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Winner of the eFestival of Words Best of the Independent eBook Awards - Best Novella of 2014

.

The Ghosts of Old Miseries are never far behind…

.

Dumped by her boyfriend on Christmas Eve, Cassie Baruch thought her pain would end when she aimed her car at an ancient beech tree. But when a gorgeous black-winged angel appears and tells her "this ain’t no stinking paranormal romance, kid," she realizes death hasn’t solved her problems. Can Jeremiel help her exorcise the ghosts of problems past and find a little closure?

.

This modern paranormal spin on the myth of guardian angels blends A Christmas Carol with It's A Wonderful Life to give people hope they can come to grips with the past and overcome.

.

“Very few books move me to tears but this one did in the most glorious fashion. There is a message here, told with humor and grace. Wonderful!” —Reader review

.

“She made me care. And she made me cry. And I’m very, very thankful for the ending.” —Reader review

.

"A book that touched me like no other book has!" —Reader review

.

"Once again Anna spins words into gold. The gothic twist to this modern Christmas Carol is terrific..." —Reader review

.

"If I could, I'd give this story an infinity amount of stars! This book/story gave me chills." —Reader review




Isaiah 9:2

The people that walked in darkness 

Have seen a great light: 

They that dwell in the land 

Of the shadow of death, 

Upon them hath the light shined. 




Chapter One
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"Mom, I've got a customer here! I've got to go."

Cassandra Baruch stuck her finger in her opposite ear so she could hear her mother's whining through the lousy reception of her cell phone. 

"But it's Christmas Eve!" Her mother slurred through the tiny speaker. "You should be with your family, not some boy who treats you like your father treated me."

Cassie pulled her iPhone away from her ear and stared at it with disgust. It wasn't even suppertime yet and already it sounded like her mother had hit the Jack Daniels whiskey. The line of people waiting to order coffee was now nine people thick. Every single one of them was giving her the evil eye for yakking on the phone instead of taking their order.

"Mom! Mom! Listen to me!" Cassie gestured wildly to Ezra, her co-barista at this crap-hole of a coffee shop. "Really. I'm gonna lose my job if you call me one more time while I'm still on shift."

"You're choosing that boy over your own mother?" her mother blubbered. "After all I sacrificed once your father abandoned us?" 

Her mother's voice droned on and on, the same, tired old guilt trip, only today it was amped up on steroids because her mom had just gotten a phone call from her father. 

Cassie put her hand over the receiver and tried to make eye contact with the next customer in line, a tall, pinch-faced man wearing a loose grey pin-striped suit and a red bow tie. Pinstripe-suit man did not look back at her, but stared at his watch, his fingers moving to the count of seconds.

"I'll be right with you, Sir."

"I've been standing in this line for 11 minutes—" the man did not make eye contact "—and for all 11 of those minutes you have been on the phone." 

"I'm sorry, Sir." Cassie pressed the phone against her green barista apron so the man wouldn't hear her mother getting warmed up in one of her histrionic fits. "It's kind of a family emergency."

"Does somebody need you to call them an ambulance?" The man leaned forward and poked his finger at her face.

"N-no, Sir." Cassie stared down at her Doc Martins. "It's just … my father…"

"And what did you do to your mother, young lady, to disappoint her that badly?" Pinstripe suit man gestured towards the phone where her mother's high-pitched guilt trip filtered through the barrier of Cassie's clothing. 

Cassie gave her co-barista Ezra a helpless look. At six-foot-three with a build that would have made a strand of spaghetti look fat, Ezra was in the process of masterfully blending together a soy latte with one hand while steaming milk for a totally different customer with the other. He gave her a sympathetic grin, but with both hands busy, Ezra could be of no assistance.

Her phone crackled where she'd pressed the speaker into the muffin-top which peeked over the waistband of her low-cut 'Lip Service' brand skinny pants.

"After all I've given up for you and this is how you repay me?" her mother screeched out of the iPhone. "One of these days you're going to come home and find me dead of a broken heart!"

Cassie scowled, debating whether to chuck the iPhone into the smoothie blender or humor her mother in the hopes it would stave off another full-blown bender. Her mother's shrieks grew so loud that all nine people in the line looked at one another, their faces embarrassed at being forced to overhear such a personal conversation. The man at the back of the line threw up his hands and left.

"I think I'd like to speak to your manager," pinstripe suit man said. He glanced at his watch. "That's twelve minutes and thirty seconds."

Cassie jerked the phone back up to her ear.

"Mom!" she snapped. "I can't talk about this right now! I'll see you sometime tomorrow afternoon." She hung up the phone and stared at it just long enough to set it to mute. As she did, she snuck a quick peek to see if she'd missed any messages. There were none. Mauricio still hadn't returned her call.

She shoved the iPhone into her pocket and plastered on a false grimace that was the closest she could come to a smile, her cool grey eyes accentuated by the thick, black eyeliner which she used to give herself that popular, wide-eyed anime appearance. 

Just before she'd bugged out for the holidays, the manager had given her 'a talk' about her attitude if she wished to keep this job. No more thigh-high combat boots with more than a one-inch thick platform. No cut-out jeans with skulls painted onto them. Don't come to work dressed head-to-toe in black. No rings or excessive jewelry. No more than two earrings studded into her ear and nothing pierced through her nose except a single small stud. Cover up those tattoos. Jet-black hair is fine, but it has to be tied back neatly into a ponytail and absolutely no blatantly artificial colors like neon blue or fuchsia. Plain T-shirt with no 'Goth rock' band logos on the front like Alien Sex Fiend. Sheesh! All this for a job which only paid minimum wage?

"I'm very sorry, Sir—" Cassie pretended to be nice to pin-stripe man. "What can I get for you?"

'Up yours—' she thought silently to herself.

"I asked to speak to your manager—" pin-stripe suit man tapped his watch "—and I won't leave until I do. That's thirteen minutes and eight seconds."

"She's not here today," Cassie said. "We're short-staffed because some of our people went away for Christmas."

More like the manager ditched us for the week and then two people up and quit this morning. Flaptards…

"When -I- was your age—" pinstripe suit man shook his finger in her face "—we prided ourselves on no customer ever spending more than three minutes from the moment they walked in the door until the moment they were handed their cup of coffee. Three minutes. Not thirteen! And we certainly weren't allowed to talk on the telephone!"

Cassie resisted the urge to ask pinstripe man if he had also walked three miles uphill through a blizzard to get to work and made eye contact with the woman waiting impatiently in line behind him.

"How can I help you, Ma'am?"

Pinstripe man grabbed a wrapped biscotti off the counter and shook it at her like a policeman's baton. "I'm not finished with you, young lady!" 

"Yes you are—" Cassie rolled her cool grey eyes. She looked right past him to the next person in line, a middle-aged woman who was a 'regular' here, though Cassie didn't know her name. "Next?"

The woman opened and shut her mouth, eager to get her coffee, not so eager to jump in front of pinstripe man who at this point intended to make a scene.

Ezra finished up his double order and plopped the two beverages into the waiting hands of his customers; and then moved to stand behind her.

"I can help you right here, Sir." Ezra gave pinstripe man his most disarming geek grin.

"I'm not finished," pinstripe man said, his face turning purple.

Ezra shoved back his bangs with the back of his hand. "I'll tell you what? How 'bout I get you a coffee, on the house? With a shot of espresso and any flavor-shot you like?"

"She's rude!" pinstripe man pointed at Cassie.

"Yes, she is," Ezra agreed. 

"I want her fired."

Ezra held up his hands. "I ain't gonna argue with you, Sir. You're right. Cassie has been having a bad day today. And I'm trying to apologize for that by giving you a cup of coffee on the house. That's the best I can do for you, Sir."

Cassie focused on the woman behind pinstripe man who eyed the door as if she wished to bolt.

"Dark roast, shot of chocolate hazelnut, two Splenda, skim milk, right?" Cassie rattled off the woman's usual order.

The woman's eyes grew wide.

"Y-yes," she said. "How did you—"

"When my mom doesn't call to tell me my father was just rushed into the hospital with end-stage renal failure and might not live until New Year's Day—" Cassie said loudly enough for the entire line to hear "—I'm actually a pretty good barista. Would you like your usual almond biscotti with that coffee, Ma'am?"

Pinstripe man shut up.

Ezra gave the man a smug grin.

Cassie got the woman's order, and then served the next seven people in line as well as three more who filtered in the door. With the line clear, at least for now, she checked her cell phone again to see if Mauricio had left her a text message. Nothing. She grabbed a cleaning rag and started wiping down the counter with a fury. As often happened when they got busy, the countertop looked like the heavens themselves had opened up and rained down coffee grounds like a plague of miniature black locusts.

Ezra leaned his tall, beanpole frame against the counter next to her. Cassie pretended she didn't notice the way he watched her hands, as if everything she did was absolutely wonderful. He brushed back his long, forward-sweeping bangs so she could see his face and gave her a lopsided grin. It would have been perfect if he didn't have a pimple the size of Texas jutting out of his chin.

"Thanks," Cassie mumbled. She put some elbow grease into polishing the fake black granite countertop, glancing every now and then at the iPhone she'd placed on the counter next to her. She wanted to make sure she heard it buzz when Mauricio returned her phone call.

"You're welcome," Ezra said. 

He twirled his towel, thoughtful as he snapped it into the air. The dark green accentuated his long, slender fingers, 'piano fingers' the manager sometimes teased him, the kind of hands that engaged in sensitive pursuits such as playing the guitar or spending endless hours on the internet trying to replicate the graphics in Skyrim.

Cassie continued to scrub even though the countertop was now spotless.

"You polish that counter any harder," Ezra said, "and you're going to rub straight through it into the floor beneath."

Cassie whirled. "What do you want me to say?"

"Thank you, Ezra, for saving my bacon?" 

Cassie glanced down, not sure whether to glower at the young man, or throw her arms around him. She decided on the former. Ezra was a little too sweet on her and the last thing she wanted to do was encourage him. The man was a friend, nothing more.

"Thanks," she mumbled.

Ezra snapped the towel again.

"What's really going on with your mom?"

Cassie shrugged.

"You still hoping Mauricio will change his mind?"

How come Ezra always knew the right thing to say to get her to open up instead of glowering at him like she did to everybody else? Well she wasn't falling for it this time. She shrugged and turned her back to him, hoping he'd get the signal to leave her alone.

Ezra moved to re-organize the pastry racks, shifting the decadent cinnamon rolls and muffins forward so they looked neat and appetizing to prospective customers. The day before Christmas was always busy, with people stopping in for coffee on their way home from Christmas shopping, exhausted and grouchy, and people desperate to bring something along last-minute to whatever impromptu party they'd gotten invited to, usually as an after-thought like she always was. 

Maybe that's why she was so ticked off at her mother? As usual, the only person who had invited her anywhere was the woman who'd been the bane of her existence since the moment her father had walked out the door.

Cassie looked at the iPhone again. Still no call... Maybe she was getting spotty reception? She checked the device to see if that was the problem. Nope. The cell phone had four bars, not perfect, but more than enough to get a call. Maybe he was someplace he couldn't get reception? 

She glanced at the group she'd served earlier finish up their coffee and leave. Ezra was busy cleaning the tiny kitchen, really little more than a microwave and a Panini press. She grabbed her iPhone and dialed Mauricio's land line. She listened until his voice came on the answering machine. Damn! Even his voice was sexy!

Anxious little butterflies settled in her chest as her boyfriend of five months told her that he would return all calls as soon as he got back to his crib. Crib was cool-guy talk for his apartment, which was his own. Oh, how she wished that she could afford her own place instead of being forced to live with her mother and pay rent, one hundred dollars per week.

"Um, Mauricio, this is Cassie. I, um, I know you said you needed time to think, but it's like, um, Christmas. I, um, I just, oh, never mind…"

She hung up the phone, checking one last time to make sure he hadn't tried to call her from his cell phone while she had been trying to call him on his landline. No such luck. She glanced up to stare into Ezra's hurt brown eyes.

"You deserve better," Ezra said softly. 

Cassie's lip trembled. She fought back the tears she'd been keeping at bay for the last five days.

"It's all my fault! He needed help and I wasn't there for him."

Ezra put his hand on her shoulder. "He asked you for money," Ezra said. "And you told him you didn't have any because your mom's car broke down. She would have lost her job if you hadn't helped her get it fixed. You did the right thing."

"My mom should fix her own car!" Cassie said.

"Yes, she should," Ezra said. "But if your mom loses her job, neither one of you earns enough money to keep that apartment. Then where will you go?"

"I'll move in with Mauricio," Cassie jammed her chin into the air.

Ezra gave her a knowing look. He'd already made his opinion known on that matter and had enough common sense not to set her off by reminding her, especially since Mauricio had told her five days ago he needed time to think.

Cassie pulled the coffee filters out of the machines and set up the next batch to brew, but she didn't hit the 'on' button because it was getting close to closing time. Usually she was here until 10:00 at night, but the manager had told them they could close up early on Christmas Eve, 6:00 to be precise. This was the third time this week Cassie had to do a 'clopen,' the dreaded close-open where she got home at 10:30 p.m., then had to come back in at 4:30 a.m. the next morning to work a double shift.

Her iPhone buzzed. She grabbed for it, her heart racing as it did a happy little flip-flop. Her jubilation was short-lived. It was only her mother, again. She let the call go to voicemail rather than listen to another long-winded diatribe against her father. She hadn't decided yet whether to visit him in the hospital before he died to tell her what a scumbag he was, or give him the same consideration he had given her all these years. None. She prayed Mauricio would take pity on her and give her someplace to crash rather than force her to go home and witness her mother fall apart.

She glanced up to see that Ezra had taken advantage of the lull of customers to flip open his laptop and run a simulation of some video game he'd been developing for the whole two years that she'd known him. Ezra was as geeky as computer nerds came; tall, thin, with swept-forward emo bangs and a gawky T-shirt with My Chemical Romance emblazoned across the front. She didn't dare ask why he got to wear a band T-shirt while the manager always reamed her out. Ezra practically ran the store, while Cassie was forever getting into trouble.
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