then all of them would be stuffed into her aunt’s home somehow.

Wistfully, Cassie thought of a house full of family and guests. The excitement about the wedding would be infectious. How romantic to be married at Christmas. It was a time of rejoicing and love.

She had no family to speak of, except a great aunt who lived in Portland. They exchanged letters from time to time, but had rarely even visited, so neither knew much about the other.

Cassie especially missed her grandparents at Christmas.

They had raised her and made sure to celebrate all holidays. Their small home had been decorated each year immediately after Thanksgiving. It was a special day for their small family and the memories still brought her happiness.

The weekend of Thanksgiving the baking would begin. Cassie knew her love for baking resulted from the happy hours she and her grandmother spent each year baking plum pudding, spice cakes, even fruit cake which so many people made fun of. Then the Christmas cookies, some like reindeer and candy canes, some of the wise men and the creche. Decorating them had been so much fun.

“Cassie, someone here to see you,” Susanne called from the front of the bakery.

She wiped her hands on a nearby damp towel and headed for the front.

“Cassie!” Josh Marquette was standing near the cash register. He was in jeans and a thick jacket.

“Josh.”

She wanted to run over and give him a big hug. But she held back, smiling broadly and walking slowly over to him. They’d only met in person a couple of times a year ago when she offered to foster his dog. It was the bi- weekly Skype visits that made them seem like old friends when they really hardly knew each other.

“Good to see you. Is Mandy here?” he asked.

“Mandy’s in back. Come on through.”

“I’ll wait here,” the woman at his side said.

Cassie hadn’t even noticed her. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Cassie Smith,” she said, offering her hand.

The other woman shook it briefly. “Evvie Johnson. I brought Josh to see his dog.” She looked at Josh. “But don’t take too long. Jeannette has lunch planned and we need to get back to the house.”

He nodded and followed Cassie through the kitchen to the back alley.

Mandy stood by the gate of the small enclosed area. Her ears perked forward when she spotted Josh. She began to bark in excitement, her tail wagging furiously.

“Hey, girl, remember me?” Josh asked, heading straight for the gate. He opened it and in a second had an arm full of happy German Shepard. Mandy wiggled and barked and tried to lick him all at the same time as he knelt down to be at her level.

Cassie watched, happy the dog remembered him.

Yet, it was a bittersweet moment. She knew her time with Mandy was almost over.

She’d told herself a gazillion times over the last twelve months that Mandy was not her dog. That she was a temporary babysitter and once Josh was home, Mandy was leaving with him.

But she couldn’t help think of all the joy she’d had with the dog. It was nice to have a companion at home to greet her each night. Someone to run with. Someone to show undivided love.

Maybe Sylvia was on to something. She could get her own dog who’d be just as loving as Mandy.

It wasn’t the same thing, she loved Mandy. But she'd come to love another dog as well.

She studied the two as they got reacquainted. Josh looked thinner than she remembered-- probably he didn’t eat as well in a danger zone as when home. His dark hair was military short. His broad shoulders filled the thick jacket he wore. His face was tanned from the middle eastern sun.

She was flat out happy to see him. She knew he’d be busy with the wedding, but maybe they’d find time to talk just the two of them. She already missed their biweekly Skype visits. What had he been doing these last two weeks, beside coming home?

“She looks great,” he said a moment later, Mandy quieting down enough to sit by his side.

“You saw her two weeks ago on Skype,” Cassie said with a grin. “She hasn't changed that much in that short a time.”

“I know, but it’s not the same. And she didn’t forget me.” He reached out and patted her on the top of her head then scratched behind her ears. “I missed her.”

“I bet you did. I’m going to miss her when she’s gone,” Cassie said studying the dog.

“About that.”

He looked serious. “I, uh, can’t take her until after the wedding. Scott told me she could stay with us, but he didn’t check with his mother and she’s very definite in who can stay there and who can’t. And Mandy’s one of the can’ts. Might I presume upon you a little longer and have her stay there until after the wedding? I know it’s more than we thought–”

“Of course she can stay. I’m happy to have her. And you can come visit her as often as you like.”

Cassie’d love to continue the connection with Josh. She’d enjoyed their visits on Skype over the last year. Initially started so he could keep in touch with his dog, they evolved into talking about everything under the sun.

“Hey,” Amy stood in the back door. “There’s a woman inside asking when this guy’s coming back. Something about you two will be late.”

“Thanks Amy,” Cassie said. She would be glad to get back inside. She was freezing.

“Looks like I’ve to go,” Josh slowly stood and put the dog back in the fenced area. “I’ll be back later, girl,” he said.

“Thanks again for taking care of her this last year,” he told Cassie as they walked back inside.

“My pleasure.”

She wanted to say more. She wanted him to stay longer and tell her how it was to be back home, out of danger, out of the war zone. Ask if he knew where he was going to be stationed next, how much leave he had and if he wanted to keep in touch. She hoped he'd want to keep in touch. But once settled in a state-side assignment, with his dog, there was no real reason to stay in touch. He'd move on and she'd need to do so as well.

“Ready?” Evvie said when they walked into the front of the bakery. “You know Jeannette will start the luncheon right on time. We don’t want to be late.”

Evvie ignored Cassie, her gaze focused on Josh.

“We’ve plenty of time,” Josh said, glancing back at Cassie. “I’ll call you later and see about coming by.”

“What for?” Evvie asked, tucking her hand in Josh’s arm and turning to the door.

“She’s going to keep Mandy until the wedding’s over. I want to spend time with my dog, I told you.”

“You just saw the dog.”

“It’s not like I was there for long.”

They walked out the front doors and Cassie couldn’t hear their conversation any more.

“She acts like she owns him,” Amy said beside her, holding a tray of Christmas cookies.

“Maybe they’re a couple,” Suzanne said wiping the area near the cash register.

“Or she wants them to be,” Amy said, slipping the tray into the display case. “She wouldn’t even buy a cup of coffee. Just stood to one side the whole time she was here. Pouting about the way her morning was going.”

Cassie shrugged and went back to the kitchen. She thought about what Suzanne said. Josh had never talked to her about a girlfriend. Surely he’d have mentioned that some time over the last year. She was under the impression there was no one else to watch his dog.

Though if Evvie was his girl, she definitely wasn’t the dog caring type.

Sighing softly, Cassie washed her hands again. There was work to do.

She hoped Josh would call later and come by to see the dog. And her.


A Soldier’s Christmas: Chapter Three

 

 

Josh hadn’t expected there to be so much going on around the wedding. When Scott asked him to be the best man, he’d thought there’d be the bachelor party, wedding rehearsal and wedding with reception immediately afterward.

The wedding was a week away and there were so many parties and activities planned he didn’t see how he could spend any time with Mandy–or Cassie.

Seeing her again in person had been the brightest part of the day. They’d met a couple of days before he brought Mandy to her place before he shipped out for the year.

He hadn’t forgotten how pretty she was--in a quiet, wholesome way. Her hair was silky soft looking and her eyes bright blue. He’d come to know her fairly well through their bi-weekly Skype visits.

He’d looked forward to them more and more as the year progressed. She was alone in the world but had the best attitude about life and friendship. She had lots of friends, some of whom she considered her extended family.

They’d last talked right before he was rotated home. Cassie had confided in him that Christmas was her favorite holiday and she was looking forward to the season this year–happy he’d be home by then to celebrate.

His father was still living in St. Louis, his mother and her husband lived in San Diego. Both had invited him for Christmas and he’d decided to stay with his dad.

But he wished he was spending it with Cassie.

The luncheon seemed endless. Twenty-five sat down to a long table Jeannette Bradford had set up for the wedding participants to get to know each other. Some of the groomsmen were high school friends of Scott, one from his college days. All were strangers to Josh. He was the only one from the military there.

The women were hard to keep track of. All were blondes, all model thin and wearing trendy clothes. Evvie he recognized after having spent the morning with her. The bride he knew from Scott’s pictures of her he’d showed him more than once. The rest all looked alike to him. He made no effort to get to know them knowing after the wedding it was unlikely he’d ever see any of them again.

“We’re going for the fitting of the bridesmaids’ dresses this afternoon,” Evvie confided as she sat beside him at the table.

He nodded. He was scheduled this afternoon to be measured for his tux. He was the last guy to do so, but having arrived in the states only a couple of days ago, it was the best he could do. He’d been assured it would be ready the day before the wedding.

The Bradfords had money and influence--owning the biggest business in town. And after meeting Scott’s mother, he knew he wouldn’t dare cross her if he could help it. No wonder the clothing store owner had guaranteed the tux would be ready.

The activities and parties planned needed a spreadsheet to keep track of. Dinners, teas–which he planned to avoid like the plague–and a dance before the wedding as well as the dance planned at the reception.

He was impatient with the whole scene. Had he known what to expect, he might have refused the honor of being best man.

He and Scott had been through a lot together–from the IED that blew up the front car on patrol one time, to incoming mortars, to blowing off steam on short R&R trips in nearby countries. They’d been closer than some brothers. Scott could have warned him.

It was hard to readjust to such frivolity after the intense year he’d spent.

“Want to give me a ride?” Evvie asked.

“Wouldn’t you rather ride with the others?” he countered.

He knew Jeannette was trying to make sure he felt included by paring him up with the maid of honor. They’d be walking down the aisle together on the big day. Sitting together at the head table at the reception. So it was logical that she’d pair them up beforehand to get to know one another.

But Evvie’s incessant chatter was driving him nuts. He believed she loved the sound of her own voice, as his grandfather had been fond of saying about some especially verbose friends.

He thought of Cassie. Her voice was pretty--sweet and melodic. And on their internet calls, she chattered mindlessly.

“I could, but I thought if you gave me a ride, you could come in and see the dresses ahead of time,” she said, putting her hand on his arm.

He shook his head. The last thing he wanted to do was go in some frou-frou bridal shop to look at fancy dresses.

“I have to be measured for my tux,” he said, glad to have a legitimate reason to decline spending the rest of the day with her. She was probably just trying to be friendly to the stranger in the wedding party. But enough was enough.

“I could go with you and then you could come with me,” she said brightly.

Josh looked into her eyes. “After getting measured for the tux, I want to spend time with my dog.”

She blinked. “Your dog? You saw it already.”

“She’s a she and I like my dog. A few minutes to say hi after a year’s absence isn’t what I want.”

She wrinkled her nose. “This is Maggie and Scott’s only wedding. I’d think you’d want to spend time with them.”

He nodded, then glanced around the festive gathering.

“Not a lot of one-on-one time with every meal and activity including the entire wedding party,” he said.

“But it’s all so much fun. I can’t wait until I have my wedding. Of course, I’m still footloose and fancy free, so that’s not going to happen any time too soon. Unless, of course, I find my Mr. Right here and now.” She tapped his arm flirtatiously.

“You never know,” Josh said, moving his arm as he reached for his glass of water.

He knew–it wasn’t going to be him.

Once lunch was over, he caught Scott before he left the dining room.

“I’m heading over for the tux, then thought I’d go to Cassie’s to spend some time with Mandy.”

“Okay, bro. I think all the women are heading for the bridal shop again. I’m spending the afternoon with my dad. Don’t forget dinner’s at seven. It’s buffet style since Mom has invited most of the town. Should be lots of great food.”

Josh nodded and left before Jeannette could corner him and beguile him into doing more.

Once he finished at the men’s shop, he called Cassie’s cell.

She answered on the second ring. “Hi.”

“Are you home?” He remembered her work hours from the discussions they’d had.

“Sure am. Come on over. I have some cookies fresh baked this morning.”

She’d also told him before that those that worked at the bakery took home treats whenever they wished. It was one of the perks she liked the best about her job.

“I’m at the McDougall’s Menswear store, just got fitted for my tux. How do I get to your place from here?” He’d only been there once before and Scott and his cousin Brittany had been with him, Scott driving.

Cassie gave directions and Josh headed for her place in his rental car. He couldn’t wait to see her again. And Mandy, of course.

When he parked in front of Cassie’s bungalow, he noted nothing had changed from the last time he’d been here. The tree in front was devoid of leaves. The fenced-in yard raked. That had been one of the selling points for leaving Mandy with a stranger for a year. Cassie had really helped him out as his dad and mother had both refused to take on the care of his dog.

His dad he could understand because he lived in an apartment and it wouldn’t have been a good spot for his dog.

His mother, however, had a home on acreage which would have been perfect. Not that they were close. And obviously she felt no need to help him out while he was deployed.

As he approached the door, he heard Mandy barking. Good watch dog.

Cassie opened the door a moment later and Mandy loped out of the house, barking, tail wagging. She stopped and sat right in front of him, her eyes fixed on his.

“Hey, girl.” Josh ruffled her fur.

He looked up at Cassie.

“If you have plans or something, I could take her and not tie up your time.”

“Nothing planned. And as I said, I brought home Christmas cookies. Come on in and have some. Otherwise, I’ll be tempted to eat them all myself.”

The house was old, the furnishings equally old, but comfortable. He remembered she’d inherited the house from the grandparents who’d raised her.

Not many people her age owned a home free and clear. A home that held memories from her childhood. He didn't have a place like that. After his parents divorced, his dad moved around apartment to apartment while his mother had found a new husband and insisted on the fancy house they had in California. He didn't feel either were home.

She closed the door behind him.

“It warmed up by noon but now I think it’s getting really cold again,” she said taking his jacket to hang in the small coat closet.

“Come on back to the kitchen. I’ll get us some milk,” she said as she walked down the hallway to the back of the house.

Josh followed, Mandy at his side, her manner relaxed and content.

“I don’t have anything stronger,” Cassie said taking the container of milk from the refrigerator.

“Nothing goes better with cookies.”

“Unless it’s hot chocolate,” she said. “Would you rather have that?”

“I haven’t had hot chocolate in longer than I can remember. Is it too much trouble?”

“Not at all. Sit down and keep me company. What’s been going on since we talked?” she asked as she got cocoa mix and sugar from the cabinet.

Josh sat at the small wooden table. There were three chairs, the fourth side of the table was up against the wall. From the nicks and scratches on its surface, the table had been in the family for a long time.

Mandy lay right at his feet, resting her head on his boots.

“The flight home was awful—bumpy and uncomfortable all the way to Andrews. Then I got a commercial flight the rest of the way, much better. Got to base after traveling for almost thirty-six hours.”

“You said it’d be a long trip home. I hope you got some rest before you came here.”

“Naw, but I’ll catch up. Scott only gets married once.”

She smiled from the stove where she was stirring the chocolate into the milk that was warming.

“And the preparations for the wedding, how are they going?”

Josh knew she was involved in working on the cake for the reception. And she was friends with Scott’s cousin Brittany. Did she know most of the wedding party as well?

“It’s hectic. I never knew there was so much partying before hand. I figure everyone will be worn out by the time the big day arrives. Mrs. Bradford has dinners planned each night, catered as I guess she doesn’t want to cook for that crowd.”

“Is every one staying there?”

“Except for Maggie and one bridesmaid I think we’re all bunking at the Bradford’s.”

“Sounds like fun,” she said a bit wistfully.

“You think? I think it’s hectic, wild, and noisy. After being on alert for a year for all kinds of possible dangerous situations, to worry about if a dress fits perfectly or see who can out drink someone else is totally frivolous.”

“A bit. You’re coming at it from a different perspective,” Cassie said slowly. She looked over. “Do you have to participate in everything? What about getting a good night’s sleep?”

“If the schedule I saw is anything to go by, we’ll be lucky to catch a few hours between events. I guess it’s Jeannette’s one shot at marrying off her son and she’s making the most of it.”

Cassie didn’t know what to say. It sounded like a fun to her. Were his experiences so distant from normal day to day life that he was having trouble relating?

“I’m sure Scott’s glad to have you here.”

“Maybe. I’d like to spend more than ten minutes together in a crowd. There’s always someone who hasn’t seen him in forever and just has to speak to him. That’s okay. I know he’s been gone, too.”

“Yes, but he’s been home a month. Surely if people had to see him they could have found a way in that time.” She poured the hot beverage into two mugs and brought them to the table. Then, taking the covered plate from the counter, she put the cookies on the table and sat down.

“Help yourself,” she said, removing the foil wrap.

“These are good,” Josh said a few minutes later. “Did you make them?”

“Maybe. There are four of us working in the back, I might have put this batch in the oven. We get a lot of requests for boxes of these Christmas cookies so we’ll be making them flat out for the next couple of weeks.”

Cassie couldn’t believe they were sitting in her kitchen eating cookies. Ever since she’d first met Josh, she’d been attracted to him. As the months rolled by, and they talked for as long as they could get away with on Skype, she’d grown to know him on a deeper level. And everything she discovered only made him that much more special in her eyes.

She knew he didn’t have a lot of time to spend with her. So she’d treasure every moment they had. Once he was gone, and Mandy with him, they might never see each other again.

The thought almost brought a panic attack.

“Do you know your next assignment yet?” she asked.

He nodded. “Fort McNair, in Washington D.C.”

“Have you ever been to Washington?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

Mandy placed her head on Josh’s knee. He reached down to scratch behind her ears. “It’s a place we can explore, right girl?” he said to the dog.

Cassie took a sip of her hot chocolate. She wished he’d offer to explore Washington with her.

“Do you want to stay for supper?” she asked, longing to have him stay as long as possible.

“Can’t. Another fancy meal at the Bradford’s.”

She tried not to let the disappointment show. He wasn’t here to see her, he was here for Scott’s wedding. Then he’d take his dog and move on with life.

Their only connection was Mandy.


A Soldier’s Christmas: Chapter Four

 

 

Cassie was up at her normal hour, quickly eating a piece of toast before bundling up and heading for the track. Mandy danced around in her excitement when she saw the leash.

“I know, girl. We’re going to run and run,” Cassie said as they started out. It was only a short walk to the high school. When they arrived, Cassie looked to see who was already on the track. If Betsy was running, Cassie would make sure they didn’t start until she was half way around. She wanted to keep out of that woman’s radar, not up to hearing all her complaints today.

No Betsy in sight. Cassie stretched a bit, then unfastened Mandy’s leash. They began with a slow jog to warm up. Before long Cassie was in her stride, Mandy running beside her.

Suddenly the dog gave a bark and took off behind them at a run.

Startled, Cassie turned and then almost laughed in delight. Catching up with her was Josh.

“What are you doing here?” she asked as he came closer, Mandy jumping and running around him.

“Came to go for a run. It’s cold. You do this every day?”

They began to run together. Cassie knew he was holding back to keep pace with her.

“Unless it rains. Or snows. If the track gets covered with snow we can’t run for fear of slipping and falling.”

They ran in silence for a few minutes. Catching up to another runner–Sylvia.

“Hey Cassie,” she said as the drew near.

“Hi Sylvia, meet Mandy’s owner, Josh.”

“Hi Josh. You’ve got a great dog. We’ll all miss her when she’s gone. Not as much as Cassie will miss her, but we’ll miss her, too,” Sylvia said.

“I hope I can find a place to run when we move. It’s good exercise for me and Mandy,” Josh said.

Soon they outpaced Sylvia.

“So it’s okay for Mandy to run on the track?” he asked.

“Yes. I asked permission from the school. There’s one runner who doesn’t like it. She complains she doesn’t want to step in dog doo, but Mandy’s far too well behaved to ever deposit anything on our run. She knows where it’s okay to go and where it’s not.”

They ran in silence for another few moments.

“How was the dinner?” Cassie asked.

“Hectic. The whole place is constantly in an uproar. Scott and I got a few minutes to ourselves last night after dinner. He feels it, too--the disconnect.”

“It must seem frivolous after the life-and-death existence you both had. A trial by fire to reintegrate into American life,” Cassie said.

“A bit. Yet what woman doesn’t want all the fanfare when she marries. I can’t fault Maggie for the extravaganza. But I could fault Jeannette for making it an even bigger deal.”

“She only has the one child. The Bradfords have always liked to entertain.”

“Ummm,” he said as they completed another circuit.

“How long do you run?’ he asked.

“Had enough?”She grinned at him. Truth to tell, she had reached her limit and would be glad to stop, but hadn’t wanted to be the one to call it quits.

He stopped. She ran on a few steps then stopped and turned back to him.

“I take that as a yes,” she said.

“Prudent–this is where we got on to the track. If we ran a bit farther, we’d just have to retrace our steps.”

She giggled at his rationale.

“I’m glad to stop. I bet you’re not cold now,” she said.

“Not at all, he said, stepping closer to her. “You?”

Cassie tried to see into his eyes, but the faint illumination provided by the all-night lights didn’t allow for her to see him clearly.

“I always warm up within half a lap, but–”

Josh leaned over and kissed her.

Cassie was totally surprised. The kiss was over almost before she realized what was happening.

“I couldn’t resist,” he said, turning and calling his dog. They headed toward the parking lot.

She stood still for a moment, staring after them. Her hear pounded. If she hadn’t been warm before, that would have sent her temperature sky-rocketing.

Slowly she started after them.

When she reached his car, she offered the leash. “You want to take Mandy with you?” she asked.

“What do you usually do now?” Josh asked.

“Go home, shower, head for work.”

“No breakfast?”

“I get something at the bakery. We open at six. Do you want to come by then? I’ll treat you to breakfast.”

“Yes. I’ll take Mandy and we’ll meet you there at six.”

“She can’t come inside, you know.”

“Yes. I’ll put her in the enclosure in back.”

“Then come in through the kitchen, the door’ll be unlocked.”

She turned.

“Where are you going?” Josh asked.

“Home.”

“You walked?”

She nodded.

“Get in and I’ll give you a ride.”

She was tempted, but shook her head.

“It’s only a few blocks and it’ll help me cool off from the run.” Beside she wanted to get her roiling emotions under control. All she could think of was that brief kiss.

Josh watched her walk away. He’d been an idiot. He hoped his impulse wouldn’t become awkward between them. He really couldn’t help himself. The faint lightening in the sky heralding dawn had given him a glimpse of her rosy cheeks, her eyes bright. She was too irresistible.

He felt he knew her from all their conversations during the past year. He’d spent more time thinking about her than anyone else he could remember. And he loved the sunny way she viewed life. He'd be forever grateful she'd taken his dog and he hadn't had to give her up. She had a kind heart.

She’d offered to watch his dog while he was deployed, when no one else had, nothing more.

Could there be more?

He wanted to find out.

Promptly at six, Josh put Mandy in the kennel run and knocked at the back door of the bakery. Without waiting for a response, he opened it and stepped inside.

It looked like half a dozen people were scurrying back and forth, the room already warm from the ovens, the delicious aroma of baked goods filling the air. He took a deep breath.

“Hi, Josh, come on out front,” Cassie called from the door. She carried an empty tray which she put on the counter and picked up another one loaded with sweet rolls and croissants.

He followed her to the front part of the bakery where there were tables already full of customers eating some of the baked goods and enjoying hot coffee.

“Sit anywhere. What’ll you have?” she asked as she quickly moved the croissants onto a tray in the display cabinet. The sweet rolls went on another tray.

He went around to look into the display. “What do you recommend?”

“If you’re hungry, I’d recommend the egg and bacon croissant or maybe a muffin or two.”

“I’ll have both,” he said.

She smiled. “Which muffin?”

“One of the blueberry and one of the bran.”

She turned to get the egg and bacon croissant made fresh that morning. Reheating it in the microwave, she put the muffins on a tray, adding the croissant when hot.

“Coffee?”

“Yes, please,” he said, taking the tray she offered.

“Take a seat, I’ll bring it over.”

She started a fresh pot, waited on two more customers, and refilled another tray of coffee cake that was one of their best selling items. When the coffee was ready, she poured a mug and carried it over to where Josh was sitting.

“Got a minute to join me?” he asked.

She glanced around. No new customers. Everyone there was set. She pulled out a chair and sat on the edge.

“These are good,” he said.

“I wasn’t going to give you something bad,” she said with a smile.

“I guessed that.” He took another bite, watching her.

Cassie grew fidgety.

“I guess I need to get back to work,” she said.

He reached out and touched her hand, drawing back almost instantly. “Don’t let that kiss ruin everything,” he said. “Do I need to apologize?”

She shook her head, her eyes wide as she stared into his. “It was unexpected, that’s all.”

And wonderful.

And probably meant nothing to a soldier home for the first time in a year.

“Good,” was all he said.

Cassie was busy in the back when Suzanne popped back into the kitchen. “Your friend had to go. He said thank you for breakfast.”

Cassie nodded acknowledgment, feeling a little let down. She didn’t know when she’d see Josh again. They hadn’t made any plans for the next few days.

And if the wedding party stayed as busy as he described, he probably didn’t have much free time anyway. Nothing said he had to spend any available time with her.

“Okay, I’m ready to be timed,” Amy said an hour later. She and Cassie had been practicing the flowers that would top the wedding cupcakes. Conscious of the short time to complete the order, they wanted to be sure they could do it all in one day. The cupcakes would be their freshest that way, but if they couldn’t produce uniformly beautiful decorations each time, they could start one day earlier.

Suzanne stood nearby. “I’ll time you girls. Five in a row, go!”

Cassie began the rose, slowly turning the wax paper to accommodate the growing flower. Amy was opposite her on the counter, concentrating hard.

Cassie loved decorating cakes and cookies. It meant more to have a fancy sweet than something plain. She also liked working with fondant. She had the knack and found it both challenging and oddly relaxing.

She finished her fifth flower and began another. Half way through Susanna called stop.

The owner came over and looked at the flowers both had produced. Her smile told Cassie all she needed to know.

“Perfect every one. And you both completed at least one every two minutes. Can you hold the pace all day?”

Cassie caught Amy’s eye and both nodded, the other woman beaming at her accomplishment.

“Then we’re all set for the Bradford wedding,” Suzanne declared.


A Soldier’s Christmas: Chapter Five

 

 

 

Cassie waited for the noodles to finish cooking, idly staring into the boiling water. She’d opted to cook for herself tonight instead of picking something up from the store ready made. Cooking for one wasn’t that much fun but it was windy out and turning into a miserable evening with rain and snow forecast. She hoped it stayed rain. Snow made everything look beautiful but was treacherous to drive in, and ended their morning runs.

Mandy stood up suddenly and ran to the front door barking.

Cassie followed and opened the door, surprised to see Josh.

“Hi. I took a chance you’d be home and it’d be okay for me to see Mandy,” he said.

“Come in. It’s freezing out. Of course it’s okay.”

He stepped inside and she quickly closed the door.

“Have you had dinner yet?” she asked as he shrugged out of his jacket.

“Don’t worry about me. I won’t stay long,” he said. “There’s another get-together planned of course.”

“I’m making spaghetti and can always stretch the sauce and put on a few more noodles,” she offered. “And I have garlic bread. It’s not the wedding party, but you’re welcomed to stay if you like.”

“It smells great. If it’s not trouble, then thanks, I’d like that.”

“What’s going on with the wedding party tonight?” she asked.

“Everyone’s meeting at Maggie’s parents’ home for a buffet dinner. Since it’s not a regular dining room table sit down, maybe no one will miss me. I could use some down time.”

Cassie had an idea of at least one woman who would miss him, but she said nothing.

“Well make yourself at home, spend some time with Mandy. There’re tennis balls in the bucket by the sofa. I usually throw them down the hall toward the bedrooms when we’re inside. She loves to run after them and I love watching her slide on the wooden floor when she comes to a stop.”

“Can I help with dinner?”

“No. Play with your dog.”

She returned to the kitchen, wishing now she’d started a fire in the fireplace. It’d make the living room a lot more cozy. But the heat would dry out the Christmas tree she’d placed in one corner. On her next day off, she was decorating. But for now, she loved the fragrance it brought into the house.

She waited until her noodles were done, then quickly scooped them out and placed them in a bowl and threw in another handful. Stirring the sauce she knew it’d be enough. She usually had left over sauce which she ate another day.

When everything was ready, she quickly set the kitchen table and called Josh.

He and Mandy came into the kitchen.

“Mind if I wash my hands?” he asked. “Not that I don’t love dog slobber, but I draw the line at eating with it.”

She grinned. “Sure. There’s soap and a hand towel by the sink.

In no time they were eating.

“This is really good,” Josh said.

“Probably seems that way after a year of eating in a mess,” she said.

“Food wasn’t bad. This is good no matter what other things I eat.”

“Thank you. So how’s Scott holding up? Brittany said she’s hard pressed to go to all the evening events and then work the next day. I know everyone will be glad when the wedding is over. I never knew there was so much partying beforehand.”

“It’s because so many took time to come early and it’s the only time to do all Mrs. Bradford wants,” he said, taking another piece of garlic bread.

“And for most of them, it’s fun to catch up, I bet,” Cassie said.

“I guess so. Since I don’t know them–or didn’t before I got here–it’s not the same for me. Last night Scott joined me in the kitchen at one point. It turned out that was the quietest place in the house.”

“So he’s getting overwhelmed, too?”

“Yeah. He thought he and Maggie could be together until the day before the wedding, but he doesn’t get to see that much of her with all the activity.”

“So they’ll appreciate the honeymoon all that much more,” she said slowly.

“That’s my guess.”

“Are you leaving the day after the wedding? Didn’t you say a few weeks ago you’d be going to your dad’s for Christmas?”

“That was the plan,” Josh said.

“Was?”

He glanced at her, then looked back at his plate.

“Yeah. Turns out my father has a woman in his life and they might spend the day at her place with her family. I’m invited, but that’d be just like this wedding party–the outsider again. I’m not sure what I’ll do.”

“You could stay here,” Cassie blurted out. Then she wanted to bite her tongue. Especially when Josh looked at her in confusion.

“Here?”

“Sure. We have a lot going on for Christmas. Main Street’s already decorated. There’s a parade next weekend, right before Christmas. The stores have open house for last minute purchases and serve hot cider and Christmas cookies. That’s one of our big orders at Christmas, supplying half the stores in town. And Santa arrives riding on a fire truck–”

She stopped abruptly. She knew she was babbling but the enormity of her comment stuck her. She’d love to spend more time with Josh. But he probably had a gazillion other ideas on how to spend the holidays–friends, his mother’s place. She stared at him, wishing he’d say something. If she could take back the words she would.

“Here with you? Or here in town?” he asked, putting down his fork.

She swallowed. With her? No she couldn’t do that. But she knew of a bed and breakfast that would be close enough he could still get over often to see Mandy.

“In town? I know a really nice B&B where you might find a room,” she said.

He nodded. “Sounds like fun. You’re going to be in town as well, right?”

She nodded. “I have no where else to go. Really, you’ll stay?”

She absolutely could not contain the smile at the thought.

“Hey, it’ll be easier on Mandy to get used to me again before taking her to DC.”

“Oh, right.” Was that the only reason he was staying?

He picked up his fork and began eating again.

Cassie had a dozen questions to ask, but kept quiet. She took a deep breath and took another bite.

“So tell me about the Christmas parade and Santa on a fire truck. I thought he had a sleigh,” Josh said.

Cassie was happy he seemed interested. She told him about the festivities held in town each Christmas season. And how, without a guarantee of snow, a sleigh proved impractical. So over the years, the town had used the big fire truck to herald Santa’s arrival.

He listened attentively and Cassie told him how much she enjoyed the season.

“But your tree isn’t decorated. Do you leave it au natural?”

“No. I’m planning to decorate on my next day off. It’s been hectic at the bakery and several days I’ve stayed beyond eight hours to get the orders filled. I’ll have plenty of time next Sunday to get the decorations up.”

“Saturday’s the wedding,” he said.

“I know. Suzanne and I will be bringing the cake and cupcakes to the reception. Amy has the morning shift and Fred’ll be at the bakery all day. They aren’t expecting a huge crowd because so many in the town have been invited to the wedding.”

“Were you?” Josh asked.

She shook her head. “Brittany and I are friends, but I barely know Maggie or Scott, only what Brittany tells me. Besides, I have to work.”

“She could have brought you as her plus one,” Josh said.

“And leave Rick behind, I don’t think so.”

“Come with me, then,” he invited. “See if Amy would swap with you.”

“Thanks, but no. You’re part of the wedding party. You’ll be sitting at the head table, involved in all the fal-de-rol of weddings and no time to deal with me. So then I’d be the outsider. I’m happy to be part of the catering crew. I’ll get to see everything at the reception--and not have to make small talk! Do you want any more spaghetti? There’s a little left.”

“No, thank you, I’m full. It was good.”

“I have cookies for dessert. I brought home some of the pumpkin spice ones,” she said. Swiftly clearing the table and running water over the plates, she got the box of cookies and opened them, placing several on a clean plate.

“Do you want coffee or something else?” she asked setting the plate in the middle of the table.

“Milk. I might dunk the cookie in milk if that’s okay.”

She laughed and went to get the milk.

“So where are the others guys you worked with? Did any of them get stationed in DC like you?”

“Ted did. As far as I know, he’s the only one. Ramez is going to Oklahoma. McDonnell pulled Seattle. Scott’s going to Fort Bragg in North Carolina. I’m going to miss those guys.”

She nodded. They’d fought together. They’d endured hardships and loss. It was a special bond that only those who went through such horrific situations would understand.

When they finished eating, Josh offered to help with the dishes, but Cassie shooed him into the living room. “Spend time with your dog and relax,” she said.

She quickly completed the tasks and went to join him in the living room.

Josh was asleep on her sofa, leaning back against the cushions. Mandy was at his feet, her head resting on his boots.

Cassie knew he had to be exhausted with everything going on the last few days including the time zone change from the middle east. She went to the guest room and took the afghan from the bed. Draping it over him, she went back to her bedroom. She’d read while he napped and go to bed when he left.

Cassie woke up a couple of hours later. She’d fallen asleep while reading. What an awful hostess she was. Josh probably woke up and with her asleep let himself out.

She scrambled off the bed and headed to the living room. Josh had tipped over and was lying on the sofa, his feet still on the floor. He looked uncomfortable–and sound asleep.

She called Mandy, letting her outside in the back. Then Cassie tried to wake Josh. He came awake instantly, sitting up so fast his head almost collided with hers.

“Sorry, I must have dozed off,” he said, shaking his head to clear it.

Cassie glanced at the mantel clock.

“I did, too, and now it’s after midnight.”

“I’m going.” He stood and looked at her. “Sorry I wasn’t more company tonight.”

“It’s okay. You needed that. I’m glad you were comfortable enough here to fall asleep.”

He reached out and cupped the back of her neck, pulling her slowly closer. “I felt comfortable enough for that and this,” he said, slowly lowering his head until their lips met.

Cassie closed her eyes, savoring every second.


A Soldier’s Christmas: Chapter Six

 

 

When he pulled back, she wanted to cling, to have him kiss her again.

“Where’s Mandy?” Josh asked as he took his coat from the closet and put it on.

“Out back. I can call her in before you leave,” Cassie said, starting for the kitchen.

“No,” he reached out his hand to stop her. “I’ll see you both in the morning at the track. It’ll be easier to leave without her seeing me.”

She smiled. He planned to join her in running tomorrow. She definitely looked forward to that.

“Goodnight, then,” she said as she opened the door.

He kissed her briefly on the way out. She watched as he got into the car and drove off. Shivering in the cold night air, she reluctantly closed the door.

The next morning when Cassie awoke, she dressed quickly. In only a few minutes she’d see Josh and maybe he could come to the bakery for breakfast again after their run.

That plan was dashed when she opened the back door for Mandy and saw the snow. The ground was already covered in a couple of inches and the flakes were fat and fluffy as they drifted down.

She sighed. She didn’t run in the snow. Too much danger of slipping and falling.

Would Josh show up at the track? She was pretty sure in one of their Skype conversations she told him about not running in the snow. She dare not call the Bradford household this early. She wished there was some way to make sure he knew not to go to the track.

Just then her computer sounded the Skype call. She dashed to the small area she used as a home office and flipped it up.

“So no running I take it,” Josh said as soon as she logged on.

“I’m glad you remembered. I guess when they predict rain or snow, I should plan on snow.”

“Would you run in the rain?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, it’d be too cold and miserable. I was hoping the weatherman was wrong about when the storm would reach us. No run today and probably not for a couple of days if it stays too cold to melt the snow.”

There was a knock on Josh’s door and he looked over at it. “I didn’t think anyone else was awake in the house at this time of day,” he said. He rose and went to the door and opened it.

From the angle of his laptop, Cassie could clearly see Evvie there in a lovely lavender silk bathrobe, hair already brushed. Was she wearing makeup?

“I came for my underwear,” she said, reaching out to touch Josh.

Cassie blinked. Her underwear? What was it doing in Josh’s room?

“You left it on the chair over there,” he said, stepping aside to allow her to enter.

She walked into the room and saw the laptop.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were busy,” she said. “I heard you talking, so knew you were awake. It’s the foster mom for your dog, right? Hi foster mom,” she waved gaily. For a few seconds she disappeared from view, but then was back with colorful undies held carelessly in one hand, clearly visible to Cassie.

“Thanks, Joshie,” she said, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek.

Cassie watched dumbfounded. Was there more going on than she knew?

Mandy barked to come back inside.

“I’ve got to go,” she said, and shut down the computer.

“Joshie?” she murmured going to let the big German Shepard in. She had a towel beside the door to wipe off the snow. “What’s going on with your owner, Mandy?”

Preparing breakfast for the dog, she wondered what all that had been about. For a moment her spirits sank. It looked like Joshie and Evvie were more than just strangers in the wedding party.

Had they hooked up after he left her place last night? Maybe Evvie’d been waiting for him. Had she wondered why he was out so late? Had he told her, or made an excuse?

Maybe the dinner at Maggie’s had been equally late and Evvie didn’t even realize. No, that didn’t make sense. If they were a duo, she’d have known he wasn’t at the buffet dinner.

“Well, it might not make sense, but it really has nothing to do with me,” she told the dog, wishing she believed that.

After those kisses they'd shared, she was hoping Josh saw her as more than the foster mom for his dog.

After all, he had agreed to stay in town over the holiday.

Which reminded her, she needed to see if there was a room for him at the B&B. Now she had doubts whether she should encourage him to stay. What about Evvie?

Still, she’d call and find out what was available.

Quickly showering, Cassie puttered around the house until time to leave for work. Because of the really cold weather, she left Mandy in the house. She’d have to dash home at lunch to let the dog outside, but in the meantime it was a lot warmer for her than the igloo doghouse behind the bakery.

When she went to start her car to warm it up, she was startled to see Josh leaning against it. From the snow on his hair and shoulders, he’d been waiting a little while.

“What are you doing here? You must be freezing. Why didn’t you come inside?”

He pushed off the car and shook his head, dislodging a shower of snow.

“I wasn’t sure you’d let me in.”

“Well I sure didn’t want to find a frozen snow man when I needed my car.”

“I can explain about Evvie.”

“You don’t have to,” she opened the car door and got her scrapper to dislodge the snow from the windshield.

“I do. I know she made an impression, but it’s false. The girls brought home their bridesmaid's dresses and were trying them on yesterday and Evvie used my empty room to change in. She left her underwear there. I saw it last night when I got home, but it was so late, I didn’t do anything about it. Wish now I dumped it in the hall.”

Cassie giggled.

“Yeah, laugh it up. Do you know how persistent she is? If I were interested in her,” he came to stand beside her, “which I’m not, I’d want to do some of the pursuing, you know what I mean?”

Cassie looked up at him. Snow dusted her face. He was visible from the lights still on in her house but she couldn’t see him clearly. “I guess.”

He leaned closer. “So we’re good. You know it wasn’t what she tried to imply.”

She nodded.

“Good.” He leaned in more and brushed his lips across hers.

“I’ll help you clear the snow off the windshield,” he said, taking the scraper from her.

She started her car so it’d be warm when she drove it and let him clear the accumulated snow, even as more snow fell. She couldn’t believe he’d come over in the snow, stood outside for several minutes in the freezing weather, just to make sure she knew Evvie hadn’t stayed the night.

She felt a warm glow inside and couldn’t help smiling. It meant a lot he’d done that.

She got out of the car. “I need to get my purse and make sure Mandy’s set for the day, unless you want to take her? I leave her home on days when it’s too cold to be comfortable in the kennel.”

“Yeah, let me take her today.”

“And the wedding activities?” she asked, leading the way to the front door.

“She’ll be a good excuse to skip some of them.”

“Don’t let Mrs. Bradford hear you,” she said with a laugh. Her day had suddenly gotten a lot brighter.

Cassie worked through the early morning rush and then called the B&B she had in mind.

“We’re booked through the holidays,” Wanda Farnham told her.

When Cassie explained it was for a soldier home from deployment and on leave, the woman asked her to wait a moment. When she came back, she said, “We have a small room we usually don’t rent out–saving it for any unexpected family who shows up. But for a soldier–we’ll let him have it and for half price. Will that work?”

“Perfect. I don’t think he’ll spend much time there, so as long as the bed’s comfortable, he’ll be fine.” Cassie thanked her. She couldn’t wait to tell Josh.

“Cassie, someone to see you,” Suzanne called from the door to the kitchen.

She wiped her hands and went to see who it was. She hoped it was Josh.

Evvie stood near the cash register, looking around at the few customers in the bakery.

“There you are. Where’s Josh?” she asked as soon as Cassie came through the doorway.

“I don’t know. He’s not here,” Cassie said.

“I can see he’s not here. Is he out back with his dog?”

“No. He picked up Mandy this morning. I don’t know his plans for the day.”

Evvie studied her for a moment. “When is he returning the dog?”

“I have no idea. I work until three, so probably after that. It’s too cold outside for her to be in the kennel all day. He had a car, so maybe they went somewhere.”

“Where could he take a dog except to the park?”

Cassie shrugged.

“If he contacts you, tell him to call me. He has my cell phone number.” Evvie turned to leave.

Once she was on the sidewalk in the front, Amy came to stand beside Cassie, as they watched her get into a sports car.

“Still didn’t buy anything,” Amy muttered.

“She has to watch her figure, I bet,” Cassie said, turning back to the kitchen.

“Maybe. I bet she’s annoyed as all get out that Josh isn’t at her beck and call,” Amy said watching as the car drove away.

Cassie wanted to tell her that Josh didn’t plan to ever be at her beck and call, but decided that wasn’t for gossip. She had work to do.

Still, she couldn’t help feel a little happy that Josh wasn’t spending his leave with Evvie.

When she arrived at home shortly after three, Cassie was disappointed not to see Josh’s car in front. She didn’t want to admit to herself how much she’d counted on his being there. Like Evvie, she wondered what he’d done all day with the dog.

She hadn’t been home thirty minutes when the doorbell rang and Josh and Mandy stood on the stoop.

Opening the door to let them in, Cassie’s spirits rose as the sight of them.

“Is now a bad time?” Josh asked, stepping inside and removing the leash from Mandy.

“No. Come in. What did you two do all day?”

“We played in the snow for part of it. We went up the mountain to a big snowy meadow and played chase the snowball. She’d run after it like a ball, but when it landed in the snow, she couldn’t figure out why she couldn’t dig it out. “

Cassie laughed. “That’s mean.”

“Naw, she loved it. When she got tired, we went over to the next town and found some stores that let well-behaved dogs in and went shopping.

“I thought men hated that.”

“I needed a wedding present and maybe one or two small ones for Christmas.”

“Oh, I got you that room. You can register Saturday afternoon and it’s yours for a week if you want it.”

“Thanks, that’ll be perfect. I’ll be officially finished with all duties as best man at the end of the reception Saturday night.”

“Come on through to the kitchen and I’ll make us some hot chocolate.”

He and Mandy followed Cassie into the kitchen. Taking the chair he’d sat in before, Josh watched as she prepared the hot chocolate.

“Evvie came by the bakery this morning looking for you,” Cassie said.

He didn’t comment.

She glanced his way, but he was petting the dog and gave nothing away.

“If you're officially off the clock Saturday night, do you want to help me decorate my Christmas tree on Sunday?” she asked as she put his mug in front of him and sat opposite. She blew on the hot beverage and tried a tiny sip. It was too hot to drink.

“Yes,” he said, raising his cup in a silent toast.

“It’s hot,” she warned.

“Do you have lots of decorations?”

“More than I really need. Some are from when I was little and my grandma bought a new ornament each year to celebrate. I have one from Girl Scouts, one the year I took ballet lessons. I didn’t keep that up. Another has a fourth grade picture–we made those at school.”

He watched her as she talked, learning even more about her and her life growing up. He could tell they were happy memories.

“How about you?” she asked.

“About?”

“Did your folks get special ornaments each year?”

He shook his head. “Christmas was more about parties for my mom, and complaints about costs from my dad. They divorced when I was nine. Then I was shuttled back and forth until I was eighteen. I enlisted then and have only spent a couple of holidays with one or the other of my parents.”

“So it’s not that special family holiday that others have,” she murmured.

He shook his head. “It felt like more of an obligation,” he confessed.

“I’m sorry. It’s such a joyful time, I think everyone should experience the love and happiness celebrating Jesus’ birth. The freedom to do just that is why you’re in the service, right?”

“That and to protect all the liberties we enjoy–including parties and extravagant weddings.”

If it weren’t for that extravagant wedding, he wouldn’t be here. For the first time, Josh was grateful Scott included him–and as a result he had a chance to get to know Cassie better.


A Soldier’s Christmas: Chapter Seven

 

 

Friday morning Fred had Joyce and Pam, two women who normally worked the weekends, in to work that day as well. He wanted Cassie and Amy totally free to decorate the cupcakes. Saturday morning, Cassie would decorate the wedding cake and go with Suzanne that evening to set it up and work with the caterer for the reception.

Pan after pan of cupcakes sat cooling on the work area set aside for the preparation.

Amy and Cassie set to work making flower after flower. As they finished a flower, they'd carefully frosted each cupcake and set a flower in the center. Christmas carols played softly in the background, drowning out some of the normal hustle and bustle of the kitchen.

Joyce and Pam carried the trays of baked goods to the front and waited on customers while the rest of them concentrated on the Bradford order.

Suzanne and Fred took extra care for the wedding cake, wanting it to be perfect.

Taking a break every half hour for a few moments was required to relax from the tension such focused concentration caused.

“I’ll be glad when this is over,” Amy said softly to Cassie when they resumed another batch of flowers.

“It’s great for the bottom line,” Cassie murmured back, “but hard on us.”

“There are few other families in town that would require such a huge order, so maybe more wedding cakes will come our way, but not so many cupcakes.”

It was after four when they finished the last cupcake. They’d been packaged in special containers to keep them from rubbing against each other. The plastic lids were dome shape to keep from touching the flowers. They were stacked and placed in the cooler.

“I’m beat,” Amy said, rolling her shoulders.

“My, too,” Cassie said. “I’ll be back in the morning to finish up the cake.”

“Thanks to you both we are going to be the talk of the town when everyone sees the cupcakes and the wedding cake. We couldn’t have done it without you two,” Suzanne said giving them a quick hug.

Cassie knew she wouldn’t see Josh that evening. The wedding rehearsal and rehearsal dinner were scheduled. She played with Mandy for a little while, glad to throw the ball in the snow and have the dog search for it. It was a welcome change of pace from the concentration she’d had to do to make each flower identical to the others.

Making it an early night, Cassie was asleep before nine after a nice soak in the tub.

Tomorrow would be a long day. After decorating the layers of the wedding cake, they had to pack everything in the delivery van, take it to the hotel ballroom where the reception was being held. There she and Suzanne would assemble the wedding cake and do the final decorations.

The wedding ceremony was at seven. The reception was expected to begin at eight o’clock and go until at least midnight, maybe longer.

Cassie hoped she didn’t have to stay to the very end. But they did have to pack up any of the bakery goods left and deliver them to the homeless shelter the next morning.

Maybe everything would be consumed and they could leave early.

The next morning, Cassie let Mandy out while she fixed a quick breakfast of toast and tea. She’d have to get back to the house a couple of times to let the dog out and to get her an evening meal.

While she was eating the Skype signal sounded. She knew it was Josh.

“Good morning,” she said when she answered. “You’re up early.”

“I figured you’d be up early and I wanted to catch you before you left for work.”

“What’s up?”

He shook his head. “Nothing much. I just missed seeing you yesterday so thought I’d check in before you left. I’ll see you tonight, right? At the reception?”

“Well, I’ll be there, but how much of me you see depends on what the caterers assign me to do. The good part is I’ll get to see the reception hall before the rest of you. We’ll set up the cake on its own table, and have the pretty knife especially to cut the cake on display.”

“If you’re there, that means a very long day,” he said, settling back in the chair, laptop on his legs.

“I get some time between my normal shift and when we have to be there. I thought I’d try to take a nap so I’m not so wiped out.”

“Be glad you don’t work tomorrow.”

“And I get Monday off as well to make up for working so long on Saturday. I normally have the weekends off.”

“I remember. So sleep in late on Sunday. What time should I be there for the tree decorating?”

“I won’t sleep much past ten. Do you want to come to church with me?”

“Sure. Shall I pick you up?”

“Come around ten and we’ll have brunch and then go. The church is only five minutes away.”

“Okay. I’ll be there.”

“Good.”

“Then we’ll do the tree decorating?”

“Absolutely. I hope you like Christmas music, I love to have the carols playing while I decorate.”

“Sounds good.’

“So are you ready for the big day?” she asked.

“More than ready to have the whole event over with. How about we plan on going out Sunday night? We’ll go wherever you like for dinner.”

Cassie smiled at the thought. “How about Italian? There’s a great place halfway to the next town, and they make the absolute best linguine.”

“Sounds good.”

Mandy barked at the back door.

“Hold on, I’ve got to let the dog in.” She dashed into the kitchen to open the door. Giving Mandy her breakfast bowl, Cassie hurried to the small desk.
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