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CHAPTER ONE
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Moving

As the box trailer swayed in the wind behind the matching metallic grape pickup, Mira kept her eyes glued to the road, missing the reds, browns, and yellows of the trees passing by the windows, but enjoying the oohs and aahs Robin made as she described the scenes. A dusting of powdery snow frosted the trees and the fields, letting amber, maroon, beige, and muted olive greens peek from underneath. The early morning sun painted the wisps of clouds in coral orange as the purple parade parked in front of the long abandoned Astra theater in the little town of Marsh Creek. The Main Street, lined with gas lights on gleaming black wrought iron posts, each held a wreath with a long-tailed red bow. Spaced between each lamppost, Christmas trees lit with blinking multi-colored lights sparkled with silver and gold tinsel garlands. With a click, Robin’s seatbelt rolled back into its holder and the tiny energetic yoga-master bounced up on her knees, reaching into the backseat to get her coat.

“Grab mine while you’re there, pixie girl.”

“Keep picking on my size, ghost-sister, and I’ll bring up the five pounds you’ve gained this past year.”

“Ouch. You’re mean.”

Robin looked at Mira with a sly grin and a cocked eyebrow before tossing her coat over her head. Mira was releasing her seatbelt, and it tangled with her wayward coat, causing a brief fight with the garment. The battle ended with Mira giving Robin a raspberry, resulting in a friendly tickling match just as someone knocked on the passenger side door. Their brief tussle had fogged up the windows, so Robin knee-walked over, rubbed off a round view hole, and melted into a wide smile and sigh, seeing contractor Brian Harmon on the other side.

“Wow! Did you know he was so hot?”

“Sh, Robin. What if he hears you?”

She sighed again as she gawked, “What if he doesn’t. Growl.”

Mira handled the business end of their partnership while Robin taught yoga and meditation. After doing some marketing research, and a few visits to Marsh Creek, the boarded up old theater looked like the perfect location for their second yoga studio and beverage bar. Besides, they wanted out of Middleton to enjoy a quieter, simpler life. Mira had hired Brian, sight unseen, based only on his references. But as he opened the door, and she got a better look, she agreed with Robin’s assessment. His dirty red hair had a slight wave that contrasted perfectly with his sky-blue eyes. Adding to the package, his broad shoulder, muscular biceps, and a trim waist certain to hide washboard abs, and Mira silently joined Robin in the fan fest.

“Can I help you ladies bring in your luggage?”

“Sure. Yeah. Aren’t you freezing in just that t-shirt?” said Robin, still kneeling on the truck seat gazing at the hunk.

“I hadn’t planned on being out here long.”

Seeing Robin was in no hurry to let Brian out of her sight, Mira said, “Our immediate needs are in the bags in the backseat. We’ll unload the trailer later.”

Brian helped Robin down to the ground like a true gentleman. Even in the cold Winter breeze, he couldn’t have missed the red rush into her cheeks as he took her hands, even with all those freckles and her long curly red hair, but he gave no sign of noticing.

Mira stopped in front of the theater admiring the traditional Marquee. Replacing the few broken windows and removing the plywood was a priority on the list given to Mr. Harmon. Now complete, the old theater looked alive once more. With plumbing and heat in working order, they could now move into the upstairs apartment. They stepped through the double doors into the theater lobby, still containing the popcorn machine and glass candy cases. Mira imagined how their remodeling would keep the theater feel while transforming the area into a juice bar. The old red carpet was stained and torn in places and led up four steps that spanned the width of the lobby with flaking gold painted railings. About six feet ahead, two oak doors were propped open, leading to the theater area. To the right, a stairway led to the upstairs, where the projector room was located, and the apartment.

“Your furniture arrived Monday. Helen Pickering from the Crafter’s Boutique, and Trishna Trundle from the Creamy Cupcake, next door, did some cleaning. Oh, and thanks for sending the extra help,” said Brian.

“Extra help? We didn’t send any...”

Mira was interrupted by a familiar voice.

“I took some saved up vacation time. Hope you don’t mind?”

“Detective Jeff Borden. Is that you?” asked Mira. 

Trying to hide her excitement by putting on an annoyed look, Mira planting her hands on her hips. A suitcase dangled from each of Brian’s hands as Robin hooked an arm into his and looked at Mira with a smirk that said, he’s yours, Brian’s mine. Mira rolled her eyes. Jeff stepped into the light as he descended the stairs. Their relationship had become complicated after Mira found out Jeff had been her deceased husband’s partner at the FBI and kept that fact a secret. Maybe he had good reasons, but Jeff was still in Mira’s time-out corner until she felt he had learned his lesson. She wasn’t sure when that would happen, but the quieter, simpler life in Marsh Creek wasn’t meant to include Jeff Borden.

“Oh, my. I almost forgot,” said Robin, releasing Brian and reaching into a deep coat pocket to pull out a camera. Her new hobby was recording every step of their adventure and this, she thought, was the sort of moment destined to be saved for posterity.

“Turn this way, Brian. Now everyone, smile.”

The little trickster snapped off six pictures before Mira could say, “Enough already.”

The camera’s flash had blinded everyone except Robin.

“Put that thing away,” commanded Mira.

She rubbed her eyes back to life as Jeff missed the last step and fell towards her. Mira planted her feet and took hold of his arm to steady him, thankful he got his balance because, she thought, there’s was no way I can catch that big, hot... stop it Mira, you’re still mad at him, remember? 

“Let’s get back to the extra help issue. You weren’t invited, Borden,” said Mira.

“Do you want me to leave?”

“I hope not,” added Brian. “He’s awful handy to have around, especially when I need an extra pair of hands. If you want to be in business for the Christmas Spirit celebration, I’ll need all the help I can get.”

“... and I work for free.”

Mira put on her business-woman look and rubbed her chin as if deep in thought and counting dollars.

“Well, I guess we can put up with you, if you stay out from underfoot.”

Robin made her way over to Mira and gave her a playful hip bump and said telepathically, “Quit being so mean to him. You know you want to lock lips with Jeff. Isn’t it time to stop punishing him and yourself?”

Mira looked down at the wild red-haired imp, opened her eyes as wide as possible and replied directly to her mind, “He’s got to do his penance. Then, and only then, will he get some lip-locking.”

“It’s been almost nine months. That’s a long dry spell for anyone’s lips. Do you want his lips looking elsewhere for exercise?”

Mira gave Robin a return hip-bump, sending the lightweight pixie skipping across the floor to keep her balance.

“Sometimes I wonder what you gals are thinking, but then I decide it’s best I don’t know. Let me take one bag off your hands, Brian. Best you come on up and have some breakfast with the ladies so you can fill them in on the progress,” said Jeff.

“Breakfast? Did you do the cooking, Borden? Is it safe to eat?” asked Mira, sending another jab Jeff’s way.

“Nope. Just ordered a generous pile of pancakes from Jim and Donna’s. They’re on warm in the oven.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Karma

As the group climbed the stairs to an eight by eight landing, the worn red carpet seemed to stretch everywhere. Straight ahead, a white door scraped free of loose paint, showed blank wood in spots, and panels with gaps. A dark oak stained door on the left side, in worse condition, held a sign that said Projection Room.

“Hope you don’t mind me camping out in the projection room. If you like, I’m sure I can find a bed-and-breakfast nearby,” said Jeff as he opened the apartment door.

“Since you’re working for nothing, I suppose giving you a place to camp out is the least we can do,” said Mira, managing a smile as she followed him into a forest of dingy, cracking, green paisley wallpaper and a continuation of the red carpet with a path worn along the center of the floor showing the black webbing underneath.
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