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        Claire’s mind and body demand respite from caring for her invalid mother.

      

        

      
        Family manipulations force Tom to change his plans.

      

        

      
        In the chaos of the annual hunt for Christmas presents, two lives crash together at the Puzzle Store

      

        

      
        This mysterious store holds nothing they expect. And everything they need.

      

        

      
        Some doors open to ordinary places. Others transform your entire world. The Puzzle Store waits for those brave enough to discover which kind of door to walk through.

      

        

      
        The Puzzle Store.

        Transform your destiny.

        Before it's too late.
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      Claire had just cleared the construction zone on I-98 and accelerated east toward Santa Rosa Beach when her mother called. She sighed, gripped the steering wheel a little harder, and answered hands free.

      “What is it, Mom? You were asleep when I left fifteen minutes ago.”

      “I was not asleep,” her mother said tartly. “I was resting my eyes, and you took the opportunity to run out.”

      Claire braked to avoid a motorcycle weaving through the traffic at twice the speed limit, its exhaust, a howling scream.

      “What’s that noise? Where are you?”

      “Traffic. I’m heading to the house. You asked me to get you some cardigans because it gets cold at night, remember.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, young lady. Who are you? Why are you calling me?”

      Claire felt her stomach twist at the words, the lump form in her throat, and her eyes water. After her mother fell and broke her hip, Claire hoped the rehabilitation facility would provide the social interaction she needed. Instead, the mental decline seemed to be speeding up.

      “I’ll bring your cardigans over in the morning,” Claire said, and realized she was talking to a deadline.

      Ahead of her, on the side of the road, a cartoon image of Santa waved from a green sign with bold red letters that said: Christmas sale at the Puzzle Store.

      The blue Ford truck in front slowed and signaled. Instinctively, Claire did the same. She winced as her car bounced over the rough ground, spraying dust in a cloud around her. Gravel rattled on the underneath of the car. She offered a swift prayer to the car gods to keep her muffler system safe. She thought about changing her mind about visiting the puzzle store, then realized another car had followed her.

      “Maybe it’s for the best,” she said aloud. The house was a trove of memories where her mother was a strong, vibrant, and caring woman. Every minute Claire spent there was an emotional roller-coaster, and she wanted some time away from it.

      Something different, and a few minutes without the pain of those memories.

      Perhaps not so different, she thought as she parked at the end of a line at the left end of the store. When they lived in New Hampshire, she’d spent many a snowbound winter evening working on jigsaw puzzles.

      Maybe something in here could help her relive those calmer times.

      Claire reached into the back seat, and snagged her purse, then flipped down the sun visor. She studied herself critically in the mirror, her gray eyes looking back at her. At least the near tears from her mother’s call hadn’t smudged her makeup. She peered closer.

      Were those crow’s feet spidering away from the outside edge of her eyes?

      When Claire leaned back, the lines disappeared, and she let out a small sigh of relief. So far, it hadn’t been a good year. This past January began with her boyfriend of four years cheating, and leaving her, then the accident to her mother.
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