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When I started The Ornament Maker, I got a message from a reader asking, once more, if I planned to do a print of Pennyroyal Christmas, a novella I wrote a while back. So, I’m taking this opportunity to add Pennyroyal Christmas, the story of Kateri Chance, or KC, at the end of this book. Enjoy the two stories: The Ornament Maker and Pennyroyal Christmas. Have the happiest of holidays!

The Ornament Maker

Andie Navarro isn’t what anyone in Ruthorford expected. From her decorated canes to her guarded silence, she carries mysteries that whisper of pain and resilience. Yet when, without hesitation, she risks everything to save a life, the town’s long-guarded secrets edge toward exposure. In the heart of Ruthorford—where loyalty runs deep and secrets run deeper—this small, isolated southern town faces a choice: embrace the outsider, trusting her to keep their secrets safe—or turn away and lose her forever.

Pennyroyal Christmas

Kateri Chance comes back to Ruthorford for a fresh start and runs into the man who caused her to leave in the first place. She must resolve her past before she can move forward. However, someone doesn’t want that to happen. Join Kat as she explores Ruthorford and finds herself in the small town that protects its own.
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This is dedicated to anyone who is a bit different, be it physically, intellectually, or emotionally. Shine. It is because of you that this world is a better composite of richness.
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Teresa looked up from the ledger where she was carefully inscribing the name of the new reservation and grinned as she watched Aby trying to push open the tall double door at the entrance to the bed and breakfast. She wasn’t quite strong enough yet. Suddenly, Noel, Aby’s adopted older brother, reached around her and pushed it open for her. The smile Aby gave Noel made Teresa’s heart squeeze. Aby had adored Noel from the moment he’d arrived at the Bed & Breakfast and, as fate would have it, they were now brother and sister.

Laughter followed the children as they piled into the lobby from outside, followed by their much older, also adopted, sister, Di. Teresa came around the tall mahogany registration counter to be engulfed in hugs from all three of her children, Aby’s fairy wings on her Halloween costume getting crushed in the process.

“Oh, no,” Teresa said, trying not to laugh, looking at the crinkled left wing.

“It’s okay, Mom,” Noel said. “It got crushed at The Shoppe of Spells when she didn’t move fast enough, and the door closed on it. But that’s okay,” he grinned as he wiggled his fingers, imitating Dorian’s ability to manipulate the power of the earth. “Uncle Dorian fixed it.”

“I am so glad.” Teresa tried to make sure her expression was very serious.

“Mommy, look what we got.” Aby turned and pulled the bag Di was carrying for her from her hand. It was so heavy that it dropped to the floor.

“I hope that’s not all candy,” Teresa said, laughing.

Just then, the bell chimed as a woman appeared to struggle to open the door.

Noel was at the door in a heartbeat, pulling it open and holding it for the woman.

“Why, thank you, kind sir,” she said, smiling at him as he stepped back to let her pass, manipulating her two forearm canes.

“Wow,” he said quickly, trying to cover for the fact that her beauty made him blush in his childish pre-adolescent temperament, “cool decorations.” 

“Thanks. Hey, if I have to use these, I’m going to make the most of them.” She held up the one nearest him so he could see the Halloween-themed stickers up and down the cane.

Aby raced over. “Hey, Mommy, she’s got Snoopy and the Great Pumpkin.”

“Let’s not make her stand in the door. It’s getting chilly outside,” Di said, calling her little sister back as she reached down and picked up Aby’s bag, forgotten on the floor. “I heard rumors that Sandra has some hot chocolate with your names on it.”

They were off in a flash, rushing into the dining room of the restaurant. When Di got to the dining room door, she looked back, a frown pulling her brows together as she studied the woman in the lobby. Something tugged at her memory. She smiled, nodded, and went to join her siblings. The thing was, she still had issues with her memory. It would come to her; it would just take time. She’d grown accustomed to that.

“What can I do for you?” Teresa said and moved back around the counter, weary of any stranger, since  Ruthorford was closed for Halloween, freeing up the kids to run from shop to shop and house to house, free from fear.

“I’m sorry. I got away early and, once I explained to the guard at the town gate, he let me through. I’m Andie Navarro.”

At that moment, Teresa’s phone pinged. <Woman has identification. Showed it to me on her phone. Sorry, Lizza needed something,> the text read.

Teresa looked up at the woman across from her. Recognition dawned, and she laughed. “You’re Rowe’s friend. I thought ‘Andy’ was male.”

“You aren’t the first,” the woman laughed. “Andrea Narvarro. “I spell Andie with an ‘ie’. I probably should have called. I found I could get away early. If my shop isn’t ready, I could find someplace—”

“It is, but rather bare,” Teresa interrupted her. “However, if you’d rather stay here for the night, you are more than welcome. The town is overrun today and tonight with children, and I don’t know if there’s anyone to help you get moved in.”

“The majority of my things won’t arrive until Monday. But, I admit I’m tired. If you have a room?”

“I absolutely do. We shut down the town for Halloween, so there’s plenty of room at the inn. Let me show you to a room on the first floor. It’s accessible, as well. Then, please join us for dinner. With Halloween being on Friday, you get to see us become a madhouse tomorrow and change it over to more Fall and Thanksgiving.”

Teresa came around the counter with a keycard and led the pretty woman down the hall. Two doors down, she slipped the keycard into the lock and opened the door. Walking in, she hit a switch and the lights turned on atop the bedside table, as well as the table in front of the window overlooking the back. She then walked into the bath and turned on the light in there, glancing around. It looked like everything was in place.

“Do you need any help with luggage?” she asked.

Andie held up one of her canes, hit a button on the hand grip, and a hook popped down. “I’m good. However, I might need some help tomorrow with some things in my van.”

“I will let Rowe know you’re here, and I’m sure he’s got someone who can help.”

“Thanks. I didn’t let them know I was coming early, either. I can’t wait to see them. In fact, this is sort of a surprise for Kat. My van is parked in front of the shop, so I’ll go get my overnight bag in a little bit.”

“Well, come on down to the dining room when you’re ready. If you prefer quiet, I can have a tray sent to you. We pretty much cater to the kids tonight. It can get a little rowdy.”

“Not a problem at all. I love the Halloween-decorated tree in the median and all the wreaths and pumpkins. By next year, I should have plenty of decorations to add to your decor.”

“That would be fantastic. I’ll let you get settled.” Teresa walked to the door and turned back. “Oh, I forgot to give you the keys to the shop.” Hearing commotion coming from the front lobby, she handed Andie the keys before closing the door behind her. Strolling down the hall, she grinned as she sent a text to Rowe, letting him know Andie had arrived.

Andie stepped out of the bed and breakfast and looked down the street. She smiled at the orange and yellow lights twinkling from the huge tree in the median. Children walked, skipped, and ran up and down the street, calling out to each other and to the adults opening doors and handing out candy and goodies. By next year, she hoped she would be one of those shopkeepers, making the kids grin.

She made her way down the street, past the art gallery where KC’s incredible art was housed. Right now, the windows displayed Halloween-themed paintings and sculptures. She lingered at the window of the boutique with black, orange, and purple clothing on display and promised herself to stop in. Those black suede pants with the purple sweater had her name on them. She took the key off the hook on her cane and stepped in front of what would be her shop. With a narrower storefront than the art gallery or boutique, it would be perfect for her smaller displays. She envisioned the acrylic tree she’d created based on her design to the right of the window and could visualize her ornaments glowing in all their beauty.

As she turned the key, she heard a scream. She turned to see a girl running toward her, a man running after her, his face covered. In one quick motion, she pulled the door open, grabbed the girl by the arm, and spun her into the dark shop, closing the door behind them, the lock clicking into place. The shade was pulled down on the door but not on the window. She pulled the girl to the nearest corner and crouched down with the girl, her forearm canes having fallen on the floor by the door.

“Tommy. They have Tommy,” the girl cried. Andie put her finger over the girl’s lips and shook her head.

The door handle rattled.

The girl gasped.

Andie pulled out her phone and handed it to the girl, indicating she text. The young girl took the phone, typed four numbers, and texted her name.

Within seconds, a text came back. <Where?>

The girl looked around and wrote, <next to Jasmine’s. They have Tommy.>

Suddenly, lights filled the street. Doors opened and closed.

Seeing the tears, Andie put her arm around the girl and pulled her close, her long black hair covering them like a shield.

***
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Tommy, Cal, and Lissa had been talking to Gavin, one of Eryk’s stage workers serving as a “guard,” sharing some of their candy with him, and asking about the new magic show Eryk was putting together for the holidays, when two men walked up, their faces covered.

Gavin put the children behind him and turned to the men. “This is a private party. Can I help you?”

Without another word, one of the men aimed a TASER at Gavin and pulled the trigger. Gavin went down. The other man grabbed Cal.

“Hey,” Cal yelled. “Let me go!”

The man said something derogatory and yanked on Cal’s arm.

As the man holding Cal reached out and grabbed Tommy with the other hand, Lissa took off running. Tommy grabbed the man’s forearm and let his energy flow.

“Ow! What the hell!” The guy yelled and let go of both of them. 

The other man took off after the girl.

As the man rubbing his arm started to grab Tommy again, the words “Touch him and die” settled deeply in the man’s head, and heat infused his body.

He yelled toward his partner, “What’d you say?”

But his partner was running down the street. 

Tommy watched Cal take off toward the field as he heard the command from one of the old sisters on her porch to come to them. Fully prepared to help save his friend, Tommy caught Sim’s slight nod and ran toward the old sisters’ porch.

Sim just stood there, apparently unnoticed.

“John, I have one of these assholes,” he sent the words mentally to John Davis, Ruthorford’s Chief of Police, as well as their local Tribal Chief. 

“On my way. JE grabbed the other one.”

Sim touched the man, and he dropped to the ground.

JE arrived hauling his catch, and Sim dropped him, as well. In another move, he had gloves out and covering his hands, pulling their wallets out. No ID. Nothing. He put them back. He looked through their phones. They looked like burners. Memorizing a couple of numbers, he wiped the phones of information just for good measure.

Done with them. No IDs. I wiped the phones. I’ll check the vehicle. It’s down the road. Call Mike. Gavin got tased, but he’s okay, Sim signed, referring to the town’s guard.

By the time Sim had disappeared around the bend in the road, the men were coming to. JE had cuffs on them before they could get their wits about them.

“Kids okay?” John let the question fill Sim’s mind as he received the images of what happened from Sim.

“Yes.” Then he went silent.

***
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“Lissa? It’s Dad,” a voice called through the door.

The girl jumped up and ran to the door, pulled aside the shade before undoing the bolt, and, opening the door, cried, telling him, “The man has Tommy.”

Teresa appeared behind him, along with a tall, dark man in shadow behind her. Teresa walked in and, seeing the canes on the floor, picked them up and walked over to Andie. 

Before she could do anything, Rowe stepped around her, took the canes, and helped Andie to her feet. “You okay?” he asked.

“I think so. It looked like ICE. I saw a man coming after this girl with a mask over his face. I grabbed her and dragged her in here.” 

“Are you okay?” Andie put the question to the girl. Andie looked at the man holding the crying girl. “She said they had Tommy.”

When the man looked at Andie, she could have sworn his eyes glowed. “I’m their father, Dorian Drake. We have Tommy. He’s okay.”

***
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Down the street, Tommy stood in the old sister’s house, being reassured that his twin sister, Lissa, was safe.

Before a knock could sound on the door, Miss Grace opened it to Sim. He stepped in and started signing, Mike’s with Gavin. Dorian has Lissa. 

“What about Cal?” Tommy asked.

Sim signed for Tommy, but the words filled his aunts’ minds, “Cal is okay. John has the two men.”

Miss Alice thought her reply, “You didn’t do too much damage, did you?”

“No ma’am. But they will be confused for a while. Their phones are wiped, and there is no information in their vehicle—or on their persons, for that matter.” He tapped his head. “I have two phone numbers from the phone.”

“I want to go see Lissa,” Tommy said.

Sim nodded and kissed his aunts. “Thank you for taking care of Tommy.”

“Well, you wouldn’t let us take care of those men.”

Sim grinned. “We wanted them alive.”

Grace laughed before turning to Tommy. “You did great. Thank you for not trying to take them on alone.”

He nodded. “I know what you, Sim, and Dad have taught me. They can’t know. When he reached for me, he got stung. I couldn’t help it. I think it went through him and hit Cal. He was rubbing his arm as he ran away.”

“Thank you for helping me,” Tommy said and hugged each sister.

“We love you and are always here for you,” Alice added.

“I love you, too,” he said and followed Sim out the door.

***
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When they walked into the bed and breakfast, Lissa was waiting for them in the lobby, having been told not to go outside. In seconds, she had her arms wrapped about her twin. “Are you okay? Is Cal?”

“Everyone is fine. Well, maybe not everyone. Uncle John looked pretty pissed when I saw him go by the Aunts’ house. Show me the lady who helped you.”

Lissa took her brother’s hand and led him into the dining room and to the table where the beautiful lady who had helped her sat at a table with Rowe and Kat. “Miss Andie, this is my brother, Tommy.”

Andie smiled at Tommy, “I am so glad you are okay and so very happy to meet you.”

He noticed her hands stayed in her lap and saw the canes resting against the chair next to her. “May I give you a hug?” he asked. 

When she nodded, he leaned over and put his arms around her. “Thank you for saving my sister. She means the world to me. Now, so do you.”

She felt warmth flow into her with his words. Tears welled. “Thank you. I am so glad I could help. I heard they tried to take your friend. How’s he doing?”

“Cal’s home. He’s okay. He said he wanted to stay with his family tonight.”

“I’m so glad he’s okay,” Andie said.

Teresa stepped over. “Tommy. Andie is opening the shop next to the boutique. If you and Lissa aren’t too busy for a little while tomorrow, maybe you can help her get settled in before we start the decorating.”

He looked at his sister, who grinned and nodded. “It would be our pleasure,” he said for both of them. He nodded toward the arm canes. “You just point, and we’ll put. We’re pretty good at putting things up. Mom and Dad own The Shoppe of Spells across from the boutique. They’ve been teaching us about inventory and stuff. We’d love to help get you set up.”

“If it’s not too much trouble,” Andie said, looking at Dorian and Morgan, who now stood behind the twins. Both smiled and nodded.

Teresa smiled. “And, if you two can be here at eight, I can promise you one of Sandra’s famous breakfasts.”

“Can I come?” Andie asked, laughter tinging her words.

“Yes, ma’am,” Lissa said. “Sandra cooks up some really, really good food.”

“Then I will see you tomorrow here at 8.”

“Speaking of which,” Teresa announced, “it looks like she’s bringing out lasagna for everyone. And, she made the sourdough cheese toast you all love.”

Once everyone returned to their tables and plates were served, Kat reached across the table and took Andie’s hand, careful not to cause her pain. “You always were one to make an entrance. I’m so glad to see you and so glad you’re okay.”

“Surprise!” Andie laughingly announced. “Not quite what I had in mind when Rowe suggested we surprise you.”

Unbeknownst to Andie, phones were vibrating around the room, descendants looking and seeing ‘outsider in-house,’ before putting away their phones.

Sim, who’d brought Tommy back, had already left with his wife, Di, to take lasagna back to his aunts to have dinner with them.

Morgan and Dorian were soon to follow, taking dessert home for the kids for tomorrow, having watched them yawn through their dinner.

Anyone with children made their way out, as well, knowing tomorrow held a busy day of taking down Halloween decorations and replacing them with Fall and Thanksgiving themes.

The bed and breakfast was prepared to set up an all-day buffet to feed the hungry decorators as they redid everything. What wasn’t stored at the shops was stored in the building next to the post office, Mike’s once medical office and home. Over the years, the residents had perfected the effort and could get the major décor finished in one day, getting the final touches done over the weekend. 

It was the same as they did with the Christmas turnover effort, the day after Thanksgiving, yet the Fall/Thanksgiving turnover did not take as long, since much of the décor was already out. They just took down all the Halloween themes and added Thanksgiving in their place.

As Kat and Rowe walked Andie to her room, Kat spoke. “I can’t believe Rowe kept your plans secret from me. I am thrilled you’re moving here and setting up a shop. I am at the gallery so often that we’ll be seeing each other almost every day. Thank you.”

When Kat leaned over and hugged Andie, Rowe noticed the smile didn’t quite go to Andie’s eyes. He wasn’t Teresa, but he didn’t have to be an empath to know there was more to Andie’s story than just wanting to be close to her friend.
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Chapter Two
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“Sorry I’m late,” John Davis apologized as he walked into Sassy’s Tea Room, looked around the room, before flipping the closed sign over and turning the lock.

Sitting around the room were the most significant of the descendants. Morgan and Dorian, the official GateKeepers of Ruthorford, sat at the table with Dorian’s twin, Eryk Vreeland, the famous magician, and Eryk’s wife, Jasmine, a descendant coming into her own, late, with unique talents. Mike, although not a descendant, was the head of their Clinic and married to the unofficial Mayor of Ruthorford, Teresa Abbott Ruthorford Yancy, her legacy descendancy renown in their small town. They sat with Jenn Davis, non-descendant and wife of John Davis, Tribal leader, as well as Ruthorford’s Chief of Police. Jenn, niece/daughter to Mike, was head of the Abbott House Foundation, as well as Ruthorford’s legal counsel. 

Sim whistled from the kitchen, as he and his wife, Di, were fixing up some treats for the gathering. Sim was probably the strongest of the descendants. No one but the sisters, who had found him on their porch as an infant and raised him, knew the depth of his abilities, since they refused to allow him to be tested. Unusual for them to attend, the misses Alice and Grace now sat at the table where Sim and his wife Di, a non-descendant, who he had rescued from an accident and later saved from a gunshot, would join them. Ozzy rounded out that table, having discovered he was a descendant after coming to Ruthorford in tribute to Ethan, after Ethan had saved Ozzy’s life in a helicopter crash, dying in the process.

Also, at the meeting were Meadow, John’s niece, a Native American/Scot blend with many talents, and Tala, another Native American, sitting with John’s aunt/mother, Astina, and Tala’s grandparents and Natives, Margaret and Steve Crane. They sat at the table with Rowe, John’s brother.

It was unusual for so many descendants, both Ruthorford and Tribal, to be at a single meeting. Jenn, as head of the Abbott House Foundation, had expressly asked for the gathering after what had occurred earlier. The Abbott House Foundation, the holding company of Ruthorford, was formed over two hundred years ago by the Tribe with private consideration of the government through their Reservation agreements. Things had changed in recent years, and Jenn thought it imperative for the descendants to be informed.

“The Coweta County Sheriff has picked up the two men and had their SUV towed,” John said as he took his seat next to Jenn. “The men swore they are ICE, but when I offered them use of the station phone to make a call, they either refused or didn’t seem to know who to call. When I returned their burner phones, which Sim had wiped, they stared at them, confused. We are charging them with attempted murder. Gavin will be fine, right, Doc?”

When Mike nodded, John continued, “We also have them on assault and three counts of attempted kidnapping. I checked before I turned them over to Coweta, and they did not appear to have chips in their necks,” John stated. They had run into issues with tracking devices in people before and were very cautious now.

“Cal is home, shaken, but doing well. Lissa and Tommy okay?” John asked Dorian and Morgan.

“My parents are in-house with them,” Morgan said.

“I think it’s time to up their training,” Dorian added, his voice low and lethal. “We’ve been so cautious because of their burgeoning capabilities and with the onset of puberty and hormones causing disruptions to the current....” He stopped and swallowed before continuing, lowering his own energy, “Eryk and I are going to train them.” He saw Jasmine’s look. “As well as Morgan and Jasmine,” he added with a smile and deference.

Sim stepped in and signed, Di by his side, interpreting, “He says he thinks he might be of help, as well as John. They are unique and have a broad range of talents. They are old enough to be in charge of their descendancy.” Although everyone in the room could sign, it was better to let Di translate, who was actually getting his verbiage in her mind.

The old sisters nodded, and Sim and Di returned to the kitchen.

“I put in a call to my contact in the government,” Jenn spoke up. “She is using her network to see if they are, in fact, with ICE. We don’t believe so. We think they are using the subterfuge to kidnap children for trafficking. It’s too damn easy. We don’t know the good guys from the bad guys, anymore. As a sovereign land owned by the Tribe, we have been assured of our safety. Honestly, I’m not sure how long that is going to last. All of the tribe is carrying identification. Fortunately, no one has been taken.”

“Well, those two are going to be held until someone shows up with a lot more than they’ve got to identify them and who they work for. Personally, I don’t think that’s going to happen. What I do want is to know who they are working for,” John said. He turned his attention to the kitchen, calling, “Were you able to read them?”

Di called from the kitchen, “We’ll be right out.”

In John’s mind, words sank in, “I fed you what I had. No chips implanted, but no long-term memories I can pick up either. They may have stopped using the chips since we figured them out.”

“That’s all I’ve got for now,” John said and sat down next to Jenn.

Sim pushed a cart from the kitchen. Di spoke, “Sim has been dabbling in the dessert arena again. This time, he’s modified one of Bill’s old recipes for Pumpkin Flan and now has an Apple-Pumpkin Spiced Flan. You all will be his guinea pigs.” She took plates from the cart and, along with Sim, put them around.

Teresa took a bite. “Is that a take on your Whiskey sauce, with Bourbon?” She took another bite. “Oh, Sim, this is heavenly. Are you going to share the recipe with Sandra, or are you going to spend even more time in the dual kitchens?” Teresa teased, meaning Sassy’s and Abbot B&B.

Sim just smiled and shrugged.

“Tea or coffee?” Di asked. “I have both.”

“Decaf for me,” Teresa said.

Everyone gave their preference, and Morgan and Dorian got up and helped dispense mugs as the others finished up the dessert.

“I have one other bit of business but first, I suggest we keep the gates down for tomorrow and Sunday while we decorate. I don’t have any reservations for the weekend, and I know all the kids want to help. I don’t want to risk their safety after what happened today.”

“Agreed. I think JE and I will man the gates this time. Consider Ruthorford closed.”

“Thank you, John. How’s JE doing?” Teresa asked.

“Great. It helps that he already knew Ruthorford and Ethan so well. Being a non-descendant gives us safe interaction with other agencies, too. No surprises.” John laughed. “Plus, with his experience with the Feds, he’s another asset for us.”

“He helped me this evening,” Jenn added. “Which leads to another reason I wanted a joint meeting tonight. I have talked it over with the Tribal Council, and we think, given the circumstances and dangers from the outside, that we install gates on the farms. Most of them have fencing, so it will only take the addition of gates. Abbott House will fund the upgrades. We will also be installing electronic drive gating with a security system. No trespassing signs will be posted. I reached out to the farms, and everyone is grateful for the added security. A couple of people have mentioned being harassed in Atlanta; they believe it was because of their coloring. They are all carrying reservation IDs and papers and have Abbott House Counsel on speed dial. So far, fortunately, it hasn’t been needed.”

Eyrk spoke up. “Let us know what we can do to help. My construction crews are more than willing to assist.”

“Thanks. We may take you up on that,” Jenn said.

“Speaking of which, in a roundabout way,” Teresa said and smiled. “I sent word out earlier, and it was agreed by the descendants and the Tribal Council to allow Rowe’s friend, Andie Navarro, to rent the shop next to Jasmine’s. She arrived tonight. She’s the one who saved Lissa. One, I didn’t know Andie was a woman, and two, that she has special needs. I looked at the plans for the shop after I met her tonight, and I know that the shop is one of those with a small freight elevator. With some modification, I believe we can make it accessible for her.”

Eryk spoke up. “I’ll have my guys look at it. I don’t think it will take much to fix it up.”

Teresa smiled. “Then, I will let you do your magic.” Given the extravagant and intricate staging Eryk’s shows produced, she knew it was in competent hands with his construction crews. “I will suggest she stay at the B&B until it’s done.”

“She’s a non-descendant, right?” Morgan asked.

“Yes, from what Rowe said. Kat has known her for some time. She makes unique ornaments and suncatchers, I believe. Kat tried to get her to do a showing with her art, but she refused. Kat figured it was because of her circumstances. Kat said she would get very tired on occasion. When she grabbed Lissa and pulled herself and Lissa into her shop, she dropped her canes. I’ll tell you what. What I felt when I picked them up for her said something different. It felt like they pulled at my energy, they were so full of energy. Of course, that could have been her fear put into them when she confronted the situation and had to act so fast. I have not had physical contact with her, yet.”

“I’m going to mention what I felt when we were with her,” Rowe spoke up. “She was genuinely worried about Lissa. But when we were saying goodbye, I sensed something else. Like she’s holding back. Watchful.”

“Well, we will help watch over her,” Morgan declared, “since she had no trouble watching over my daughter.”

“The twins definitely adore her,” Dorian added. “She didn’t think twice when she grabbed Lissa and pulled her to safety—before Lissa could even react. Lissa has been singing her praises ever since. They are very excited about helping her tomorrow.”

“For all concerned, Tala and I have an open-door policy for descendants and tribe alike. If anyone needs our assistance, please don’t hesitate.” Meadow looked at Tala, who nodded. They had recently opened a Safe Harbor facility on Tala’s farm to help endangered families, women, and children.

“Thank you,” Jenn said, having founded the original Safe Harbor in Virginia and helped them set up this new facility.
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Chapter Three
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Before Andie could step into the dining room, she was surrounded by children. Obviously, the tale of the evening’s excitement had preceded her. Lissa stood back a little, a blush reddening her peaches and cream cheeks. Tommy stood next to her, ever protective.

“All right, troops,” Teresa stepped into the lobby and over to Andie, “I know you have lots of de-decorating to help with. Lissa. Tommy. Since you’ve already had your breakfast, why don’t you go help your mom for an hour and let Miss Andie have some breakfast and coffee before you drag her out of here? I want some time to visit with her before you wear her out.”

“Are you sure? We don’t mind waiting,” Lissa said.

“I bet your parents would appreciate the help, and honestly, I need to get something to eat and some coffee.” Andie acted like she was confiding in them.

Tommy looked at his watch, a present he’d been obsessed with since he got it. “We’ll be back in one hour. Come on, Lissa. They want to do some adult talking.” He said it with the somber assurance of being the ‘older’ twin.

Andie watched them leave and held her laughter until they were out of hearing. “They are adorable.”

“And a handful,” Teresa said, leading her into the dining room. “Why don’t you join me this morning? I have something to discuss with you, anyway.”

Andie followed Teresa to her table and, putting the canes against the chair next to her, sat across from Teresa. “Thank you. I really do need some coffee.”

She’d barely sat down when Sandra showed up with a coffee pot, filling her mug. “Cream, sugar, and sweetener are on the table. Any idea what you want for breakfast? I have a breakfast quiche, piping hot, and a fruit cup.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Andie said, adding a packet of sweetener to her mug, stirring, and taking a sip. “Oh, this is heavenly,” she said, closing her eyes for a moment.

Although Sandra was moving into the kitchen, she heard her and smiled. She would now never forget her preference in coffee and would make sure she always had some.

“Thanks. One of our specialties,” Teresa said. “You’ll love the breakfast quiche. That’s one of Sandra’s. Now, I have something to discuss with you. I admit that I did not know of your special needs. Eryk is going to have his crew retrofit the elevator in your shop—”

Andie interrupted her, “Really, it’s not a problem. I tend to set things up so I only have to make the trip down the steps in the morning and up at night. One of the reasons I took it was that Kat told me it had a large workroom and bath in the back, as well as an area for a small kitchen. I figured I could put a cot in there in case I got too tired.”

“Well, I’ve decided it would benefit us to have at least one shop with an elevator and accessibility accommodations. You just helped me realize what we lack,” she said nicely but firmly. “So, I would like you to stay here while they do the work. It will be finished within a week at most. You can either call your movers and delay them, or store things in the storage building behind the building, or in the shop until they are finished. I think you will be pleased.”

Andie looked down, took a sip, and then looked Teresa in the eyes. “I appreciate it. It really isn’t necessary, though.”

“I noticed how agile you are, but I don’t see any reason to deny you access to your apartment whenever you want or need it.”

“Then, thank you. Why don’t you call the children and tell them we will hold off unloading the van for another day? That way, they can participate in today’s festivities.”

Teresa smiled, nodded, and was pulling out her phone when Sandra appeared with a tray, setting the plate and bowl in front of Andie.”

“You aren’t joining me?” Andie addressed Teresa.

“I ate with Mike before he headed to the clinic. Noel and Aby are already over at Di’s, helping them decorate the Tea Room. So, enjoying a cup of coffee with you before the rush is a pleasure.” As she talked, she finished answering the response from Morgan. “All set,” she said and took a sip of her own coffee. What she didn’t say was that Morgan had added that it would give them more time to reinforce the kids not to use their talents when helping Andie. This was the first time a true outsider would be living and working in town full-time, and, although they knew to keep their talents a secret from outsiders, they figured Ruthorford was safe.

“Can I ask you something?” Andie took another bite of her fruit cup, wiped her lips, and put the napkin in her lap before reaching over and adjusting her canes.

“Of course,” Teresa said. It did not go unnoticed that the woman across from her had adjusted or touched the canes periodically since she’d sat down. Teresa still hadn’t had an opportunity to touch her, and Andie had kept her hands close, so there was no chance to, and Teresa didn’t think reaching out and grabbing her wrist would be appropriate.

“That looked like an ICE agent last night. Why would ICE be chasing Lissa?” Andie looked genuinely concerned.

“We don’t think they are. Those men are in Coweta County custody now. It appeared they were after Tommy’s friend, Cal, who is Native American but has darker coloring. But, I think, had they not been stopped, they would have abducted all three of the children.”

“Oh my God,” Andie’s eyes grew wide. “I am so glad I was where I was.”

“We are, too. Thank you so much. The least we can do is make sure you are welcome and comfortable.”

“Which you have already done. I know I will enjoy having my shop here.” Having finished the quiche, she took a last sip of coffee and set down her cup. “That was a wonderful quiche. I think I will walk down to my shop and look around. I haven’t been there since I first saw it—and, of course, my attention was elsewhere yesterday.”

“Would you like me to accompany you?”

“No, I know you will be busy, as is everyone else. I just want to look around and get some of my tools out of my van. It’s just a couple of small bags.”

“Well, I know Eryk’s crew stopped by at about 6 this morning for a key, so don’t be surprised if you hear a lot of banging in the back.”

When Teresa started to stand, Andie waved her back down. “Enjoy your coffee. No telling when you’ll get another chance. Thank you so much for your hospitality.” She smiled and adjusted her canes. 

At that moment, a slew of kids bounded in, laughing. “Miss Teresa, we’re here to help.”

“And eat,” Teresa added. “First, I’ll get you to go get those Halloween wreaths down and stacked on the porch. An adult will do the second-floor windows. You just get the first floor and the back. The Fall ones are in those boxes. Down first. New ones up second. Waffles after.” She heard Andie’s laughter flow behind her as she moved down the hall to her room.

***
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Andie stood on the bed and breakfast porch, watching kids and adults scurrying around, inside, outside, taking down, putting up. It reminded her of controlled chaos. Even so, their laughter and chatter filled the air, and she smiled, realizing this just might be the best decision she could have made given the circumstances. Shaking off any encroaching sadness, she made her way down the ramp on the side of the building. Her stubborn self had made her use the stairs yesterday, and halfway down the ramp, she realized she was definitely making faster progress today, taking advantage of the accessibility features.

As she walked past the Art Gallery, she saw a couple of Kat’s statues on display in the window. Looking farther back, she saw all sorts of art displayed and wondered how a small town such as Ruthorford could capitalize on such renowned artists. Maybe it was Kat’s doing, as KC. Something for a late-night discussion with her friend.

She took the key out and immediately looked down the sidewalk, searching for anyone wearing a mask. But again, she saw people and children out and about. She raised her hand in a return wave from two little old ladies farther down as they directed a couple of kids hanging more Fall garland along a picket fence.

She opened the door to the sound of workmen in the back of the shop. Leaving the door open and not wanting to disturb the workmen, she went over to her van and slid back the side door. Hitting one of the buttons on each cane, hooks popped out, and she maneuvered two bags onto the hooks, one for her computer and one for some of her tools.

“Can we help?” A woman’s question had her turning. She turned to see two women, obviously twins but in very different styles, standing in front of the boutique next to her shop.

“Thanks. I’ve got it. This is all I need right now. Lissa and Tommy are going to help me unload the van tomorrow.

They walked over, admiring the way she’d affixed the bags to her canes.

“That is awesome,” one said, looking at the canes. “I’m Claire. This is Bonnie. I run Jasmine’s boutique, and my sister helps at the bed and breakfast, and here when I need her. You must be Andie. Thank you so much for coming to Lissa’s rescue last night. She means the world to us.”

“Nice to meet you. I adore Lissa and Tommy already. They are so cute. I thought I’d just take a look around up front while the men are working in the back.”

“Well, you let us know if you need anything. We are right next door. Oh, ignore the noise outside. It’s a turnaround day.”

Andie laughed. “Teresa already warned me.”

For the next hour, Andie worked to set up the work table-desk-counter that sat at the back of the front room, facing the front door, next to the door to the back.

It was perfect. The counter rose high enough to hide her work area but low enough that she could keep an eye on the shop while sitting on the raised chair. Plenty of outlets along the back of the counter provided power for her laptop and various tools and containers.

Putting one of her canes on the work area and opening the bag, she took out her small tool case. When she unfolded it, all of her small tools were displayed and kept in a single spot. She’d gotten the idea from a computer repair kit she’d seen.

She turned on the magnifying work lamp and lifted out a closed folder from her bag. From that, she pulled out two sheets of vellum, one blank and one containing small ornamental “stickers” for her canes.

Taking a small spray bottle, she sprayed the stickers on the cane and, using her specially designed tweezers, she lifted off the Halloween designs and gently placed them on the blank sheet. Once she transferred all the images, he pulled another blank sheet out, covered the first, and set it under the folder for a little weight.

After cleaning the cane, she took the Fall stickers from the other vellum and placed them on the cane, using the “scraper”, curved exactly to the curve of the cane, to affix each sticker. 

It took a while, but she had both of them decorated just like she wanted. She ran a soft cloth over the canes before attaching the USB-C splitter from the computer to her canes. Lifting the cover, she turned on the laptop.

“Wow!”

The low voice behind her made her gasp and drop the vellum she was going to put into the folder.

“Sorry. Let me get that.”

She turned to gaze upon a head full of black, wavy hair. As he rose, she saw a perfect face with the iciest blue eyes she’d ever seen looking into hers. Crinkles formed on the side of his eyes, and a smile formed, until they shifted to her laptop screen.

“Shit, sorry, that’s an Asus ROG Zephyrus,” he said in one breath. He turned his gorgeous face to hers, now looking down from his height, still holding the vellum.

All she could do was stare until her brain kicked in. Reaching out for the vellum, she smiled at him. “You know your gaming computers.”

He looked down at the vellum between them. “And my vellum.” His smile widened. “That’s phenomenal. Not familiar with that coating.” He released it as he felt the slight tug.

She slipped the vellum into the folder and pulled the flap over before she looked around him at the entrance to the back.

“Oh, sorry. I’m Travis. I work for Eryk.”

She frowned at him.

“Eryk Vreeland. Magician. We’re fixing the elevator for you.”

“Ahhh. Sorry. I don’t know all the names around here yet. I just got here. I’m Andie Navarro.”

He couldn’t stop looking at her—her milky complexion against the long black hair she’d pulled back in a scrunchie, the unusual light brown eyes, the full lips, and the way her breasts filled out that black sweater, and her hips flaring just so on the chair. It took a moment for his mind to re-engage. “Teresa said you might come by. I wanted to check with you about the fit of the elevator. I mean, how you’ll fit in the elevator? I mean....”

She laughed. It was all she could do as he stumbled over the words. It had been a long time since she’d flummoxed a man, and she had to admit she was enjoying it. Too bad it would probably go away as soon as she picked up the canes. “Well, let’s go check.”

“Well, right now it’s upstairs. The height of the room.” He watched as she disconnected the canes.

“Hey, this will be easier.” In a single movement, he had his arms under her legs and lifted her against him. “You grab the canes, and we’ll be upstairs in no time.”

She wondered if he could feel her heart suddenly beating overtime. Swallowing, she reached down and grabbed the canes, pressed a button on each, and they shortened.

“Nice” was all he said as he walked them through the back room and, using his backside, pushed open the screen door. He swung around, turned to the right, and walked around to the stairs, taking them fast but handling his cargo carefully.

In his mind, Travis was thinking, “I don’t believe I just did that. Whatever possessed me to swing her into my arms like some sort of medieval hero? God, she feels good.”

“If you’ll turn the knob,” he said and waited for her to adjust the canes.

Two steps in and they were inside, confronted by a surprised worker, whose green eyes showed in stark contrast to his very dark brown skin. “Trav?” the man asked.

“Oh. Andie. This is Clancy. Clancy, Andie.” With that, he carefully set her down and kept his arm around her waist as she hit the button on her canes, which extended, and she fit them back on her arms.

“Thanks for the lift,” she said, smiling, a chuckle in her voice.

“Any time. And I do mean any time,” Travis responded.

Clancy’s melodious, deep voice interrupted the exchange. “Retrofitting a dumbwaiter was proving to be a bit of a challenge, so we wanted to get your measure...opinion as to fit.”

She would have sworn he blushed if she could have seen it through his coloring. “Good idea,” she said instead. “This it?” she asked, looking at the tall box-light structure. “Is it safe?”

“Yes ma’am,” Clancy said, and no sooner were the words out of his mouth than she stepped over and into the rough-framed opening. She pulled the canes in a bit to fit, but could easily turn around. If she squeezed, one of the men could fit with her.

“I don’t see me hauling a lot up and down with me, but I think it’s going to be terrific. Beats me going up and down those stairs.”

Travis grinned. “That’s what I’m for,” he said, laughing.

“I’ll remember that. Hey, will it bother you if I look around while I’m up here?”

“No, ma’am,” Clancy said, after staring at Travis for his forward comment, something he’d never heard come out of Travis’ mouth before.

“Just let me know when you’re ready to go back down,” Travis offered.

“I’m good. Actually, with that rail, I can use one cane and maneuver quite well.”

“Damn,” Travis said to her laughter.

“Did I say that out loud?” he said.

Andie just shook her head and walked into the adjoining room. A few steps in, she heard Clancy ask, “What in the hell were you thinking?”

“I don’t know, man. I kinda lost it when I saw she had a Zephyrus.”

“The gaming behemoth?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn, I would have carried her.”

That was all she heard before their voices were covered over with the sounds of saws, hammers, and drills.

Andie had stepped through the back room into a hallway that led past a kitchen, which appeared large enough for her to maneuver around in with the canes, into a great room. She looked to the side. The wall between the greatroom and the kitchen had an opening and a counter with a couple of tall stools. She could cook and serve without having to go back and forth to a table.

The great room was a rectangle with a fireplace to one side, a large window in the front, and a door that led to a small balcony, looking over Main Street. It reminded her of New Orleans, just wide enough for a small table and a couple of chairs.

Past the wall with the fireplace was a hallway that opened to a large bath, Jack-and-Jill’d between two bedrooms. She figured, since she knew of no one who’d be spending the night, she’d convert one into an office-workroom. Since sunlight was flooding the front room and it was still early, she decided the back room was a better bedroom, and the natural light in the front room would be good for her work. She also realized the sunlight shining through the shop windows would play nicely with her suncatchers.

She took advantage of the bathroom before heading back. Eying her face in the mirror, she wondered what in the hell had bedazzled Travis. She let out a laugh. It had to have been the laptop.

As she stepped back into the back room, Travis was up from what he was doing on the floor of the elevator in a flash. “Ready?”

“As much as I enjoyed being carried like a princess, I can’t depend on you always being around, so I’d better see how I maneuver the stairs in case of an electrical outage.” She said it smiling and with laughter in her voice.

“Well, at least let me go down in front this time to make sure you’re okay.”

She nodded as he moved to the door, not really giving her an option.

“Nice to meet you, Clancy. It’s looking great. Thank you so much.”

“Our pleasure. It should be finished by tomorrow sometime. You let us know if you have any issues with it.”

“I promise,” she said, bestowing on him one of her once-famous smiles, and heard his intake of breath. Yep, it still seemed to be there, albeit hidden.

Sure enough, Travis was a few steps down, waiting for her. Well, he wasn’t going anywhere, so she pressed the button, shortened the cane, and let it hang from the strap loop on her jeans. With that and using the rail on one side and the single cane on the other, she easily made her way down. When she got to the bottom, she quickly unattached the cane, hit the button, extended it, and was ready to go.
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