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Chapter One


          

          TABITHA OWENS

        

      

    

    
      The little shop, displaying clothes most people couldn’t afford in Christmas red and holly green and winter white, smelled like cinnamon and vanilla and spruce.

      And yet less than a week until Christmas and the display window of Mile High Mercantile Store’s decorations still weren’t up to my standards for the holidays. Barely even noticeable.

      Not unless you counted the red sweaters and white scarves on the two mannequins standing in the window. I did not. It didn’t even matter to me that the sweater and scarf were cashmere.

      The display window was small, about six feet long, so there wasn’t a lot of space for decorating. But it truly didn’t have to be so plain.

      The manager, also known as the owner of the store, also known as the window dresser, had been on a cruise for two weeks, so while we weren’t busy, I took it upon myself to make the display better. Since my job was inventory and sales, I had zero experience in designing window displays, but I had plenty of decorating experience if you counted my apartment, not to mention my family’s decorations back home. I was not afraid to take on a window display.

      It wasn’t like I’d just come up with the idea out of the blue. I’d been in the back, doing some straightening up when I’d come across boxes labeled Christmas.

      My job was officially inventory, but I preferred working in sales. My college degree was in fashion marketing and I hoped to one day have my own little shop.

      That was one of the reasons I stayed at Mile High Mercantile. I wanted the hands on experience of running a small shop.

      Sometimes I thought about applying for a job at one of the large department stores, but working at one of the big department stores wouldn’t teach me anything about running my own small shop.

      Besides, I was rather fond of the little shop.

      It was located in a little shopping center on the western side of Denver and standing here in the display window, looking out past the parking lot and the highway, I could see the majestic Rocky Mountains in the distance.

      The sun would be setting soon, dipping below the mountains, and already the sky was turning golden along the edges. Soon there would be golden streaks of pink, too, interspersed with the fluffy white clouds,

      Each sunset was different. They were like nature’s mandala. Such beautiful works of art.

      But they only lasted a short time and then they were gone. Like those made by the Tibetan monks who spent days designing an intricate sand mandala only to be swept away in a silken scarf and dropped into a river, eventually returning to the sea.

      The clear skies and bright sunshine were deceptive in hiding the cold temperatures. I didn’t mind the cold temperatures. They reminded me of being home.

      Home was Glenwood Springs. A small town just under three hours west of here down Interstate 70. Sometimes I missed home, but there were no career opportunities there. I’d gone to college in Denver and I had stayed.

      The last time I’d been home to Glenwood Springs was three years ago. The same length of time I had worked at Mile High Mercantile. Since taking the job here, I’d had to work on Christmas Eve and I had to work the day after Christmas. That didn’t give me enough time to drive home and come back. The few hours I’d have there was hardly worth the six hour round trip drive.

      So I stayed with the promise of one day having enough seniority to get a few days off at Christmas. Despite the promise of that one day happening, the only person I’d actually seen get time off during the holidays was the owner/manager, Mrs. Smith. Mrs. Smith was supposed to be home from her cruise any time.

      She’d breeze in. See that things were to her liking, then breeze out again for whatever parties she had to attend.

      I should have already redesigned the display window, but we had been shorthanded, leaving us insanely busy. The only reason I had time to work on the display window tonight was because Mandy had come back off maternity leave.

      It was pretty rude of Mrs. Smith to have Mandy come back just days before Christmas, leaving her infant with her husband, but it was her shop and she made the rules for the rest of us.

      Hopefully Mrs. Smith would be pleased with my initiative to redo the window display and take that into account when she handed out the Christmas bonuses.

      I began opening boxes I’d hauled out of the back storage room. There was a box of red tinsel. Red sparkly Christmas balls. A red tree skirt.

      Looks like I would be decorating in red.

      And there was an artificial tree that would be just fine after I got it put together and fluffed out. I didn’t see any Christmas lights, but I’d figure that out when I got there.

      I decided to tackle the tree first so it could have time to fluff out. Although we’d always had a real tree when I was growing up, I wasn’t unfamiliar with artificial trees. In fact, there was one in my apartment right now that I’d gotten on clearance last year after Christmas. I didn’t have any decorations on it yet, but I was working on that.

      Maybe I’d take some of my Christmas bonus money and buy a few ornaments. They’d be on sale after Christmas, so I could wait. I shouldn’t have to put everything toward student loans and my car note. Not to mention rent and insurance. Food and toiletries.

      I sighed as I set up the slightly rusted, antique tree stand in the display window. Smiling, I waved at a mother and her teenage daughter as they walked by. A few minutes later they walked into the shop. It never hurt to show a little friendliness.

      I’d learned that from my grandmother on my father’s side. Grandma Owens was from central Louisiana and had taught me everything she could about manners and friendliness. Sometimes when I put forth the effort, I could even pull off a good southern accent.

      I heard Mandy helping the mother and daughter so I focused on sorting the color-coded tree limbs and started poking them into the plastic tree trunk beginning at the top. Before long, I had all the tree limbs in.

      With the last one in, I sat back on my heels and studied my work. It definitely looked like a tree now. I spent some time fluffing out the branches, taking my time.

      Getting on my hands and knees, I fluffed out the bottom branches, crawling around the tree to reach the ones on the other side. The ones facing the window were the ones that really mattered anyway.

      While I worked, I admired the sunset. Beautiful one minute, the rays sparkling on the snow-capped peaks. Then just like that it was gone. Dropped right over the tops of the mountains.

      In between customers, Mandy walked over to see how I was doing.

      “It looks good,” she said.

      “I hope Mrs. Smith likes it.”

      Mandy didn’t say anything for a moment. Mandy had worked here for ten years. She knew Mrs. Smith well. Certainly better than I did.

      “I hope so, too,” she said finally. Something in her tone gave me pause.

      But I was committed now. There was nothing to do but forge ahead and hope for the best. Besides I couldn’t see why she wouldn’t like it. She hadn’t had time before her cruise and no one had taken the initiative to decorate the window. I did not count throwing a red sweater on a mannequin as decorating for Christmas. Not even a cashmere sweater.

      “Don’t you have a date tonight?” Mandy asked.

      A date? Was that tonight?

      How did it get to be Friday already?

      “Yes,” I said. I forgot. But I didn’t tell Mandy that. “I lost track of time.”

      Mandy tapped her watch. “You’d better get going if you don’t want to be late.”

      “You’re right,” I said, stepping down out of the display window.

      “You can’t go wearing that.” She glanced down at my pants.

      “What?” I looked down and swiped at the dirt on my black pants, but it wasn’t coming off.

      “Use the dressing room to change.”

      “Can’t,” I said. “I didn’t bring a change of clothes.”

      “Nothing in your locker?”

      “No.” Was I supposed to keep extra clothes in my locker? No one had ever said anything about doing that.

      “Then you’d better get going for real.”

      “Right. See you tomorrow.”

      Heading toward the break room to grab my purse out of my locker, I passed a display of black velvet A-line evening gowns. They had just enough sparkly silver trim to give them a holiday look and the long gossamer overlay on the skirt matched the little almost transparent shawl. We had sold just one of them, leaving one in each of the other sizes.

      The Christmas parties were mostly over, but they would be good for New Year’s parties.

      I slowed down, a thought forming in my head.

      Mandy had gone over to straighten a display of sweaters, patiently refolding them.

      I didn’t see how she could be so calm leaving her baby at home, especially this close to Christmas. I’d be mad about it.

      But then she probably had a lot of bills to pay now that she had a baby. Maybe she was grateful to have the work.

      I glanced at my watch again. There was no way I had time to get home, change, and get back to the restaurant where Thomas had reservations. He hated it when I was late.

      With a quick glance over my shoulder, I grabbed my size from the rack of black velvet evening gowns and took off toward the dressing room, holding the dress close like a bandit with a treasure.

      I’d just borrow it. Nobody had to know. It could be good advertisement. If anyone asked me where I got it, I could tell them. Wearing the dress could be good for business. It was the kind of dress a girl would wear to a last minute Christmas party or even one of the New Year’s Eve parties.

      It was definitely fancier than anything I owned or even had ever owned.

      It didn’t take me long to change, slipping into the soft black dress. The velvet dress fit like it had been made for me. I’d found it best not to try on the clothes here in the shop. As long as I didn’t try them on, I wasn’t tempted to buy them. We only got a five percent discount. Not even enough to tempt any of us as a rule. I made it a point to buy my clothes at a discount store two doors down.

      But I’d have the dress hanging back on the rack in the morning. I wouldn’t have it on more than a couple of hours. No one would know.

      I tried not to wince as I put my little lace up ankle boots back on. Shoes were not something anyone could get away with borrowing. Besides, they were black and so much more comfortable than heels.

      Stopping to admire my dress in the three way mirror, I decided the boots actually looked rather cute with the dress. I combed my hair with my fingers and added some lip gloss I kept in my pocket.

      There. I was ready. Wouldn’t Thomas be surprised? We’d been dating for a couple of years now, so I wasn’t nervous about the date. Still. It was nice to surprise him now and then. Especially since he’d gone to the trouble to make reservations at a nice restaurant.

      He did that now and then, so it didn’t surprise me.

      I liked our comfortable relationship. He didn’t pressure me to move our relationship to the next step and I appreciated that. I was focused on my career right now. Thomas and I could get serious about our relationship later. I was thinking a couple more years and we could get engaged. I didn’t want to get married until after I turned thirty, so there was plenty of time.

      I grabbed my purse and coat out of my locker and headed for the back door.

      I didn’t see Mandy, but I didn’t have time to go in search of her just to tell her I was leaving. She knew I was rushing out.

      Realizing I needed to actually put my coat on before I stepped out of the warm shop into the chilly evening air, I set my purse on a bench near the door to put on my coat.

      I had one sleeve on when the back door knob clicked as it unlocked. There was no one else scheduled to come in for work tonight. The cleaning crew didn’t get here until after we closed and they didn’t come on Friday nights.

      That could only mean one thing.

      Mrs. Smith.

      I hesitated one split second too long as I considered whether I should finish putting my coat on and hope she didn’t notice the dress beneath it or turn and head back to the dressing room. I could change back into my clothes before she saw me.

      Mrs. Smith had a strict policy about wearing the clothes from the racks.

      When a customer buys something here, I want them to know that they’re the first ones to wear it.

      There was one employee when I first started working here who had suggested we wear the clothes to show them off. She was fired the next day.

      I was glad I hadn’t suggested it. Not that I hadn’t thought about it over the years, but I had never said a word. It didn’t even matter that a lot of stores had employees wear their clothes as advertisement.

      So while I stood there with one sleeve in my wool coat, Mrs. Smith opened the door and stepped inside.

      “Tabitha,” she said. “Heading out early?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said. “I have a date.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted it. Mrs. Smith did not like personal details. She didn’t care about whether or not I had a date. In fact, I think she didn’t want to know anything about our personal lives.

      “Mandy is on the floor and we’re not busy,” I quickly added. That was the kind of information she would find useful.

      “What are you wearing?” she asked, ignoring anything I’d just said and looking me up and down.

      She knew exactly what I was wearing.

      I swallowed, but the lump in my throat didn’t go anywhere.

      “Did you pay for that dress?” she asked.

      I nodded, then shook my head. “No ma’am. But I will in the morning. It’s just… I’m running late for my date.” There went my Christmas bonus. It would take the whole thing and hundreds more just to pay for this moment of weakness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          TABITHA

        

      

    

    
      Twenty minutes later I was finally sitting in my car, the cold air that was supposed to be heat blowing full speed onto my legs. Wearing my wool coat and mittens, I shivered.

      The sun had set behind the mountains leaving a cold darkness that would have been so much prettier with a few snowflakes to break up the dreariness.

      Beneath my coat, I wore the soft velvety black evening gown with just enough sparkle to make it festive. The dress would be completely out of place in my closet full of serviceable work clothes. Black turtlenecks and slacks. White button-down shirts and black pencil skirts. Jeans and t-shirts for days off. A capsule wardrobe.

      And it only took fifteen minutes to disrupt the whole organization of my wardrobe.

      Feeling a hint of warmth, finally, coming from the heater, I turned on my headlights.

      I didn’t feel like going on my date anymore. I felt like going home, putting on my pajamas, and opening a carton of ice cream. I’d stream an old movie so I’d have an excuse to let the tears flow.

      The first thing I had to do was to take off this dress.

      My dress now.

      My credit card might never recover.

      No returns.

      Mrs. Smith had stamped that on the receipt with far too much satisfaction.

      There would be no slipping back to return it when she wasn’t there.

      No returns.

      So I not only had a dress that was out of my budget’s league, but I had a maxed out credit card, and on top of that, I had no job.

      That’s right.

      Borrowing the evening gown, even though I had paid for it, was a firing offense.

      Mrs. Smith had known what I was doing. She’d been in retail long enough to know a borrowing the dress situation when she saw one.

      One moment of weakness and I was now unemployed.

      My phone chimed and I turned over my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thomas

      

      
        Are you on your way?

      

      

      

      

      

      I lowered my head to the cool leather of the steering wheel. Then I took a deep breath and texted him back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not feeling well. Do you mind if I take a rain check?

      

      

      

      

      

      He wrote back immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thomas

      

      
        Yes! I mind. Don’t cancel on me. I’m sitting here at the restaurant waiting.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wasn’t sure I had it in me to go to dinner with Thomas. But I was wearing the dress. The dress that had cost me dearly. I didn’t dare gain an ounce—ever—because I was going to have to wear it on every special occasion for the rest of my life. I might even have to get married in it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay. I’m on my way.

      

      

      

      

      

      After rubbing my hands together and holding them in front of the warm air from the vents, I pulled out of the parking lot and against my better judgement turned right. I’d been to this restaurant before. It was popular for proms and such, so I shouldn’t necessarily feel overdressed, but I did.

      Home was left. The restaurant was to the right.

      I’d just go. Have a quick appetizer, then go home.

      I wouldn’t tell him I’d been fired. It was too soon.

      Thomas could be judgmental at times and I feared this would be one of those times. He’d ask me why I didn’t just wear my work clothes to dinner like I always did. It wasn’t like it was a special occasion or anything.

      Was it?

      It might be the anniversary of our first date. I could never keep the date in my head. He would know though.

      I made the ten minute drive to the restaurant, but it took me another ten minutes to find a parking spot and it was way in the back of the lot, in a darkened area.

      After I parked, I hurried toward the front of the restaurant, practically jogging. Surely it was too cold for anyone to be lying in wait for a woman in a dark parking lot.

      By the time I made it to the front door, I was breathing heavy. I slipped through the door into the warmth of the little restaurant. I’d already felt a little overdressed and being inside the restaurant didn’t help. I still felt overdressed.

      Thomas held up a hand.

      “I’m with him,” I told the hostess, standing in front of her, mostly to give myself time to catch my breath.

      “He’s been waiting for you,” she said, cutting her eyes in his direction. “Not too patiently.”

      Her words gave me pause and I took a moment to really look at her. She was a pretty college girl not much younger than me.

      “It’s my fault,” I said. “I’m running late.”

      She might a bit younger than me, but her eyes held wisdom beyond her years.

      “No,” she said. “You deserve better than that.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Everyone liked Thomas. He was a young attorney, working his way up in a law firm. When he wasn’t with me he was working. He worked a lot.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “He took off work to meet me here. I shouldn’t have been late.”

      The young hostess shook her head.

      “Just be careful,” she said, putting a hand on the sleeve of my coat to get my attention. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to smile. “I will. I’ll be careful.”

      But Thomas was harmless. We’d been together for two years. Almost to the day.

      Deciding the hostess was overstepping and for no reason, I forced a smile on my lips and headed to Thomas’s table.

      “What was that about?” he asked, frowning as I sat down across from him, the wide expanse of a white tablecloth separating us, a little red candle that smelled like cinnamon on one side.

      Thomas had already finished one glass of bourbon and had a fresh drink sitting in front of him.

      “Nothing,” I said, glancing over at the hostess. She had no reason to go out on a limb. No reason to warn me about a boyfriend I’d known for two years. And yet… she looked so sincere. And on top of that she looked like a regular college student. Someone I could have been friends with.

      “It looked like something,” he said, scowling suspiciously at me.

      I heeded the tingle at the base of my brain. The reptilian brain, they called it.

      “She thought she recognized me from sorority,” I said with a little innocent shrug.

      “She’s younger than you,” he said.
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