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Chrys was frowning at the menu when Anna breezed into the restaurant, snowflakes sparkling in her dark hair.

“Why the scowl?” she asked, tossing her coat onto the bench and sliding in.

“They don’t have the tuna melt anymore. Is nothing sacred?”

Anna chuckled. “That’s more than a few years ago, my friend. Times change.” She looked around. “Remember how we used to come here when we had serious decisions to make? We thought we were so grown up.” She picked up the menu. “And now look at us.”

“Yeah. By the way, how’s Abby?”

Anna lowered the menu and smiled at her friend. “Fine. I missed having her with me at the store today. She spent the day with Mom. They were going to go Christmas shopping.”

“Along with the rest of the world. Was the mall busy today?”

“Are you kidding? Christmas is three weeks away.” She paused. “Wouldn’t it be nice if there were no ups and downs in retail? Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the seasonal business, but it’s not getting any easier to make a living.”

“Same here. I love being a florist, but I was checking my sales graph the other day and it’s easy to see the peaks at Valentine’s Day, Mother’s Day, etc.” She looked up as their server brought coffee. “Thanks, Sandy. Is it okay if we take our time and order later?”

“Sure, just give me a shout when you’re ready.”

Chrys blew on her coffee. “I was thinking about our friendship today when I was at work. How we got busy with our own lives and drifted apart after high school and then met up again last year. It was as if no time had passed.” She looked across at her friend. “And both of us ended up owning a retail business. How weird is that?”

“No kidding. Although you were always interested in flowers, and I was a bookworm. Back then, when we were teenagers, e-books weren’t as popular as they are today. I think if I could have seen into the future I might not have opened a book store. Not to mention in a mall, where they control so many aspects of the operation.”

“No luck with your request?”

Anna sighed. “Afraid not. You’d think I was asking for the moon when all I want is to display work by local crafters.”

“What’s their objection?”

“They keep bringing up the non-compete clause, which is ridiculous. There are no vendors selling crafts in the mall.”

“I don’t get it.”

“They claim that selling crafts in my store would compete with pop-up stands in the mall.”

Chrys frowned. “But there aren’t any pop-up stands either. And even if there were, those things come and go.”

“Exactly. The mall is owned by a large developer back east. Jill has made all the arguments but they’re not inclined to budge.”

“Jill. That’s the woman who works in the mall Admin office, right?”

“Yes. She’s super nice. She even went so far as to explain to them how the book business has changed. They administer malls across the country so they probably know that but she thought she’d try. She told them that I might not survive if I don’t have another income stream, but they’ve turned a deaf ear.”

Chrys put down her coffee cup. “Is it that bad? You might have to close?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“You seem awfully calm.”

“Do I? I guess I’ve had a while to think about it. The change has been gradual, not that it makes it any easier to accept.”

“So what’s next?”

Anna forced a smile. “First of all, get past Christmas. And then take another look at where I stand. My lease expires at the end of March, so there is that...”

“What would you do if you have to close?”

“I don’t know. The thing is, I really like selling books, and I think local crafts would be a great addition. Bring new customers into the store and support local vendors at the same time.”

Chrys nodded. “Let’s hope they see the light.”

“Amen to that. How about you? Business-wise, I mean.”

Chrys thought for a moment before responding. “Do you ever get a feeling about something you’ve agreed to do? That odd little prickly feeling that you might regret it?”

“Not recently, but I know what you mean.”

“Yeah, well I’ve agreed to be the local coordinator for a fancy party on January 2nd, and Jessica Bradley – the woman who hired me – is already getting on my nerves.”

“People get antsy this time of year.”

“True, but this is more than that. She actually told me that she’d prefer to work with a ‘real’ event coordinator, but that I would have to do since she couldn’t find one.”

“And you didn’t tell her to take a hike?”

“It was over the phone; she caught me by surprise.” Chrys took a sip of her coffee. “It’s a big payday for me, plus a lot of the town big-wigs will be attending. The men may not notice my efforts, but their wives represent a lot of potential business for me.”

“Good point. What’s she like... otherwise?”

“I haven’t met her yet, but from our conversations, I picture her as a little rich girl. Demanding, but at least she’s clear about what she wants and is willing to pay for it. She’s from Vancouver, which is why she needs someone here to do the coordination. I’m meeting her tomorrow, as a matter of fact.”

“Where is the big event?”

“The Lodge, which is another reason I want to do it. The most exclusive venue in Nanaimo and they always close for the month of January right after New Year’s, so I’ll have access for a couple of days to decorate. The Chef from The Lodge is doing the food; they must be paying him well. I’ve never had a meal there but I hear it’s amazing.” Anna looked away and Chrys sensed something was bothering her friend. “What is it?”

“The Lodge. That’s where Jeremy took me to tell me he wanted a divorce. It was just like in the movies where they go to a public place so the other party won’t make a scene.” Anna’s smile was pained. “It worked. I just sat there in shock. I can remember looking around the room. There were candles on the tables and I couldn’t figure out why they were all blurry.” She dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “See, I’m doing it again... crying.”

“I’m sorry Anna. I didn’t know.”

“I don’t know why I’m crying now. It’s been almost three years.”

“You’re well rid of him. I can’t imagine anyone in their right mind leaving that sweet daughter of yours.”

“Just as well. I found out he was on the Ashley Madison website most nights.” She toyed with her spoon. “My first reaction was to wonder how I could have been so unaware of what he was up to. I blamed myself for not being more in tune with him, but I got over that. The thing was, he’d go on the site while I was giving Abby her bath, or after I’d gone to bed.” Anna gave her head a quick shake. “I’m lucky to be out of that situation.”

Chrys sat back in the booth and stared across at her friend. “No wonder you haven’t dated.”

“The next time I get involved with a man – if ever – I’ll be extra careful. A couple of guys have asked me out, but it has to be someone special before I’d introduce them to Abby. My focus is on her right now.”

“And rightly so. It really broke my heart when Cody dumped me, but looking back now, at least he was honest about it. He wanted to ‘move up in the world’ – those were his words – and I was happy to stay right where I was. I’d seen what happened to my Mom when she got married the second time. Her new husband had a high net worth as the saying goes, but for all his money and position in so-called society, she became brittle and unhappy. She’d smile but it never reached her eyes. Know what I mean?”

“Unfortunately, I do. So whatever happened to Cody? I haven’t seen him around town for ages.”

“I heard that he’s with someone in Vancouver and is into real estate. It still stings, but I’ve moved on.”

“And here we are.” Anna forced a smile. “Shall we order something to eat?”

“Good idea. And let’s save room for dessert. We’ve earned it.”

The friends chatted leisurely throughout the meal, catching up on news of mutual friends they’d known in their younger years. The conversation inevitably turned back to their businesses, and they exchanged marketing ideas.

“It never ends, does it?” Chrys checked her watch. “I’m meeting Jessica at The Lodge tomorrow morning, and I should review my notes tonight so I’m ready.”

“This has been fun.” Anna looked at her empty dessert plate. “I’ll probably regret having that pie and ice cream later, but it was good.”

“Are you picking up Abby or is she spending the night with your Mom?”

“I’m getting her now. She says she likes to sleep in her own bed, but I think she’s coming home so I won’t be alone.”

“Tell her Auntie Chrys says hello. Is she with you in the store most days?”

“Yes. She says she’s going to read every book in the children’s section, and she’ll probably succeed.”

“I’ll try to stop by next week and we can have coffee in the Food Court. That’s one thing about Christmas – you have extra help in the store.”

“That would be fun. I know Abby would love to see you.” They stood for a moment outside the restaurant. “At least the snow has stopped. Good luck tomorrow.”

“Thanks.” Chrys gave her friend a quick hug. “See you soon.”
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Chrys slowed to appreciate the beauty of the old building as she approached The Lodge the next morning. The stately home overlooking the Harbour had been built and occupied by one of the coal barons from the nineteenth century. An imposing structure built mainly of granite, it glowed in the pale winter sun. Throughout her childhood it had always been there; she’d never paid much attention, but now she could appreciate the classic lines. The Restaurant at The Lodge – shortened by locals to The Lodge – had earned a stellar reputation for service and food quality. She’d been there as a customer a long time ago; she understood that these days hopeful diners had to request reservations at least a month in advance. Her client and her friend James must be on friendly terms with the owner, who according to Jessica rarely allowed private parties... another reason for Chrys to do a good job... there was no telling when she might get back.

She sensed that her biggest challenge in coordinating this event would be getting along with Jessica but was determined to remain professional. She’d dealt with more than her share of bridezillas over the years so surely she could get along with one more demanding customer...

“Here goes,” she said aloud, pulling up beneath the large porte cochère. A black BMW sports model was parked right in front of the door, an indication that Jessica was already here. She checked her reflection in the rear view mirror, picked up her leather-bound file folder and went inside.

Jessica had said to meet her in the main dining room but it was difficult to tell where that was. Several large rooms gave off the foyer and she decided that the main dining room would probably be closest to the water, so she walked through towards daylight. Somewhere in the background, classical music played softly, lending an air of gentility to the surroundings. Not that they needed any help, she thought to herself. The wealthy mine owners of the past hadn’t always been the most popular, but The Lodge was tasteful and gracious, thanks to the architect, no doubt. “What a beautiful building,” she murmured, her gaze sweeping upward to the crown moldings, then coming back down to one of the antique wall sconces which was flickering.

“Yes it is.”

The voice startled her; she hadn’t noticed the man hunched down, studying an electrical outlet near the floor.

“Trouble is,” he said, deftly unscrewing the plate. “These old buildings are constantly in need of repair.”

She recovered quickly. “Thank goodness for people like you.”

He shot her a quick look, one eyebrow raised. “People like me?”

“Yes. Skilled craftsmen who understand the workings of old buildings like this.” She took a step closer. “I suppose I shouldn’t assume you’re responsible for all of the upkeep, but whoever is in charge has my admiration.”

“Oh?” He seemed amused.

“Yeah. It would be so easy to modernize everything but then the charm of the building would be lost.”

He looked around as though seeing it for the first time. “I see what you mean. By the way, they aren’t open. Are you looking for someone?”

Chrys sighed. “Yes. Her name is Jessica. She’s holding an event here and I’m doing the local coordination.”

“I saw her earlier with the chef from the restaurant. City girl.”

Chrys held back a smile. “That would be her.”

“Last I saw they were headed for the main dining room.”

“Thanks.” She took a few steps then paused and tilted her head. “Love this piece by Bach. Perfect music for this setting.”

“Hmmm,” His attention was back on his task. “If you say so.”

“I do. So there.” She kept her tone light and walked off, humming the familiar music.

* * *
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JESSICA AND EMILE GAUTHIER were seated at a window table overlooking the harbor. Chrys paused to study their body language for a moment. She couldn’t be sure, but it appeared as though they had disagreed on something. Jessica was stabbing a manicured finger at what appeared to be a list of menu items while Emile regarded her through a haze of smoke in what she knew was a non-smoking restaurant. She spotted the distinctive blue of a pack of Gauloises in his shirt pocket.

“You’re late,” snapped Jessica.

Chrys was not about to become the woman’s punching bag. She made a show of checking her watch. “We agreed on ten. I have nine fifty-eight.”

“Whatever.” She waved to a chair. “We were just discussing the menu.”

Chrys nodded, then made eye contact with Emile. “Bonjour chef.”

“Bonjour mademoiselle.” He sat up and motioned toward an antique porcelain coffee pot. “Du café?”

Chrys was already buzzing from two coffees this morning but she wasn’t about to say no. “Merci,” she nodded.
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