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      Wonderland might not exist in the real South Dakota, but I can’t stop writing about what I love. This book is dedicated to the hard-working, lovely people of South Dakota.
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      From the Cover:

      

      Can a Christmas miracle bring two broken hearts back together?

      

      Ashley Rodgers is a house flipper fleeing a sleepy South Dakota town and the love she left behind. When her realtor buys a house to flip in her hometown of Wonderland, she doesn’t realize her life is about to change.

      

      Sam Patterson heard a rumor seven years before that his beloved Ashley was cheating on him with his best friend. In a fit of jealousy, he called off the wedding. He still loves her, but she’s never come home – not when her grandmother died, not to finish the renovation they started.

      

      Can a well-meaning realtor, a little help from Santa and some hard truth give these two the second chance at romance they long for?
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        Once upon a time…

      

      

      Ashley Rogers squinted at the wall she’d just painted, first with her left eye, then her right, her roller hovering over the tin paint tray. She tried two shades of green, but neither one was perfect.

      This home was smaller than her usual renovation job, only a story and a half, but she’d been careful to choose colors that popped to make it feel bigger than it was. All that was left was to add some finishing touches – the house was already sold, thanks to Bisbee, Arizona’s booming real estate market. She’d be done tomorrow, provided she could get the green right.

      But where would she go next? She didn’t have enough cash to just sit on it.

      Her phone chirped and she clicked the answer button on her cordless earbuds, careful to avoid getting paint all over them. “’Lo,” she answered, setting the roller in the tray to not make a mess.

      “Hey, Ashley,” her finance manager, realtor and closest friend Evelyne Belle replied – as always, a little too loud. “I’ve got a lead on a house I’d like you to look at. You could be spending your Christmas in some blissfully cool temps. Crisp weather, snow. No joke. Doesn’t that sound fabulous?” She laughed.

      After a summer in Arizona, she’d go to Alaska if it meant she could cool down. “Where is this … crisp bliss?” Ashley picked up her roller and added a bit more of the light green to the wall. Maybe it was too mint for the rest of the house. She turned and looked at the other rooms.

      Evelyne paused for just long enough that tension built in Ashley’s stomach, and she stepped away from the paint, forcing herself to pay attention. She hated not knowing exactly what was going to happen, and Evelyne played to that, stirring up drama by staying silent for longer than necessary. Yet generally Evelyne could be trusted to steer her in the right direction.

      Finally she answered. “It’s a tiny town tucked right between two mountains. A quaint little tourist trap full of bed and breakfasts that fill up all summer.”

      Sounded charming. Also sounded expensive - and way too much like home for Ashley’s comfort. She’d grown up in Wonderland, South Dakota, a sleepy little town not far from Mount Rushmore that was known for its bed and breakfasts. It was beautiful, remote – an hour and a half south of Rapid City, the nearest town of any size – and held memories too powerful and painful to ever go back.

      She probably couldn’t afford the house anyway. She’d had that trouble on her very first fixer-upper back home. Tourist towns were always so expensive, and you rarely got top dollar for a flip like that since no one ever wanted to stay. She certainly hadn’t. “And how much am I paying for ‘quaint’?”

      Ashley held her breath at Evelyne’s silence. Those silences were often full of big scary things like massive amounts of labor or turnaround times that would make her head spin. Or, as she’d just worried about, paying top dollar for sub-prime real estate.

      “This one is a seven-bedroom Queen Anne revival that sits on the top of a hill overlooking the town.”

      “Don’t you even …” Ashley tried to sound threatening, but her curiosity was already engaged. Her own grandmother had lived in a historic home, just that style, just that description. It couldn’t be, though – Grammy Jean had died over a year before …

      The thought brought her up short. Had it really been that long? The house had to have sold by now. Though she’d intentionally avoided looking it up.

      “It’s not in the best of condition, the realtor says, so the price has been reduced several times. I think it’s just too daunting for your average homeowner. Plus it’s big enough to be another bed and breakfast, and maybe the town thinks they have enough.” Evelyne paused again to yank Ashley’s heartstrings. “If you don’t take this house, someone will probably split it up into another duplex…”

      Ashley set down her roller and closed her eyes against the sudden pain in her chest. Her heart still ached when she thought about owning her own B&B. Evelyne’s words were a reminder of when she and her fiancé had purchased a Victorian in Wonderland that had been split. The renovation was massive. If she could stop that from happening to another beautiful old home …

      But look how that reno had turned out. They’d gotten through most of it, knocking out walls and turning the old crone back into a beautiful single-family home. Until her fiancé met her in that very house – on Christmas morning, no less – to tell her they were through. Just like that. No explanation. Boom, done.

      To think they’d planned to turn all their work into the best B&B in Wonderland and live happily ever after. Instead, he’d called it all off. The very next day, she’d abandoned the project and the town of Wonderland, seemingly for good, and started her career as a wandering house flipper. So she couldn’t save every house. She hadn’t even been able to save their engagement.

      “You know what? I’m not interested.” She wiped the tear racing down her cheek, then realized she’d just painted herself from nose to ear.

      “I know you have a history. I know you better than anyone. This will be good for you, I can feel it. Plus, Sam can’t still be there. When you’re done with that sweet old house, maybe you could finish the one you left behind.”

      “What did you say?” Sam can’t still be there … the one you left behind … wait a minute! How could Evelyne do this to her? She knew better than to bring up anything from that part of her life, didn’t she? “The quaint Queen Anne is in Wonderland, isn’t it?”

      “Not only is it in Wonderland, you know the property. I already signed the paperwork.”

      Ashley collapsed, sitting next to the paint tools, the shades of green forgotten. Her chest ached with loss. “Grammy Jean’s?” She didn’t want to believe it. How could Evelyne have bought her grandmother’s home on her behalf? And why was Grammy’s perfect home being sold in as-is condition? She had to have absolute confirmation.

      “You need to do this, Ashley. You’re stuck, floating from house to house doing a job you never chose because of him. Go back. Do what you were meant to do. Do it for Grammy Jean.”

      Ashley wanted to sob. It wasn’t only the reminder of her grandmother and her childhood home, but the love that had never really died because she’d had no closure. Sam had never told her why. Her heart was still with him. And now to go back and face it all again? She couldn’t. She just couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      The long thin board belched from the planer into Sam Patterson’s waiting hands. As project manager at Building Company 101, the local lumberyard in Wonderland, he wasn’t usually the one standing at the end of a machine. He had an office, but he hated pushing papers. Planning jobs took mental prowess, which he enjoyed – working on jobsites kept his mind busy and his body active. But day-to-day paperwork was a never-ending grind. So he’d offered to come out and work in the shop when they were short-handed, just for a change of pace.

      Grady Jones headed toward him, a five-gallon bucket of old nails weighing down his right side. “Malcolm brought in another pail full.” He laughed, dropping the bucket on the concrete floor. It made quite a racket.

      Sam tugged off his work gloves and scratched his head. “Where does he find them all?”

      “No one knows. I think he takes his old metal detector and wanders empty lots, and every other week he brings it in. They’re all bent, so I’ve been sending them for scrap.”

      Sam nodded, half-listening, as his eye caught a square-headed nail. “There’s an old one.” He plucked it from the bucket. Last time he’d seen one of these, he’d been doing a house renovation with his bride-to-be. Then he’d heard a rumor that she’d been seen kissing his best friend and hastily broke the engagement off … before he’d talked to his friend or even her. Turned out the extent of their “affair” was one lunch together when they happened to meet at the same diner, and him jump-starting her car a few days later so she didn’t have to call AAA.

      He couldn’t think about Ashley. Pushing her away was still the worst mistake he’d ever made, and not likely to be topped. “Any word on the Kelsey place?” He swallowed hard, trying to keep his voice level.

      “Yeah, it sold yesterday.”

      He blinked and dropped the nail back in the pail. “Really? It’s been on the market for a year.” He’d been waiting for the price to drop once more so he could afford it. The beautiful Queen Anne needed lots of work on her exterior trim and siding. He could do the remodeling all on his own, and maybe exorcise the ghosts of the former owner’s granddaughter that appeared every time he saw a hammer or paint roller – which, considering his job, was often. He’d wanted to do those repairs for a whole year, and now … “Who bought it? Any word?”

      Grady shrugged. “No idea. Just heard from my sister – she’s been pulling her hair out trying to close a deal on that place.”

      Sam frowned. He’d been hoping the listing was safe, since it had sat for so long. There was no telling where Ashley was, but he was hoping that if he could find her and she wasn’t married, he could atone for his idiocy and start over, using her Grammy’s house as a way to bond. Now that wouldn’t happen, since she’d never come back to that house. The one they still owned together certainly hadn’t brought her back like he’d wished. Probably nothing would.

      “You okay, Sam?”

      “Yeah, just disappointed. I guess I’ll have to keep my eye on other listings.” Not that there were many in a small town that already had eight B&Bs. Wonderland considered its bed-and-breakfasts royalty – they were referred to as “the Ladies.” Many of the homes had special names. Families would stay in the same ones on vacation year after year, providing many jobs for the townspeople and keeping the local businesses solvent.

      “What other listings?” Grady wondered. “The only other place is the one you walked away from. It just sits there, half-finished.”

      “Don’t remind me. I only own half of it, so …” Sam didn’t want to finish the sentence, so he didn’t.

      But Grady knew where it went. “Sis checked the county record – Ashley pays her half of the taxes on it every year, and the fines on the untended lawn.” He looked away.

      That look transmitted volumes to Sam. To think he’d believed that Grady would take his girl. He only believed it for a day before Grady set him right, but it still hung between them, a wedge in their relationship. The lie had almost caused Sam to drive both his best friends away. With Ashley, he’d succeeded.

      He turned his thoughts back to the lawn. He usually avoided that street so he wouldn’t have to see the house and be reminded of what he’d lost. It was November, so taking a standard mower to the house now wouldn’t do much good, but he did have a big brush mower they rented out. He could bring that over and cut down whatever had grown up. “Is it really bad?”

      Grady shook his head. “I hate to even talk to you about her, man. I was just her friend, and really only because I was your friend. You know that.”

      Sam took a breath and told himself the truth again. He still had trouble believing someone would make up such an outrageous lie, but he was the moron who bought it. He was the screw-up. “I know. And I’m sorry – you deserved better from me. Ashley deserved better. And now I avoid that old house, because …” Another sentence that didn’t need finishing.

      Grady nodded and gripped his shoulder. “It’s time to go back. You have a key to get in, don’t you? The house is still half in your name.”

      It was, true, though Ashley was the principal on the mortgage, as she’d wanted to be. He was on the deed and paid his portion of the taxes. “If she didn’t change the locks before she left, I do.”

      “Then it’s time to bury this. You’ve been looking for something to do. Go spruce up that house. Contact her if you can, then get it sold. I think you’ll find once that’s done, you can move on.”

      “I suppose I could try to find her, offer a truce. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      Grady laughed. “Well, she’s a Rogers. A lot could happen.”

      Sam laughed, but they both knew it wasn’t funny. Rogers women never forgot.
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      Ashley sighed and hefted her duffel bag over her shoulder, accidentally knocking the older woman next to her into the wall. “Sorry. My mind is just…”

      The woman shook her head, adjusted her beanie and strode off in a huff. Not the best way to come home.

      Though she wasn’t really home yet – she was in Rapid City, the only thing that passed for a metropolis within 200 miles of Wonderland. Rapid City had the airport, and the car rental agencies, and all the big stores. Welcome back to South Dakota, home of a few famous sculptures, some history, and a whole lot of space to think. The one thing she didn’t want to do.

      Now she needed to get through the hundred miles of nothing between here and Wonderland. She glanced out the window of the terminal as she pulled her phone from her pocket. She’d expected snow, but everything was just a dreary brown, dead grass where there was grass at all.

      Ashley pressed 1 – Evelyne on her speed dial – and shoved an earbud into her ear. Whenever she’d needed rescuing, Evelyne had always come through, like the best techie sidekick on every kid’s show.

      After three rings, Evelyne picked up. “Klosterman’s Mortuary – you stab ‘em, we slab ‘em!”

      Ashley rolled her eyes – clearly her friend had recognized her number from caller ID. “Hey, Evelyne. I’m stranded at the airport. What’s the plan?”

      Evelyne was silent for a moment, of course. “The realtor I worked with was Irene Jones. I can text you her number.”

      Ashley stopped in the middle of the corridor, and someone walked into her from behind, then ran over her foot with a huge rolling suitcase. She limped to the wall, grimacing “Are you serious? Grady Jones’ sister? Oh for goodness’ sake, he’s Sam’s best friend. Couldn’t you have found someone else to work with?” Probably not – Irene was the only realtor in Wonderland, since it had a population of a few hundred. If she’d ever had a wedding, the whole town could’ve been invited.

      “I’m aware. But I can’t come to get you, not this time.” Evelyne sounded strangely resolute, when usually she teased.

      “Wait, you can’t or you won’t? We haven’t been in the same state in almost seven years and you can’t come pick me up?” Ashley’s duffel strap bit into her shoulder. When had she accumulated so much that it weighed her down?

      “Here’s the deal, Ashley. I love you like a sister, but I got you into this for a reason. You’ve let these flips become your comfort zone, but that’s not what you were meant to do. You are a homebody sorely in need of a home. I can’t make you call Sam, or anyone, but this time I’m not giving you an out. Not when I had to work for years to make sure everything was in place to do this.”

      “What? Years?” Her friend had been plotting to spring this on her for that long?

      “Yep. I’ve had my eye on that property, and the Bisbee flip provided enough money to pull it off. It was the hand of God - I’ve been praying for you to come back, and this lined up too perfectly. Now the rest is up to you. Your carriage just turned into a pumpkin, so deal with it.”

      “Well, thank you, Fairy Godmother!” Ashley growled. “I stayed away from Wonderland on purpose. I don’t want to see Sam again. He hurt me. I loved him and he dumped me like yesterday’s burger wrapper.”

      “And did you give him a chance to cool off before you packed your bags and disappeared? Lemme check my notes … mmm … no. Aren’t you curious after all these years to know what was so important that he felt he had to bag on you, on Christmas?”

      Ashley shook her head and felt the burn of tears. “No, I’m really not. I thought he cared enough to marry me, which means he knew me well enough to trust me, to devote his life to me. But overnight he got angry, he lashed out, and he broke it all off. I’ve never seen him like that.” He hadn’t gotten physical, but then he hadn’t needed to. He’d done enough damage as it was. She’d done nothing she could think of to deserve it – and she spent seven years thinking.

      “I’d bet he’s changed just as much as you have. It will take you about two months to fully renovate Grammy’s house if you keep to your best time. It’ll be winter soon and you’re in a small town far away from everything, so give yourself at least three months. If you don’t have your answers by Valentine’s Day, cut your losses and just sell the house as-is. You’ll still make enough to make it worth your time.”

      Ashley didn’t want to face that house, those memories – not just of her wonderful grandmother, but of all the evenings she’d spent there with Sam. She didn’t want to see what a year of emptiness had done to her favorite place, or how seven years had changed the love of her life. She’d spent those years working mostly with men, but had never met anyone else that could compare to Sam. “No.”

      “No?” Evelyne’s voice teetered toward worry.

      “No. I will give it until Christmas, but not a day longer.” She mashed the END button. Evelyne had no right to set her up like this. They’d been friends since school and business associates ever since Evelyne had helped her with the paperwork on her very first home. But just because she knew finance didn’t make her a life expert.

      Someone tapped her shoulder. “Excuse me, miss?”

      She turned to find a large old man with a pure white beard, a generous smile, a belly to match and shocking bright blue eyes. At first glance he looked like a Viking gone to seed. “Yes?”

      “I couldn’t help but hear that you’re looking for a ride. Which direction are you headed?”

      She looked him over, noting that he had no luggage and didn’t appear to be waiting for any to come down the carousel. “You wouldn’t know it unless you’re local. I’m headed to Wonderland.”

      His eyes twinkled and Ashley backed up a step. She’d never seen eyes actually do that. “I do know it – happens to be along my way. I’d be happy to give you a ride.”

      She wanted to ask him if he had a sleigh or was that just a vibe he gave off to all the ladies? She adjusted her bag and frowned at the car rental desks. She had an account with Avis – it would be the easiest thing to rent a car …

      … and be stuck paying for it until she left. Besides, this was South Dakota, where almost everyone was nice. The chance the old coot was some serial killer Santa look-alike were slim. She shuddered, but answered, “Well, okay, seeing as you’re offering.”

      He started leisurely strolling toward the exit, letting her catch up. “What brings you to Wonderland? They don’t get many visitors between Labor Day and the week before Christmas.”

      So he did know Wonderland. They almost closed the town once tourist season ended, except to draw people back in, just for a little financial boost, they decorated all the Ladies with lights and garland for Christmas. Residents created a large choir and sang door-to-door during Christmas week for the tourists willing to brave the cold, and even had a special flavor of coffee at the local coffee shop, made only in Wonderland during that week. People would drive from as far as Casper to get a bag of it, and last she’d heard they were doing some mail-order business as well.

      “I have, uh, family there,” she mumbled. Though it wasn’t true anymore – her parents had left years before to RV around the country. She’d stayed because of Sam and her dream. When that went up in smoke, she’d left. And last year, Grammy Jean passed.

      He laughed as he took the heavy bag from her shoulder and slung it across his own. “What are their names? I probably know them.”

      She wanted to protest, but her arm hurt too much to take it back. “Rogers. Though my grandmother lived there too until last year.”

      “Jean Kelsey? She was Ava Kelsey’s mother, and Ava married Franklin Rogers …”

      “Right. That’s Mom and Dad.” For as much as this guy knew, he really could be Santa.

      “Well, I’ll be – I knew both your grandmothers back in school! Martha Rogers was a woman to behold.”

      She’d been told that Rogers women were strong, but that gene must have skipped her generation. “Yeah, she was pretty amazing.”

      “You must be tired. Let me get you in the car. It’ll be a long drive … well, you know that. Almost anywhere in the Hills is a long drive this late in the year. Though it hasn’t snowed yet this year, so the roads should be clear.”

      She nodded and followed him out the doors to the parking area. Rapid City Regional was small and only had two lots. Her Santa lookalike had yet to tell her his name or where he was actually going. “So … what did you say your name was?”

      He led her to a crimson Mustang coupe with vanity plates that read RUDYRED and pressed the key fob. It beeped and the trunk slowly opened. “You can call me Nick. I’m headed for Pine Ridge.”

      She swallowed as he put her bag in his trunk. His name was Nick, his plates were RUDY, he looked like Santa and he knew everything. She was not insane, couldn’t be – just tired after a hard flip and a long flight. When was the last time she had a full glass of water? “Has anyone ever told you –?”

      “All the time.” His eyes twinkled again.

      Ashley went to the passenger side and prayed. Had God sent an angel that looked and acted like Santa, just when she needed one? “Well, good. Now that we’ve established that you get asked a lot of questions …” She seated herself and buckled in.

      Nick got into the car and laughed softly. “The questions in life are boring. It’s the answers that hit you where it hurts.” He started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. “Don’t worry. We’ll be there in no time.”
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      It took Sam a week to get to the reno house at 52 Bluebird Lane and mow the lawn. The dead grass and weeds had grown up high enough over the summer to cover the first-floor windows. He leaned against the brush mower and took a deep breath. At least it hadn’t snowed yet – that would make the task impossible. Given that it was the end of November, that was a miracle.

      He pressed the choke a few times, then tugged the pull starter. It grumbled to life, and he took a moment to watch the engine work before maneuvering the big machine over the sidewalk to the property’s edge. The house sat on a half-acre lot, so this would take a while. He couldn’t remember if he and Ashley had left anything out in the yard. If they did, he prayed he wouldn’t destroy it with the mower, or destroy the mower.

      Someone grabbed his arm. He let go of the top bar, stopping the blades but not the engine, and turned to find Chelsey Miles, her green eyes lit up and her bright red lips seeming to bloom larger. Oh, great … How did she always manage to find him?

      “Sam! I haven’t seen you over here in years!” She smiled and squeezed his arm tighter, pulling him closer. Her scent was something expensive and musky, clinging to the air around her like day-old noodles to a pan.

      He killed the engine and suppressed a sigh of frustration. Chelsey was always interested in what he was doing, often showing up at job sites and making a nuisance of herself. That the interest wasn’t mutual never seemed to occur to her. “Yeah, I just have a job to do today.” Maybe for once she’d get the hint and let him work, instead of hanging around and getting in the way.

      No such luck. “You work so hard. Too hard. Don’t you ever take a break?” She laughed, tightened her grip and added her other hand, as if she was worried he’d bolt. He wasn’t generally a runner, but facing Chelsey never did any good – she didn’t have the common sense God gave a lemon. So fleeing might be an option

      “I do what I need to do.” He turned away to look at the house beyond all the mess. They’d taken off the siding, which now sat forlorn and forgotten in its thermal plastic barrier. He hadn’t been able to look at it in years.

      “Well, good, because I’ve petitioned the town council to heavily fine the owner of this property for it being such an eyesore. I guess I don’t have to, now that you’re handling it. What a wonderful thing to do.” Chelsey scowled at the house as if it might jump out and bite her, then grinned at him again.

      Perfect setup. “I own this property.” Okay, he half-owned it, but that still let him enjoy growling that at Chelsey.

      It was effective – Chelsey let go of his arm like it was electrified. “Oh. Uh … I didn’t know that. I thought …”

      “I really should get back to getting this cleared up. Especially if it’s so important to the city council.” He thumbed toward the weeds. “Big job. I’d like to get done before dark.”

      She took a step back, but the musk was still enough to choke a bison. “There’s a rumor Ashley might be coming back to town. I heard she bought her grandmother’s old place.” Her eyes gleamed with the fresh gossip.

      Ah, now he understood why she’d wanted to talk to him so badly. She wanted to know how he felt about Ashley coming back. Everyone probably would. Tough beans for them. “Well, then I hope I can get this done for her before she gets here.” He turned back to the mower and leaned over to grab the pull start again.

      “I heard she was married.” She leaned closer, waiting for a reaction.

      “Good for her. I hope she’s happy.” It was a bluff – his mind was suddenly back on their first kiss. Powerful, invigorating, nothing like he’d ever expected a simple press of the lips to be. But then, nothing with Ashley was ever like he’d expected. He’d assumed that, like him, she’d never find anyone quite the same. Clearly he’d been wrong.

      “You’ve been so good to stay faithful to that awful woman, but she just wasn’t as good as you deserve.” Chelsey pouted and put her arms around his waist, pulling him away from his task once more.

      Sam rolled his eyes. Everything about Chelsey was fake, even her concern. Especially her concern. “I don’t plan to worry about it.” He peeled her arms off, using more force than he wanted.

      “We’ll see about that soon enough.” She dove in again and tried to kiss him, just as a red Mustang he’d never seen before slowed almost to a stop right beside them.

      He ducked away from Chelsey’s advance just in time, and spotted a familiar face in the window of the muscle car. Long dark hair that reached past her shoulders, big beautiful eyes that registered recognition, then pain … Ashley! Chelsey tried another swoop, but he didn’t even see it – he was already heading for the car.

      Ashley turned to say something to the driver, and the car gunned down the street, leaving nothing but a loud rumble behind.

      “Told you she was married.” Chelsey carefully touched her hair, making sure the pom was exactly on the top of her head.

      Sam was legitimately surprised. Ashley had never let anyone else drive her around, not even him. It was one of the few things she feared. She had to be in control. So she probably was married – and to a man who looked old enough to be her dad, from the looks of it. He didn’t want to believe it, but what other explanation could there be?

      “So, Sam, wanna be my duet with the carolers for Christmas week?” Chelsey wondered. “I still need someone to be my baritone companion. Wouldn’t you love to spend the week singing all over Wonderland with me?”

      He didn’t want to do that or anything else. “Sorry, I can’t – got work to do.” Sam reached for the pull start of the brush mower to drown out any further ploys. There weren’t enough jobs in Wonderland to ever make him busy enough to forget Ashley. But Chelsey? He’d start taking assignments in Wyoming if it meant being rid of her.
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      Ashley sunk deep into the leather seat of the Ford and sighed as Nick pulled away. The first time she’d seen Sam in years, and he looked amazing. But Chelsey Miles was all over him like an octopus. Well, he was within his rights – Ashley had left him, right after he’d left her. He was free to date anyone he chose. Pity he’d chosen a woman like Chelsey, but that was his business.

      Nick raised his bushy white eyebrows at her. “Want to tell me where I’m dropping you off?”

      She’d gotten the code for the electronic lockbox on Grammy Jean’s house from Evelyne. She’d already planned to stay there even before seeing the shape the reno house was in – sheesh, the weeds were taller than she was! “202 Sleigh Bell – it’s just a few blocks from here.”

      “No problem. Is there anything else you need? It’s winter and there hasn’t been anyone living there for a long time. No food, the stores close in an hour, and it’s going to be cold until the furnace warms up.”

      The gas station used to deliver pizza long ago, and a little grocery store/pub was only a few blocks away for shopping tomorrow.  “I’ll manage, thank you.” She appreciated his kindness, but she needed time to process coming back to Wonderland and seeing Sam more than she needed to eat right know.

      Nick turned right off Bluebird Street onto Sleigh Bell and parked immediately. There on the corner was Grammy Jean’s huge stately home, a match for any of the Ladies. It needed some repair, but looked almost the same as when she was running around the huge corner lot as a kid. The main portion of the house was a soft orange color, with burnt orange, red, and white accents on all the intricate Queen Anne trim. Two parapets made it look like a miniature castle.

      Nick shut off the engine and popped the trunk. Ashley got out to retrieve her bag. “Thank you again. I would’ve been paying through the nose for a rental car if not for you.” Maybe riding with others once in a great while wasn’t so bad, though it certainly wouldn’t top her list.

      He smiled and handed her a card. “If you ever need anything, let me know. The world’s too big a place to face it alone.”

      She opened her mouth to tell him she wasn’t quite alone - her parents weren’t dead, simply traveling – but before she could, he was driving away. She dropped the card in her purse and turned to face the house. Many in Wonderland considered it to be the town’s grandest, yet none had felt up to the task of owning it. Grammy Jean would’ve been disappointed – she’d always kept the place immaculate.

      But the paint was still in decent condition, only needing a touch-up. That could wait for spring. The sidewalk was in good repair, and Ashley trudged up the walk, up the steps to the wide rounded porch and finally the cheery red door. Grammy Jean had picked that color out especially to match the rest of the house. Red and its variations had been her favorites, and the whole house looked amazing in the fall and so festive at Christmastime.

      Ashley punched in the code on the lockbox hanging from the doorknob and pulled down the lock. Inside were the keys to the house. She took them, slapped the lock back on the doorknob for the listing agent to pick up, and went inside. The home had been for sale until a week before and the heat had been turned down to about 45 degrees. She shivered as she tried to remember where the Thermostat was. There had been no need for her to touch it before.

      All around were the seedlings of memories: baking banana pudding bread in the oven, Grammy Jean’s dog Bark scrambling through the house, trying to sit like a lady in the tea room where Grammy and her mother would talk. She wanted so much to be seen as an adult, yet when she’d finally become one she’d never come back to have tea with Grammy. She’d been too afraid of seeing Sam.

      She found the thermostat in the kitchen and turned it up to a suitable 68. A turn of the faucet handle showed the water had been shut off. She’d need to find the water main to turn it back on. But all those things could wait until after she put her bag upstairs and got comfortable with the house again.

      After tugging a thick sweater from her bag and putting it on, she zipped the duffel bag back up and carried it up the wide staircase. The flowered, low-pile stair runner’s pattern had always made her a little dizzy. Most of the house had pristine oak floors – only the stairs and one sitting room were carpeted.

      She’d once thought that Grammy Jean’s house would make the best B&B in town. She’d imagined and planned, but finally shifted her ideas to the house she purchased with Sam. Grammy’s home was beautiful, but it was also home. She didn’t want to invite people in to disturb her memories.

      She walked past the master bedroom, admiring all the delicate furniture Grammy had collected to fill her house. She couldn’t make herself go in. That had been Grammy’s private space. She’d never been allowed to set foot in there, and now, even as the owner, she couldn’t break the old rule.

      Her phone buzzed and she picked it up. “’Lo?”

      “Have you made it to the house yet?” Evelyne laughed.

      “Yes, no thanks to you. I also saw Sam on the sidewalk, wearing Chelsey Miles like a coat. So at least someone got a decent welcome today.” Sometimes snark helped blunt the hurt, she’d found.

      “Oh, well, that part wasn’t planned,” Evelyne assured. “Want me to order a pizza for us? I could swing by in about an hour.”

      Ashley stood in place and surveyed her surroundings. She needed time, not pepperoni. She’d never let herself come to grips with losing Grammy, since she was so far away. She still wasn’t even sure what she’d do in Wonderland. “No thanks. I really don’t want to stay here. This place doesn’t need my touch, and I don’t know if I could sell it now that I’m back. How much do I have left in my account?”

      Evelyne hesitated again before replying, “Um … not a lot. You have enough to fix that place up and to live off while you do, but …”

      She focused on keeping her hurt where it belonged. “Evelyne…” Ashley swallowed hard. “I wish you’d talked to me about this.”

      “Like I said, you need this. Sometimes you get to choose change. Sometimes, the choice is made for you.”

      Evelyne hung up and Ashley bit her lip, trying to control what she could, her emotion. The other house she owned with Sam could be sold, but she’d never make back on it what they’d originally invested. They had torn out too much and it had sat too long. All she saw of the house when they’d driven by were the Kevin-Garnett-high weeds – and Chelsey crawling all over Sam. At their house. The house they’d bought for each other as an early wedding gift.

      After seven years, she shouldn’t feel so abandoned anymore. She should’ve healed by now. The goodbye had been permanent for him – why not her? Why couldn’t she just get over him?

      That was easy to answer: because in all those years Ashley had never met anyone better than Sam. Too bad he couldn’t say the same.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The weeds were so thick around the old house that Sam had to repeatedly clear the mower blades. He should’ve brought the industrial-sized machine, more of a wood chipper on wheels that would eagerly eat saplings. But eventually he got the job done.

      Now he had to think about what to do next. That had definitely been Ashley in the car with the old man. She’d seen him with Chelsey, no getting around that, but there was nothing between him and Chelsey and—hallelujah—never would be. This might be the only chance he ever got to see Ashley again … unless she’d already run away. But if she was married, it would hardly matter.

      Well, let’s assume for the moment that Ashley hadn’t fled when Chelsey was assaulting him. She could either be staying at one of the Ladies, or she had in fact bought her grandmother’s house and was staying there. Checking there was easier than running around to each B&B asking for her.

      He pushed the heavy machine back to his truck and hefted it into the back. The cold temperatures assured that even though he’d worked hard, he wasn’t sweating. The truck’s engine turned over easily, and he let it idle for a while to warm up. No sense in rushing over there. If she was going to leave, she would and he wouldn’t be able to stop her. What he could do was tell her the truth and ask if they could start over. Unless she really was married. Then he was finished.

      Though he doubted she would want to start over, even if she wasn’t married. Why would she give him a second chance when he’d embarrassed and abandoned her? The whole town had wondered why he’d broken the engagement, and everyone had their theory. No one except Grady knew that Sam thought she’d been unfaithful, and he’d kept silent. So had Sam, which was probably as bad as telling the truth.

      He headed toward Grammy Jean’s at the top of the hill on Sleigh Bell Drive. The whole town was built on a hillside, making most of the homes in town easy to spot, but that house was especially eye-catching. That was one of the reasons he’d wanted it – location, location, location, as the real estate people said.

      When he stopped in front of the house, a few windows glowed. So he’d found her, but what would he say? “I’m sorry” didn’t begin to cut it, but he couldn’t think of a better place to start.

      He got out of the truck and slammed the door shut. A curtain on the second floor was pulled back, and there was the woman he hadn’t stopped thinking about in seven years. His mouth went dry. No turning back now – he waved so she’d know he’d seen her and strode up the walk as the curtain fluttered shut.

      He mounted the porch steps, remembering sitting on the swing with his arm around Ashley, dreaming about how they could make their house just as amazing as her grandmother’s. If only he’d trusted her. If only he hadn’t listened to a rumor. If only …

      The door swung open and Ashley stomped out, work boots pounding against the wood porch. She wore jeans and a fuzzy red sweater that looked like Fozzie Bear.

      “Go. Just go. You’re not welcome here.”

      He didn’t want to lose this chance, and he ached to hold her and make everything right. “I just want to talk to you about the house. It shouldn’t just sit there.” Idiot! Why had he mentioned the house when he’d wanted to talk about them? Maybe his subconscious knew better about what was safe than he did. Or maybe he was just a coward. His money was on the latter.

      Ashley crossed her arms, her eyes glistening. “It’s been there this long - why can’t it just stay there?”

      “That’s why Chelsey was bothering me. She wants to get the town council to slap a big fine on us for leaving it like that.” He hadn’t meant to start off on the defensive any more than he’d meant to talk about the reno house, but he should’ve known better. Rogers women never took anything lying down.

      “Here’s a bit of news – she’s been fining and threatening me for years.”

      “Really? Then why haven’t you and your husband taken care of it?” He realized he hadn’t seen the red Mustang when he got here, and Grammy Jean’s house didn’t have a garage. Maybe her husband was running errands.

      “My husband? I don’t have a husband! Is this some kind of joke? Do you enjoy hurting me? Rubbing it in that you’ve found love and I haven’t?” She turned back to the door.

      “Found love? No, I haven’t!”

      “Do tell. And Chelsey was all over you because …?”

      “Because that’s Chelsey! I couldn’t be less interested in her, you’ve got to believe me.” Not that she should trust him after what he’d done to her, but yikes, Chelsey?

      If nothing else, that got Ashley to turn and face him again. “And why do I got to believe you?”

      He sighed and backed up a step to give her space. “Because it’s the truth. Look, I’m sorry. What I did to us … to you was wrong. I believed a lie without checking it out, and I was a stupid, stupid fool. I’m sorry…” He shrugged and tossed his hands in the air. “If you don’t want me, fine, I get that and I don’t blame you a bit, but I’d like for us to finish what we started. That house deserves to be done and be lived in, and I can’t do it without you. I can’t pull new permits or anything.”

      Ashley bit her lip and glanced at the huge picture window over her shoulder. He suspected the glass in that window was three times their age. They used to love sitting on the porch swing and watching their reflection in that window as they held each other. If only they could return to those days. But then, whose fault was that?

      When she finally spoke, her voice was almost robotic. “This house doesn’t need my repair budget, but the other does. I only have the money to do one. I need the work and I need to flip that house or I can’t move on. I’ll give us until Christmas to finish what we started, then I’m having Evelyne put it on the market. You’ll get back your half of the investment.”

      Sam hadn’t expected her to be quite so cold, but at least she wasn’t married and he’d see her. He’d take his hope where he could find it. “I can do that. I’m a contractor and I don’t have any urgent jobs lined up. When would you like me there?”

      Ashley laughed and narrowed her eyes. “How quickly you forget. Bright and early. I always start bright and early.” She stalked into the house and slammed the door behind her.
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      The rich, penetrating scent of coffee met Sam at the door of the reno house as he scraped his boots on the old rug. They’d left the thick mat there from before – it had been muddy that spring and Ashley hated cleaning plywood before laying floor, so she’d insisted on the rug. He’d gotten used to wiping his feet a lot that summer. She was nowhere to be seen, but a red Thermos sat on the kitchen’s center island with two mugs next to it. She’d obviously thought ahead. He unzipped his coat, but hesitated to take it off.

      A soft thud of boots drew his eyes to the stairs, and the sight of Ashley took his breath away. How he’d missed seeing her. She was wearing work jeans with a utility belt slung loose around her narrow hips, leather work gloves, a bright thermal shirt under a flannel, and a fluffy fitted vest zipped halfway up. “You ready to work?” she grumbled.

      Well, what did he expect, cordiality? She’d never been a crier – the only time he’d seen her weep was when he told her they were through. That was an image he could live without repeating. “I am. How’d you get here this morning? I didn’t see the Mustang.”

      “No reason you should – it belongs to the guy who gave me a ride from the airport. Who, I repeat, is not my husband.” She headed to the Thermos, poured a cup and handed it to him.

      “Ashley, it’s almost freezing outside. I know it’s not that far from your grandma’s place, but I can pick you up. You don’t have to walk.”

      “No need.” She turned away from him, cradling her own mug to let the heat seep into her gloves. “Electric company says they’ll come and get us hooked back up in two days. That means we’ll be chilly until then – and no electric tools.”

      Okay, she wasn’t going to give an inch. He’d just have to prove to her he was worth the effort. “If we had more time, I’d say let’s wait.”

      She whipped around, her blue eyes shooting nails at him. “We don’t. I’m not staying here any longer than I have to. Knowing you’re still here is what makes me want to sell Grammy Jean’s house. Otherwise, I’d stay.”

      As she probably intended, her words hit home. If he’d only listened to his heart, not the gossip. Ashley wasn’t a cheater. She didn’t even take change from the “take a penny, leave a penny” tray. How could he have ever thought her guilty of the worst betrayal?

      But he didn’t have to take abuse either. “If not for you, I would’ve bought Grammy Jean’s house myself.”

      She narrowed her eyes and set her mug down on the center island. He remembered so long ago she’d wanted to tear that counter out – she said it felt too modern. “Why would you want to buy my grandmother’s house?”

      The opening was there, but would she see his words as honest or contrived? “Lots of good memories there.”

      “Really? Wouldn’t have guessed that.” She sipped her coffee.

      He started to walk around the island, but stopped when he stepped on a squeaky board. He bounced on it to check it, old contractor habits kicking in instinctively.

      She rolled her eyes and laughed as he stood there on one foot. “You always do that. Like you can’t trust the noise the first time.”

      He couldn’t ignore that opening. “I’ve learned not to trust everything I hear. Look, let’s get this out in the open. I was told something back then, something crazy – and false. I believed it, which was stupid. I’m not looking to be your fiancé again – I’m not even looking to be your best friend. But I’d like to work with you on this project without having to bite my tongue or getting my head bitten off every five seconds.”

      Ashley tilted her head. “What could you have heard about me that would destroy what we had? We’d been in love since, what, sixth grade?” She closed her eyes, but the pain that swept over her features could write a book.

      She wasn’t quite right – he couldn’t remember falling in love with her. It seemed like he’d been born in her heart. They were best friends all through school. No one was shocked when he asked her to prom, or when he asked her to marry him after graduation. They’d still taken it slow, but neither of them had ever thought they’d be apart. “I was told you were cheating on me.”

      Her jaw dropped and she blinked rapidly. “Me?”

      As far as he knew, she’d never even dated anyone but him, but that’s what the gossip had said. Also that she wanted to try dating other people before she committed to him. It had seemed so plausible in the moment. “Yes.”

      “I … never!” She shook her head in shock.

      “I know.”

      “And I can’t believe you’d destroy us on the word of someone else. Without even talking to me?” She yanked up the zipper on her vest all the way up to her nose, hiding half her face.

      “I know. Stupid.” He could sense it was time to listen, not talk. He’d had his turn.

      “Why didn’t you try to tell me later? That I really don’t understand. If you figured out it wasn’t true, why did you let this just be for seven years?”

      At least she was talking to him now, not throwing insults. “Because I figured I didn’t deserve to have you back. I tried contacting Evelyne a few years ago, but she said you were nowhere near ready to hear from me, and I believed her.”

      Ashley pulled her phone from her back pocket. “Did Evelyne know the whole story?”

      “No, I only told her I wanted to talk to you. I’ve never told anyone why I broke off our engagement except Grady.”

      She scoffed. “Because no one in their right mind would believe it. Including Grady.”

      “Actually, I was more worried a few people might believe it and I didn’t want anyone to think poorly of you. I’d rather have them think I was the dunce who let you go. Which I was.”

      “You didn’t let me go. You shoved me away. I just obliged your request.” Ashley turned away and tucked her phone back in her pocket. “Let’s get to work.”

      Sam nodded. He could do that. He could also keep his mouth shut.
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      Though the whole house was over 3,000 square feet between the two floors, Sam moved from room to room as Ashley did, never straying far. Thinking was hard when she kept glancing over her shoulder at her newly acquired far-too-handsome shadow. He’d aged wonderfully. He’d been young and lean when she’d left; now he was tall and rugged with a shadow of dark beard.

      Working with him was torture. She wanted to feel like she did before, but every time she looked at him, she heard his voice in her head telling her the wedding was off, or saw Chelsey jumping all over him. He’d said he had nothing to do with Chelsey, but she wasn’t ugly and they were both single. You never knew.

      They took inventory of what needed to be done, then went down to the kitchen, which would need the most work and the greatest expense. The family who’d lived there in the ‘70s had installed hideous dark paneling and cabinetry. It resembled a cave, not the open and airy space people liked when they stayed in a B&B.

      Their breath was visible no matter how long they worked, the air was damp like it might snow. Sam cleared his throat and mock-shivered. “What do you say we go to Molly’s for a cup of hot coffee? We can talk about our budget, what we can do with it and what we can’t.”

      No, no, a hundred times no. She wasn’t ready for everyone to know she was back, much less that she was talking to her ex. If they were seen together at Molly’s, the whole town would be aware of it by dinnertime. “Why don’t we just go back to my place? I’ve got coffee there, it’s quiet, and I’d rather not hit you with my calculator in front of anyone.”

      He laughed. “You’re right, people will talk. They like me since I’m the only contractor in a town full of historic homes.”

      Being a contractor didn’t fit with her idea of what she’d thought he’d be doing – he’d never liked the renovation part of the B&B business, preferring to be the maintenance man while she did the brain work. “Is that what you wanted to do? Did your plans change?”

      He shook his head as he poured the rest of the coffee from the Thermos into his mug and secured the Thermos lid. “ I never wanted to go into construction, but a job opened up at 101 and I was suited for it. I’ve had just about every position there except owner. And Diesel is getting up there in years – I expect to hear about a retirement any time.” Dieter Herrmann was the owner of the local Building Company 101, nicknamed “Diesel” because he was almost the size of a semi-trailer cab. “Not sure I’ll have the funds to buy him out – or if I’d even want to.”

      She wondered if he was hiding behind his job like she was – putting in time, paying the bills, staying away from where his heart wanted to be because if he listened it would bring him too close to what he’d lost … she mentally shook herself. No, she couldn’t and wouldn’t assume he had the same feelings as her. He’d been the one to decide, not her.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “I won’t have to think about that until Diesel decides or something else happens.” He picked up the Thermos and headed for the door.

      She was immediately alarmed. If she didn’t follow, he’d end up at her house first … oh, chill out, she told herself. She’d been thinking three steps ahead for so long – could she release her stranglehold on every decision in her life? Had her control mattered in the slightest? Here she was, back in Wonderland, the one place she’d never wanted to return. “What will you do if he sells to someone else? Do you have a contingency plan?”

      He pulled on his ear, a tick she’d forgotten about. She’d also forgotten about his shy smile and adorable laugh lines that made her spine weak, but there they were. “Nah. I live in Wonderland. It’s not like I’ll be without a job. Everyone looks out for everyone else here.”

      She frowned. No one had looked out for her. They’d told him a lie, he’d believed it, and nobody came to her defense.

      “You coming? Or do I have to hold this hostage?” He waved her Thermos at her.

      She didn’t want to ride in his truck. She’d never liked riding with him or anyone else, not even Nick. “Can’t we walk?”

      Sam held out his hand. “Toss me the keys – I’ll get the coffee started.”

      That made Ashley angry. He was acting too much like all was forgiven, like he’d never woken up that Christmas morning seven years ago and dumped her. Like no walls stood between them. Where would she be without those walls? Defenseless. “I’m going to walk.” She shoved her hands in her pockets and headed up the street. Let him wait for her when he got there.
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      Being at Grammy Jean’s brought back so many good feelings. Sam couldn’t think of himself as just a guest there. He’d cleaned gutters, trimmed hedges, dug up irises and many other odd jobs for Jean Kelsey over the years. She’d thought of him as one of her own, he’d always felt more at home in that old Queen Anne than he did in his own house. The home was cozy after being in the unheated house all morning and he shrugged off his coat and draped it over a kitchen chair.

      He was rinsing out the Thermos when Ashley showed up.  “So what do you plan to do with this old girl?” he asked her. “I heard you were a house flipper.”

      Ashley hung up her house key, took off her vest and glanced around. “I can’t flip this, but I can’t stay here. I feel … stuck.”

      He hoped she’d be stuck for a good long while, but he could only count on her staying until Christmas. That would have to be enough. “You haven’t asked me if I want to sell the other place. You kind of just … decided. I’d still love to own a B&B in town.”

      She didn’t answer, just grabbed the coffee carafe and moved in next to him at the sink to rinse and fill it. He gave her a little more room, and she sidled over to reach the water more easily. They’d always worked well together, sensing each other. And she was the only woman he’d ever known who could work in sawdust for hours and still manage to smell like berries.

      “There.” She set the coffee pot on the machine and pressed the button to start it. “Now let’s get this talk done so you can be on your way.”

      He’d told her he wasn’t looking to be her best friend, but he thought the day had gone well so far. Maybe he’d thought wrong. “Was I really so hard to be around?” He laughed, hoping she’d laugh again too.

      “No.” She sighed. “It’s not that. It’s just … you were my first love, Sam. When you told me you didn’t want me anymore, I went through a crisis. I didn’t even know who I was without you.”

      He understood. All too well. “Yeah, tell me about it. When I heard you were seeing my best friend behind my back, I pretty much felt the same. Yes, I was stupid for believing a lie, but I couldn’t think straight. You had Evelyne. I had no one.” He hadn’t meant to put his heart on his sleeve like that, but the words had just come.

      Her eyes widened. “You thought I would go for Grady?”

      “You thought I would go for Chelsey,” he countered.

      “Yeah, but she’s pretty and she’s always had a thing for you.” Ashley pulled out a chair and sat. “Maybe she wore you down.”

      At least she was talking now – that was progress. He sat next to her. “Well, I don’t know if Grady’s pretty or not. But I thought maybe you preferred him …”

      Ashley blushed, a rare occurrence from what he could remember. “He’s no Sam Patterson,” she whispered. “The only man I’ve ever wanted is you …, excuse me.” She jumped from her chair and headed for the tiny half-bath off the kitchen.

      Lovely – he’d managed to make her cry on the very first day. He sighed, sliding her to-do list toward him. She didn’t have much in the way of money, she’d said, but he was doing fine, and since he worked at 101 he could he help and get materials at a discount. That was an advantage they didn’t have when they’d first purchased the house.

      He flipped the sheet over and picked up her pencil. He could provide paint, flooring, plumbing supplies, wood, drywall … he flinched. Drywalling was his least favorite job, even less fun when it got cold. Too dry in the house and the spackle would get clumpy; too humid and it couldn’t be sanded.

      At the bottom of the list, he wrote down an estimated cost for all the items so she’d have a number to work with. Ashley had always liked neat totals, with a little padding for surprises. She never had been a big fan of surprises – probably less so after what he’d done.

      Sam realized he was wasting time, hoping she’d come out so he could set things right, but again, he’d blundered when it came to her. When he was done calculating, he wrote I’m sorry in the margin, then stood, gathered his coat, turned the coffee maker to warm and left. She wouldn’t come out of the bathroom while he was sitting there.
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      Ashley tore off two squares of toilet paper and scowled at the door from her perch on the toilet lid. Crying, really? She hadn’t cried in years, not actual drip-down-her-cheeks tears. But a fact was a fact. Sam Patterson was the only man she’d ever wanted, no one else, certainly not Grady. Sam hadn’t even said why it would be crazy for him to be with Chelsey, though he’d implied it was.

      Sam wasn’t a deep man. But he’d always been honest, hard-working, caring and open. He didn’t have to be an intellectual - he knew what to do and he did it. Or thought he knew, which was what had sent them down their current path.

      She heard the front door open and close, and hung her head. Tomorrow would be just great. She’d have to pretend like today hadn’t happened, just like he’d pretended all day that the messy break-up hadn’t happened. Just like she’d pretended for the last seven years.

      She wiped her eyes – good thing she hadn’t bothered with mascara that morning – and went back out to the kitchen. The huge empty house echoed with her movements, the sound of her boots on the wood floor making her flinch. She dropped into her chair and pulled the notebook back to her spot. Sam had left her an estimate for everything they’d need, including having someone else do the drywall, and wrote on the bottom that he’d pitch in half the cost, which would land the whole thing comfortably within her budget.

      His little note in the margin knotted her heart: I’m sorry. She waited all these years to hear that, and now he was saying it over and over, even in writing so she couldn’t convince herself it hadn’t happened. Working with Sam again would kill her, she was sure. She’d thought losing him the first time was hard, but intentionally leaving him again when he was so truly repentant?

      And yet she couldn’t stay. She was older now, wiser, and the only person she could trust completely was herself. Besides, the plans were great, but her mind and heart weren’t in them. She’d come back to Wonderland to work on a real Victorian, not the mishmash ex-Victorian duplex she owned with Sam.

      Ashley tossed the notebook on the table, leaned back in her chair – and caught sight of a loose tab of wallpaper above the sink. She got up, grabbed an old kitchen knife from the drawer and climbed onto the counter. She grasped the corner between the knife and her thumb and peeled it back.

      Under the paper was, of course, another layer of paper. It had texture to it and a greasy shine, and might be more horrid then the florid red paisley wallpaper covering it up. Grammy Jean had always said nothing should go to waste, including what was on her walls, and hadn’t added new wallpaper in Ashley’s lifetime. But what if something better lay underneath that? That was a job she could do for free – she only needed warm water, dish soap, a putty knife and patience. Barring patience lately, most of those were in supply.

      She found a spray bottle in the pantry where her grandmother had kept cleaning equipment, squirted a few drops of soap in it, added warm water and climbed back up to her position. The nine-foot ceiling meant she needed to stand on her tiptoe, but she sprayed, waited, then carefully used an old butter knife to pull the next layer of paper off. And sure enough, underneath both layers was a pretty blue-painted plaster wall, a real improvement.

      Peeling wallpaper could keep Ashley’s mind too busy to think about a handsome contractor who’d finally apologized for tearing out her heart. But it wouldn’t keep her away from him – she’d just have to work harder at keeping up her wall. If only it was as nice as she hoped this one would be.
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      Wet snow blanketed everything outside, and the reno house felt damp in the pre-dawn darkness. Even with the electric back on, they couldn’t turn on the heat – with no siding and very little insulation in some areas, it would be a waste.

      Over the last few days, Ashley had torn out the paneling and the cabinet doors in the kitchen. She’d buy new ones and paint the faces. There was no budget to replace all those cabinets. Sam hadn’t shown up that morning, but he’d be there soon. He’d given her space for a few days after their talk, but was steadily closing in on her again, spending more time wherever she happened to be. Which was why she was there earlier than usual – now that they had electricity, she could turn on the huge work lights and get things done before sunup.

      Christmas couldn’t come fast enough. Once it did, she could go back to her old life. Not that her old way had allowed her to forget Sam, and he certainly wouldn’t forget him now that he’d become human to her again instead of the monster she’d made him into. But at least he wouldn’t be in her hair.

      The door creaked open and she heard Sam wipe his feet on the rug twice, then kick his boots against the floor to make sure nothing was stuck to them. He hadn’t forgotten. Within moments, he’d found her in the kitchen. “Hey. I noticed you were coming earlier, so I brought doughnuts.” He shook the bag he’d purchased from the gas station, then set them on the center island next to the coffee she’d brought. “Care to join me for breakfast?”

      Her heart squeezed. Asking her to eat with him was not a date, merely sustenance. Like coffee, she needed something. Her belly clenched at the thought of passing up food just to spite her ex. “Sure.” She tried to smile, but it felt false and she abandoned the effort.

      He poured himself a cup of coffee and pushed the bag toward her. “Cinnamon sugar. Your favorite.”

      Her hand froze on the bag. He remembered? “Yeah, they are.” She reached in and pulled one out. “I hope you brought wet wipes. My hands will be sticky forever.” She laughed.

      He pulled a canister of hand wipes from the huge pocket of his coat and set it on the counter. “It’s good to have these around anyway. I tend to make a mess of things.”

      She didn’t miss the pointed comment, but then she hadn’t exactly let him forget. His poor judgment had cost both of them. She finished the doughnut in silence, wiped her hands, but couldn’t just let his comment linger. “Sam, you already said you were sorry. We may never be best friends again, but let’s move on. You don’t have to keep beating yourself up. You said you wanted to work on this house together without having to dodge insults. So fine, I won’t lob them at you, but you’ve got to stop dropping them too.” She turned back to her work

      That was probably as close as he’d get to complete forgiveness from her. To do more would mean admitting that when she ran, she’d made a mistake as well.

      “I appreciate that. I hope you’ll keep that in mind when you think about your grandma’s house. You don’t have to run. You don’t have to sell because of me. You could stay.”

      But she would run – she could already feel her heart pulling toward him, and that was the last thing she wanted. “I figured you’d want to buy it. All those memories you talked about.”

      “I wanted to buy that house to repair it to the way it was before Grammy Jean died. I wanted to call Evelyne and ask you to come back to see it so I could apologize. I had all these grand plans that you’d see the house, love it, forgive me and … I don’t know. It sounds stupid now that I say it out loud …” He rubbed the back of his neck and walked off toward the stairs to the second floor.

      She suspected he knew exactly what he’d hoped – that she’d come back, fall into his arms and they could start over, the past forgotten.. But some wounds were too deep for spackle – the whole area had to be cut away and replaced. That’s what she’d done. She’d cut him out of her life and replaced him with work.

      But it had never really hidden the damage. Like poorly finished mudding, the evidence was on the wall for everyone to see. She was single, bitter and lonely. Sam was too, and stuck in his daydreams besides. Just like he’d been when she’d left, he lived life by reaction, not plan. Wishing alone wasn’t going to make them perfect for each other.

      Sam’s baritone filled the house as he sang his favorite Christmas carol, “Winter Wonderland.” But then, that was everyone’s favorite Christmas carol around here – they’d named the town for it, named the streets from its lyrics. Even when she lived here, she was thoroughly sick of the song by December 20.

      It didn’t help that it reminded her of the first year of her and Sam’s engagement. Chelsey convinced Sam that year to join her for caroling on Christmas week. Ashley didn’t sing, so she wasn’t invited, or at least that was Chelsey’s excuse. Ashley had trusted Sam then, never considering he might see someone else. Why couldn’t he have had the same trust in her? What had she done that would make him lose faith in her?

      It was too far back for her to remember if she’d done anything about it, and if he remembered, he hadn’t said anything. She’d been too hard on him for him to tell her anyway. Other than saying that her leaving had hurt him, he’d been quick to avoid mentioning anything that might point to the breakup being her fault. Which made her want to know more. Was she more to blame than he had let on?

      Ashley mixed the paint for the cabinets – a nice, neutral gray that, with a few coats and a prayer, might hide the scarred-up dark wood. There wasn’t enough time in their schedule to think about the past, certainly not enough to consider what if. The past was in the past, and it had to stay that way.
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      The Christmas carol popped into Sam’s head as he entered the second bedroom. It was one of the larger bedrooms in the house and they’d originally planned to make it into a suite. A former owner had added a huge walk-in closet that wouldn’t be needed if they’d turned the house into a B&B. Now it could be left as a closet, which made it a bigger selling point. The house already had three bathrooms – for a single-family home, the closet would be more useful.

      He opened a built-in curio cabinet and ran his finger along the dusty shelf. Ashley had told him she’d planned to make this room the honeymoon suite, putting all sorts of welcome goodies in the cabinet for the guests. She would’ve made a great B&B owner. He’d just followed her ideas, letting her excitement guide him. He’d never had a plan for the place outside of her. When he’d heard the rumor about her, his future just disappeared.

      Seven years later, he still didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life, except keep living. Construction paid well and he knew how to do it. His family still lived in town, but they weren’t known for anything except supporting others, being the ones everyone turned to when anything needed to get done.

      Hard work wasn’t a bad legacy, but it was the entire Patterson legacy – they weren’t known for owning one of the Ladies, nor a major local business. They’d never had anyone on the town council. They’d always shoveled or cleared snow, trimmed trees, done odd jobs, worked for other people. He’d never felt the need to follow in their footsteps because they hadn’t left any.

      Ashley’s nature to plan and dream had appealed to him and still did. He knew her needs and loved to pitch in. It never made him feel less important or secondary until Chelsey pointed out in high school that he was a tagalong. He’d never considered himself Ashley’s sidekick, but that was what Chelsey had called him. She’d challenged him to do something without Ashley’s approval, even though Ashley had never told him he couldn’t do anything.

      The insinuation had buried itself deep in his mind, though, and planted a seed of discontent. He’d joined the carolers that year and hated every minute of it, wishing he were with Ashley instead. That had made him angry – why couldn’t he enjoy doing anything without her?

      Sam closed the cabinet door. Things people said could ruin lives. He’d joined the carolers every year since that first one, and it usually wasn’t so bad, but he wouldn’t this year. He had the excuse of the house to finish, but even without that, it was a step toward returning himself to the way he should be.

      And another step – he was through putting up with Chelsey’s games. She’d tried to insert herself between him and Ashley for as long as he could remember. He wouldn’t let it happen anymore, even if Ashley didn’t need him.

      He shrugged off his coat and put it in the closet. After gently prying off and marking all the trim, he pulled on his face mask and attached his paint sprayer to his air compressor. They hadn’t decided on bedroom colors yet, but all of the options were dark and needed a coat of primer to make painting easier. At least the compressor was loud so he wouldn’t hear what Ashley was doing downstairs. Though it wouldn’t stop him from wondering.

      Movement to his side caught his eye. He turned to find Ashley carefully taping a drop cloth over the curio cabinet to protect it. He hadn’t planned to go near it with the sprayer, but covering it would make the job faster. She worked quickly - by the time he’d finished coating two walls, she had moved into the closet to remove trim there.

      When he set down the sprayer to refill it, he noticed Ashley, now taking down the closet shelves, had put on his coat. It was huge on her, and her long dark hair was stuck in the corduroy collar. She knelt on the floor and dropped screws into a bucket, every movement quick and purposeful like always. Ashley always had a plan.

      He needed to be part of her plan again. But how? Little by little, she was remembering, accepting … but not fast enough to be where he’d hoped she’d be by her Christmas deadline.

      She glanced over her shoulder, noticed him staring and blushed. She stood and began to remove the coat, but he didn’t want her to take it off. “Don’t … if you need it, it’s fine,” he assured her hastily as he poured more paint into the sprayer.

      But she shrugged out of it anyway and handed it to him as she took the sprayer. “Why don’t you let me do that? I need you to unload the cabinet faces from your truck so I can paint those after lunch.”

      Oh. He’d thought she’d come up there to be with him. Turned out she just needed his muscles. But at least she needed something from him. He took off his safety glasses and put them on her, loving the feel of her hair against his fingertips. “How many houses have you flipped?”

      She scrunched her face to think. “Ten. I tend to work in warmer climates in the winter, cooler in summer. Though that doesn’t always work out.”

      Ten houses in seven years. Not bad. “What made you decide to do that? You couldn’t have had that much money when you left.” Not after buying this house and getting nothing from it. She’d lived with her grandmother and saved for two years while they were engaged to pay for half of it. He’d done similarly with his parents.

      “When I told Grammy Jean what happened, she told me I needed to start over and gave me a big chunk of her savings. I paid her back over the next few years. I don’t know what happened to her money when she passed away. I’m guessing some of it went into keeping the house so it could be sold.”

      He couldn’t remember anything in the paper about a will, and hoped her money hadn’t been just seized. “You’ve been in town for almost a week now. Why don’t I take you out to dinner? It can’t be all that enjoyable sitting in that huge house alone after work and having to cook too.” He hadn’t tried to push her, knowing she had scars. There was still hope … but not if he didn’t move things along.

      “I …” She bit her lip. “I shouldn’t.”

      “You should.” He had to become part of her plans, just like he was finally becoming part of her morning routine.

      “Why?”

      Her eyes were round, questioning, not hostile. Maybe he’d turned some small corner. “Because, you don’t know anyone else in Wonderland anymore. Who else are you going to eat with?”

      She looked at the floor, and he fought the urge to bring it back up so he could see her lovely face. Finally she did it herself. “All right. Just this once. As friends.”

      As far as Sam was concerned, Ashley could make all the rules she wanted. He was still counting it as a win.
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      Ashley locked the door to the reno house as Sam waited for her outside. Her nerves had been acting up all day, no small fault of her own. Sam’s scent had always been comforting to her. Even when they’d separated, she took one of his shirts with her and wore it until that unique smell was gone. Wearing his coat today, however briefly, had been a reminder of how wonderful it was to be wrapped in his warmth.

      Which was why she took it off as soon as he noticed – she didn’t want to give him ideas.

      She turned to see him grinning at her, and her foolish stomach bounced like the kickback of a nail gun. Why did he have to be so cute? Couldn’t he have gotten old and ugly? Goodness knows she’d picked up some wrinkles and no longer had a teenager’s body, but he still looked almost perfect.

      He flipped his keys in the air and caught them. “You ready?”

      “I really should go home and change …” Then lock the door and not come out, because if she didn’t get away from him, she could fall hard.

      “You look fine.” He reached out and took her hand, inspecting her fingers. “You don’t even have paint under your nails. I’ve never figured out how you do that – you work so hard, yet always manage to look nice.”

      Heart, I command you to stop. For all the good it did - she couldn’t think with him so close and holding her hand and giving compliments. She tried to pull away.

      He wasn’t having it. Instead, he wove his fingers with hers and led her off the porch toward his truck. “It’s late. If we both go home to shower, we’re not likely to make dinner at all.”

      Wow – he was taking charge? He had a plan? This was different. But it was ruining her own plan of keeping her distance. “Won’t they be busy right now?”

      He opened the passenger door, reached into the cab, grabbed his windshield scraper and handed her his keys. “This is Wonderland. The only ‘rush’ happens when both Tangren families bring their kids to town on the same night. Turn it on for me while I get this all cleaned off.”

      Ashley had to laugh at the comment – from what she’d heard from Evelyne, the Tangren clan was booming. She shimmied over to the driver’s seat, then was reminded how much taller Sam was – she had to perch on the edge of his seat to reach the clutch and brake. Starting it was simple enough – though she didn’t drive much, when she did, it was usually huge rental trucks from home improvement stores. Sam’s pickup was easy in comparison.

      After moving back to her side, she turned on the heater as Sam climbed in. He didn’t ask if she was ready this time, probably because he hadn’t gotten the answer he was looking for before. But he’d been prepared for what she’d say – evidence that he could plan when he had to. Maybe her return would be good for him, if not in the way he seemed to hope.

      He took the drive slow on the slick roads. Mountain snow was often wet and slippery, and Wonderland had only one snow removal vehicle. The town wasn’t big enough to require, or afford, more. “Will your dad be out later to plow?” She had no idea if Sam’s dad still had that job.

      “He only does driveways now. The county handles the city streets. There’s a committee in Springs Township who take care of the rural snow. They get paid through rural taxes. It works, since there aren’t all that many roads to maintain.”

      “How’s he doing?” Sam hadn’t mentioned his family all week. They used to be a big part of his life.

      “Dad’s fine. So is Mom. Cam moved to Spearfish - he got married two years ago.” He shrugged. “Not much else to tell.”

      Cam had been in high school when she left - she couldn’t even picture him married. “Wow. What does he do now?”

      Sam pulled into the small parking lot at Molly’s and found a spot. “I don’t know exactly. He doesn’t come back much and we were never big on talking on the phone.” He turned off the engine, got out, came around to her side and opened the door.

      She read doubt in his eyes. “Sorry, I was just trying to make conversation. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      He shook his head and tugged on his ear. “You didn’t. You asked what everyone else does. I hate not being able to answer. I work all day, I’m tired when I get home and I’ve got other things on my mind. I don’t think to call Cam.”

      She headed for the door to let him know he didn’t have to explain further. His brother was younger and she’d never known him that well anyway. She couldn’t exactly chastise him for not keeping up with his family when her own parents didn’t try to keep up with her. She got emails from her mom once in a blue moon.

      He led her over to a booth and they sat. Molly’s hadn’t changed a bit – still a comfortable diner with waxed floors, red vinyl seats, wood-paneled walls and a vintage refrigerated display case for their daily desserts. A teenage girl with a high ponytail brought two menus and two glasses of water, then left.

      Even the menu hadn’t changed: buffalo burgers, fries, milkshakes, cheese curds. It was a wonder she didn’t weigh twice what she did after eating there all through high school. “Wow, this brings back memories.” She ran her finger down the worn, discolored plastic cover of the menu.

      “It hasn’t changed much. Nothing ever really does here.”

      She’d been worried about that, if everyone would remember her just as she’d been. Just like she remembered Cam. “It would seem that way.”

      Sam kept his eyes on his menu. “So you’ve worked with Evelyne this whole time? Do you talk often, or just about business?”

      “We don’t talk every day, but she handles all my business, my finances, my loans. I trust her.” Probably more than anyone else, because she didn’t feel like she had anyone else.

      “Does she find your houses for you?” He closed his menu and set it aside, finally looking up to meet her gaze.

      “Yes, and before you say anything, this was her fault. She wanted me back in Wonderland, waited until I could afford my grandmother’s house, then tricked me by buying it without my say-so. That’s what I get for granting her power of attorney.”

      He laughed. “So that’s where I should send the thank-you gift.”

      “I guess – if you’re glad to finally be working on the house again, then she’s who you’d thank.” She still wasn’t ready for flirting or sweet words. Through the week, her heart had hurt less, enjoyed more, and she’d let go of some lies she’d believed for a long time. They didn’t have to be enemies. But she doubted they could ever be together.

      “It has nothing to do with the house. You caught me there the first time I’d gone back since … well, I don’t remember. It was providence.”

      “Or Santa Claus.” She couldn’t help thinking of Nick, and pulled his card from her purse. She’d never even looked at it – she’d been distracted when he drove away.

      “Santa Claus? I think I’d prefer to believe in something real.”

      She ignored that as she glanced at the card. It was completely blank. She closed her eyes and tried to remember when she arrived a week ago. She’d looked at the card briefly, and was sure there had been writing on it. “I meant the guy who gave me a ride from the airport. He was weird. I kept feeling like I was with Santa. I didn’t even tell him to take that route, but he turned off the highway, pulled right up and slowed down like he knew it was my house. I didn’t think about it then, but how could he have known?”

      Sam tapped the table and pursed his lips. “I don’t know, but I’m suddenly glad you don’t usually ride with strangers. Apparently you have really poor judgment.” He winked.

      She balled up her napkin and threw it at him. “See if I ride home with you.”

      “Oh, you planned to come home with me? Have we gotten that far in one week? I thought I’d have to try harder. Grammy Jean’s is one thing – we went there for years – but my place is, well, a single guy’s place. And I haven’t cleaned in –”

      “I’m not interested in your house.” Though now that he mentioned it, she was curious what his home would look like. Was it just an apartment, or had he bought a house? Given his usual lack of planning, an apartment made more sense, but nothing he’d done in the last few days made sense. Maybe she was still expecting the Sam she’d known seven years before. The man had a right to grow up.

      “Well, when you put it that way, you’re not invited.” He smirked.

      Ashley rolled her eyes as the waitress came to take their order. “I’ll have the buffalo steak burger meal with a chocolate shake. Oh, and separate –”

      “I’ll pay.” Sam interrupted, then ordered the same with a blueberry shake.

      “I didn’t even let you pay for me when we were engaged,” Ashley complained once the waitress left. She couldn’t help feeling like her independent toes were being stepped on.

      “I know, but once in a while a guy just likes to treat a lady to a burger – preferably without having to explain himself. I invited … no, scratch that, I insisted you come. So I should pay.”

      “Just the buffalo? Are you saying if I’d ordered the vegan burger, you wouldn’t pay?” She giggled, hoping he’d joke back. Wait – why was she hoping for that?

      He rolled his eyes and swiped his hand down his face in mock disgust. “You want the vegan, you’ll have to buy that yourself.” He lowered his voice to a whisper that sent shivers down her arm. “But I have heard it’s surprisingly good.”

      Ashley’s eyes widened. This. This is what she’d missed for so long. Yes, he’d been the love of her life, but more importantly, he’d been her best friend. It felt like she’d been living without her other half for so long. “Well, I may just have to try it next time.”

      Sam glanced up at her, his eyes shining with suppressed laughter. “Maybe when you ask me to dinner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After Sam dropped Ashley off at Grammy Jean’s, she rushed around to the back door. Shoveling the front walk could wait until morning when the snowfall was finished. She opened the door and shivered. The big Queen Anne was pretty, but heating it for just one person was expensive. She closed the pocket doors to the parlor and formal sitting room, shutting off most of the house, then turned the heat up a few degrees and went to work.

      When her parents sold the home she’d grown up in, they’d stored many personal items at Grammy Jean’s. She’d never heard from her mother that anything had to be moved, so all those things were presumably still in the house. Precious items like pictures. She searched through the drawers and cabinets, coming up with numerous treasures, but not what she was searching for. Grabbing a flashlight from the butler’s cabinet, she headed to the basement.

      Wispy cobwebs hung in the corners of doors and between the ceiling joists. There wasn’t much else down there. The basement was small, with a seven-foot ceiling, but that’s where Grammy had stored things like her Christmas tree. It was the most likely place for all her parents’ personal items to have ended up. Finally, in a bank of cabinets along one wall that Grammy Jean used to keep her canning jars in, she found the boxes that belonged to her family. The top small box was photos and she lugged it back upstairs to have a closer look.

      Stack upon stack of memories were in that box, from her first step to her first date. All the evidence of her and her parents’ lives, most of hers with Sam by her side. Their families had lived next to each other from first to fifth grade, before the Pattersons moved to the other side of town. In Wonderland, that wasn’t far – she’d ridden her bike over to visit almost daily.

      There were few days growing up when she hadn’t seen him. Rare arguments dotted long strings of pleasant memories: birthdays, fishing trips, outings to Mount Rushmore and Custer State Park. He was just a part of her everyday life.

      She shuffled a picture to the back of the stack, and there was a photo of her with Sam at the senior prom. She’d worn a crystal-blue mermaid dress and he’d worn a matching vest. They both looked so young and carefree, so confident they knew exactly where their lives were going.

      The next image was Sam in his football gear. He’d been a linebacker, good enough for South Dakota State to offer a scholarship, but he’d passed it up to stay home. Probably to stay near her. She frowned as she looked closer at the image. There, behind Sam, was Chelsey in her cheerleader outfit, her hair and makeup perfect, her adoration for Sam plain as day. There hadn’t been anyone in Wonderland who Ashley could say disliked her, but Chelsey certainly had motive to start a rumor. She’d wanted Sam.

      Come to think of it, Chelsey had asked Sam to prom first, and he’d said no. He hadn’t planned to ask Ashley either, because neither of them were the dress-up type, but since he’d told Chelsey he already had a date, he’d asked Ashley. The night had been so romantic that he’d made their relationship permanent. Or so she’d thought.

      She pushed the box aside and stood to stretch. She couldn’t consider Sam again. They both should’ve moved on. He shouldn’t have waited for her, shouldn’t have dreamed of Grammy’s house, shouldn’t be working with her now. Getting all the old feelings out in the open was good, but it couldn’t last. Hopefully by Christmas, they’d both be better people, ready to go find new love.

      That thought left her lonely. Who else was there? No one else had a history with her like Sam. Who else could compete with half a lifetime of friendship and romance?

      Her phone buzzed and she answered. “’Lo.”

      “You still awake?”

      Sam’s gentle baritone immediately made her feel less lonely. How did he do that? “Nope, sleepwalking again,” she teased.

      “Ah, so that’s why you don’t drive. Dangerous.”

      She’d never owned her own vehicle. “Well, I like to live dangerously, but other drivers might not agree.” She laughed.

      “Probably not. I’ve got an idea.”

      She tensed. “Sam, you aren’t acting like you’re supposed to. The Sam from before didn’t make plans.”

      There was a long pause. “I’m not the Sam I was before. Just like you’re not the same Ashley.”

      “I haven’t changed.” Other than the wrinkles by her eyes, but he’d better not mention those.

      “You have. You don’t trust people like you did before. You don’t go out of your way to see people. You hide behind that tough façade.”

      “Hey, I am tough.” But she wasn’t feeling that way at the moment.

      “I know, but you don’t have to hold up every wall.”

      All the walls she’d held up for so long were admittedly getting heavy. “Okay, what’s your idea?” She couldn’t help feeling like she was being led into something she couldn’t see.

      “Grammy Jean always decorated for Christmas. It’s kind of late now, with the snow on everything, but I’ve got ladders. I know where everything goes because she asked me to help her the last Christmas she was in that house.”

      He was here when she wasn’t? He’d taken care of Grammy when she and her parents were elsewhere? She still wasn’t ready to deal with the loss of her grandmother, and digging through her Christmas items would force her to. “That sounds like an undertaking.”

      “What do you say we take a day off from the renovation and do your decorating? You at least need to put up the tree.”

      She hadn’t put a tree up in years – why start now? “I can live without it.”

      “Did you live without it when you were growing up?”

      He knew the answer to that. Her family started decorating for Christmas the day after Thanksgiving. Everyone in Wonderland decorated and participated in Christmas, giving the whole town the feel of a Dickens novel. “I’m not a kid anymore.”

      “What’s Wonderland without the wonder?”

      He’d never been so assertive. Maybe the old Sam really was gone. The Sam who’d listened to a rumor had grown up, past it. But if that was true, why did he still need that feeling of Christmas? “I’m not extending my stay, Sam.” Even staying through Christmas felt unbearable.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll finish the reno if you have to move on. I’ll be over tomorrow morning with doughnuts. You make the coffee.”

      “How about you bring the coffee and I’ll make breakfast?” She couldn’t just let him decide everything.

      He laughed. “That’s the closest to agreement I’ve gotten from you. I’ll take it. See you tomorrow morning.”

      She set the phone on the counter and glanced up at the wall above the sink. She’d been peeling away paper every night, and behind it wasn’t just a pretty blue, but white triangles of various sizes farther down. The mystery was intriguing, though not as much as the new Sam. Just like the wall, so much of him seemed different and confusing.

      Removing paper was easy – it just needed time and patience – but what did Sam need, if anything? Maybe he didn’t want her revealing his layers. He’d always seemed a pretty simple guy to her, but there was much more depth there than she’d realized. He’d given up a free ride to college. He’d said no to Chelsey. He’d supported Ashley’s every goal and had never distracted her with his. What if she’d been stifling him … and he hadn’t realized it until the rumor?

      Maybe he’d believed it because his heart was already hurt. She’d never encouraged him to be anything but who he’d always been. She’d always been content to tie him into her plans. But if there was more to him, a side of him that had just needed encouragement to come out.

      Which gave Ashley another thought: maybe he’d never pursued her before because he hadn’t needed to. What if that’s what he was doing now? And if so, what should she do about it?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sam tossed his phone on the couch cushion next to him and chuckled. Getting Ashley to spend time with him away from working hadn’t been easy, but she was slowly accepting him, getting closer. He could feel her resistance falling away as they became friends again. But would they ever be more? He’d wanted to turn back the clock almost from the moment he’d called off the engagement.

      He turned over the hem of his coat where it lay on the arm of the sofa until he found the pocket, then drew out a long chain, a tiny ring swinging from the end. Ashley’s class ring. They’d exchanged them at graduation because they wanted to save their money for a house to turn into a B&B together instead of engagement rings. Rings were impractical anyway, especially when doing anything electrical. He’d carried hers on a chain hidden under his clothes for two whole years, until he’d heard the rumor. If she still had his ring, he had no idea.

      Now, Ashley didn’t need him anymore, and maybe never did. He’d been a silent support before, but she’d renovated whole houses. She didn’t need him to be her Mr. Fix-It. She could run a B&B herself and didn’t even need the property they were working on – she owned Grammy Jean’s, which was far better.

      So did he fit into her life at all? What did he have to offer?

      He stood and ambled to the one large window in his apartment and flipped up a slat of the blinds to peek outside. Snow covered all the houses and the streets were silent. Wonderland usually tucked itself into bed by nine, so very few lights twinkled into the night.

      That’s what Ashley needed – peace. Fun. Remembering what was good from her childhood, instead of blocking it because of him. She needed someone to make plans for her once in a while so she didn’t have to do everything. Even good managers got tired without support. He could protect her from people like Chelsey, who didn’t want Ashley to succeed. Those were things no one else would do for her, but he was willing. Had always been willing.

      He unclasped the chain and put it around his neck, the heavy gold ring thumping against his chest. He dropped it into the collar of his shirt. The weight would be a reminder that he needed to stop just floating along and start making decisions, plans.

      One he already had in mind. After Christmas, he’d call Diesel and ask about his retirement plans. By then, he’d know Ashley’s intention. Even if she left, he’d still keep in contact. Now that the connection had been restored, he wouldn’t let her go again without telling her the truth. He regretted what had happened, but he was a better man for it now.

      Though he knew he still had to prove it.
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      The next morning, instead of stopping at the gas station for coffee as he normally would, Sam went to Wonderland’s one coffee shop, imaginatively named Wonderland Coffee. The small building had been a home at one point and had a strange layout, with the old house in the middle and rooms tacked on as needed wherever they would fit. It made for lots of little nooks were people could sit and privately enjoy a cup of joe with friends.

      Usually. Today it was December 16, the first day they offered their special, limited edition Christmas flavor. This year it was gingerbread mint chocolate, and selling like gangbusters. He’d never gotten into the hype of waiting in line for the special flavor – he preferred his coffee black - but since he’d beaten the rush, this was perfect for Ashley. “Two mega, please.” He pulled out his wallet.

      The teen behind the counter in her red-and-white-striped apron smiled at him. “Whipped or no?”

      Flavored was enough of a stretch. “Whipped on one.”

      She chuckled as she manned a machine that looked like it belonged on the International Space Station. He dropped a couple of dollars in the tip jar and waited.

      A few other people wandered in, including Terrie Miles, Chelsey’s mother. She wore a bright red coat with black leather gloves, neither made for warmth. But then, she probably wasn’t out in the cold that often. “Good morning, Sam. You’re certainly out early.” She eyed him and the barista.

      “I have some work to do today.” He wouldn’t feed Chelsey’s mother any information about Ashley, or ideally, anything. That was only asking for trouble. At least they were finally finishing the reno house so the city council would have no reason to levy any fines. But Chelsey was the way she was for a reason, and the reason was mainly Terrie.

      “What could the lumberyard possibly have you doing the week before Christmas? Though I suppose with the fresh snow, you’re busy. How’s your father, by the way? Was he ever able to get help with his roof?” She blinked rapidly, looking for gossip more than she cared about how his father was doing.

      The roofing issue in question had been five years before. He doubted she’d ever deign to speak to Blake Patterson herself. “It’s taken care of.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets.

      The barista called his order and Terrie laughed, a stuffy, fake sound. “Two coffees? My, that must be a big job. Chelsey will be around tomorrow handing out music and the practice schedule for caroling. Don’t be a stranger!” She turned to the barista and gave her order.

      Sam headed out the door with a smile. Chelsey wouldn’t think to look for him at the reno, especially if he walked there instead of driving. They hadn’t done much the last few Sundays, but tomorrow would be the last one until Christmas Eve, so they’d decided to put in a few hours of prep work in order to get a lot done on Monday. If he didn’t drive, no one would find him.

      The drive to Ashley’s was short, and he parked quickly and rushed up the walk. He hadn’t done much in the way of decorating the last few years either. Doing something fun with Ashley was welcome. Not to mention it would mean she couldn’t leave the day after Christmas without asking him to come help her pack up the tree and all the trimmings. Having a plan wasn’t so bad.

      He knocked and she came to the door quickly. Ashley usually had her hair in a long ponytail, but today it was free and flowing down her back. She wore a white sweater and leggings instead of work jeans and flannel. “What, do I look so strange?” She smiled, her cheeks turning pink.

      He tried to recover quickly. “No, you look great. Here.” He handed her the cup with the whipped cream so he could wipe his feet.

      “Do you want yours left like that or poured into a Thermos? I’m never able to drink it fast enough and the last half is always cold.” She seemed just as nervous as he suddenly felt.

      He’d never thought to transfer the coffee into another cup. “Sure, if you have an extra one. That would be great.” He handed her his drink, shrugged out of his coat and hung it by the door. He hadn’t felt the necklace all morning, but it briefly snagged the tag of his shirt, reminding him it was there. He wiped his boots and followed Ashley’s path to the kitchen.

      “Whoa.” He took a deep breath. The top third of the kitchen was stripped down to the plaster. A mural had been painted sometime in the past, light blue skies and green trees with white tops. “That’s amazing – I never knew that was there. I wonder how many other old homes in the area have something like that?” He took the Thermos she offered him and sipped.

      She laughed and leaned against the counter. “I don’t know. I noticed a loose bit of wallpaper that bothered me, and it led me to this. Kind of a great discovery.”

      He could smell bacon, though there was nothing on the stove. “You making breakfast?”

      She nodded. “I baked some bacon earlier, then mixed it into a casserole with tater tots, eggs and cheese. It’s easier to eat quickly.”

      It smelled amazing. “Well, let’s make a plan while we wait.” He knew where Grammy Jean had kept her scratch paper and pencils and gathered a few.

      Ashley sipped her coffee, but didn’t come to the table. “It amazes me that you know your way around this house so well.”

      He choked a little. “Grammy Jean relied on me a lot the last few years of her life. Her own kids don’t live here anymore, as you know. She’d always treated me like a son, so it wasn’t a stretch. She called me and I was glad to help.”

      “She called you before she called me? And I was her own grandchild.” Ashley had a strange grit in her voice.

      “She knew you weren’t ready to come back. It wasn’t like she had a long illness where she knew she might go soon. You can’t really prepare for a heart attack. She would’ve reached out if she’d known her time was short. I’m sure.” He could sense they needed to talk about something else, or she’d get more emotional with him than she was ready for. “So how much do you want to do? Just a tree and some lights, or the whole house?”

      Ashley seemed relieved he’d changed the subject. Sam inwardly smiled. Another step in the right direction.
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      Ashley couldn’t get her head around it – Sam had never been so determined. So much for him being a “tagalong,” as Chelsey had called him once.

      Putting up the tree would be fraught with danger. There’d be items in those boxes of ornaments and tinsel that she wasn’t ready to see, like the old hand-blown glass ornaments Grandpa Ed bought for Grammy Jean when they first married – that was a story she’d heard every Christmas growing up. There’d be ornaments her mother had made, even ones she had. Just thinking about them had tears welling up.

      She turned so Sam wouldn’t see. “Maybe just some outside lights today. I’m tired. We worked hard all week.” They had, but she’d also wanted to work today to get things done. As long as he didn’t remember that …

      “I know where the lights are in the basement, and the ladder’s out in my truck. Do you want them around the windows for the gingerbread house look?” He laughed.

      With the orange color, it already did, even without lights. “Sure, that sounds great. Do you need my help? Not really room for two on a ladder.”

      His laughter stopped. “You have a point. I’ll do the lights later when you’re really worn out. Let’s decorate the inside first, where we can help each other. Where should the tree go?”

      Drat, he wasn’t taking the hint. “I don’t heat the whole main floor – that would be a waste. The only three rooms I use are the kitchen, a bedroom upstairs and the bath connected to it.” She was not putting a tree, especially not a tree filled with so many memories, in her room.

      “What about there?” He pointed to the empty corner where Bark’s kennel used to be.

      It was a lonely little space and Ashley hadn’t been sure what to put there that wouldn’t seem strange. It was too far out of the way for anything she needed often. “You’re sure you want to do this? Because I don’t want to.” She leaned against the counter again and tried to mentally control the unease in her belly. She hated crying, especially in front of people. She’d already shown Sam her tears and didn’t need a repeat performance.

      Suddenly he was in her space, smelling of coffee and Old Spice aftershave. He gently gripped her elbows until she looked up at him. “Hey. You can do this. It’ll be good for you to see the things your grandmother loved. She wouldn’t have wanted a year to go by in this house without a Christmas celebration. It’s bad enough you’re planning to leave right after her favorite holiday. Take a minute to enjoy it.”

      Reason abandoned her. With him so close, so tall, strong, sure, she remembered everything she loved about him. She remembered what it was like to be held by him, what his first tentative kiss had been like. What it meant for two best friends to slowly become more. Now she wanted that feeling back. She glanced up into his eyes …

      … and the moment slipped away as he backed away and held up his list. “So we start with the tree. We don’t have to put the garland or the bunting on the stairs. If you don’t use that area, it would just waste time.”

      She nodded, still thinking about all those swirling feelings. She’d been so ready to give in to what she’d promised she wouldn’t. Yet two weeks of working with him had turned him into to her Sam again. “Wait,” she said without thinking.

      He seemed to sense she needed something and was back to her in a moment. “You okay?”

      “No. I’m not strong enough to do this.” Confession was good for the soul, but it ripped her to pieces. A tear trickled down her cheek.

      He pulled her close, wrapping her in the strength she craved. Lord, what’s wrong with me? Is my memory so short? This was the man who broke her heart into a million pieces. How could she be allowing him to do it again?

      His hold loosened as he stepped back and tipped her face up. “You can do this. You’ve never met a mountain you couldn’t master.”

      She blinked the tears away. “What are your mountains, Sam? You gave up all of yours for me. Did you ever find them again?”

      He smiled. “Mine are yet to be discovered, but I’m sure I’ll manage when I see them.”

      So there was still a bit of the old Sam there, the Sam that took things as they came. “Thanks. I may need to take this slow.”

      Sam smiled. “We’ve got all day, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

      Ashley smiled back, even as part of her hated herself for it.
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      The big boxes Sam brought up from the basement were enough to have Ashley biting her lip. Thick dust lay on their tops, and she was reminded that it had been almost two years since they’d been opened – Grammy had died November of last year.

      Sam brushed off his hands and blew dust off the top of one. “I have an idea to give you a little break and do something both of us would enjoy.”

      She liked the sound of that – anything to avoid the impending emotional puddle of dealing with what was in those boxes. “I’m listening.”

      “Thomsen’s Tree Farm.” He smiled. “Jean’s artificial tree is downstairs, but it’s pretty old – I would need to repair a bunch of the branches. I’d forgotten until I looked at the box.”

      Ashley grabbed her coat from the rack next to the back door. “Did you bring a saw? Or should I get mine?”

      He laughed and went through the living room to get his own coat. “Hey, when we get back, I’ll quickly shovel around to the back door for you. That way you won’t have to listen for people at the front, since it’s cold up there.”

      Shoveling was one of her least favorite chores – she’d rather putty drywall for a week. She’d already tromped through the snow to the back door so she didn’t have to shovel the front. “Only if you want to. No one’s coming to my door except you.”

      “No problem. I don’t have my saw – we’ll have to grab yours.”

      Her father most likely left any tools like that in the small garden shed in the back. “I’ll meet you at the truck.” She grabbed her flashlight and headed out the back door.

      There were so many things about Grammy Jean’s home she hadn’t explored yet, and didn’t want to for fear of the memories. She opened the shed, looked around and found a nice bow saw hanging on the wall. Perfect for the job. She locked it up again and carefully carried the saw to Sam’s truck. The blade hadn’t been sharpened in a while, but she was sure it would cut a small evergreen.

      Sam’s truck was running and waiting for her as she put the saw in the back, then climbed in. “They’ve been planting more trees in the last ten years, so they have more to pick from now than when we were kids,” he told her.

      Her parents had only gotten a real tree once, but she’d loved walking through the rows of pines and firs, looking for the perfect one. Many people bought ones Thomsen’s had already cut down, but choosing the right tree would hopefully allow her to separate herself from her grandmother’s Christmas traditions just enough to keep her emotions under control.

      The drive wasn’t long, and soon the air was thick with the smell of pine as Sam opened his door, letting in a cold, scented breeze. She shivered and tugged her gloves back on. Sam had already grabbed the saw by the time she got out and he put his hand on the small of her back to guide her toward the little shed where Mr. Thomsen took payments. He waved to Mr. Thomsen, an older man wearing a huge canvas ranch coat with a red-and-black-checked muffler pulled over his ears. “Good morning! We’re going to head up to the farm if it’s open.”

      Mr. Thomsen waved them in without leaving the shed.

      “He hasn’t aged a bit.” Ashley said as they walked down the first row of Douglas firs.

      “Well, he’s been about a hundred years old forever.” Sam laughed.

      Nothing in the first row seemed quite right, and Sam led her down the next. Douglas firs smelled lovely, but looked too scruffy. The blue spruce were all too tall or too wide. The balsams’ needles were too short. She’d assumed she’d have to make excuses in order to take a long time, but it wasn’t an easy choice. Finally, in the next to the last row, they found the Ponderosa pines, with nice, long needles just like Grammy’s old artificial tree. The branches were elegant and round, perfect to hold all the decorations.

      “How tall do you want it?” Sam whispered just behind her.

      “I’m not sure.” How had he known these were the ones?

      Before she could ask the question, he answered it. “Every other kind, you’ve made excuses before we reached them; these, you just stopped and looked. I figured we’d finally hit the jackpot.”

      “I think I’d like to be able to reach the top, so that if I have to take it down by myself, I can.” Because she probably would. Once the house was done and Christmas was behind her, she was still going to get out of Wonderland.

      “So you’ll need help if it’s too tall? Nine-footer it is.” He grabbed her hand and tugged her down the row.

      She tried to keep her footing on the uneven ground as Sam rushed to the far end where the taller trees were. He’d hardly touched her intentionally since she’d arrived, and the simple act of holding her hand was doing crazy things to her insides. Not that she could complain, especially after his little mind-reading act before, but she did have to put her foot down. “No, Sam. I want a short tree. Like me.”

      She regretted her tug immediately as his hand slipped away from hers. “You’re still dead-set on leaving?”

      Ohh, she couldn’t take those puppy-dog eyes. He’d break her heart. She was sure of it. “Yes. Right after Christmas.”

      “I was hoping we’d gotten along well enough that you didn’t have to run.”

      But what happened if she stayed? It might be fine until someone said something about her. Would he run off again without even talking? A leopard couldn’t completely change its spots. “We’re getting along fine, but how do you expect me to make money in Wonderland? I can’t flip houses here. I can’t even flip houses in most of South Dakota – people want older, rustic homes here, not renovated ones.”

      “So stay and run the greatest B&B in Wonderland. You don’t need me to do that.” He walked past her, back the way they’d come.

      “I couldn’t do that without you, Sam.” The dream had been theirs, not just hers. She couldn’t handle thinking about it alone, or she would’ve started one in the last seven years.

      “Why not? You’ve always been the leader. You think of something, start it, ask for my help, but you don’t need it. If anything, I stood in your way. You’d be great.” He adjusted something around his neck and kept walking.

      She jogged after him and grabbed his arm to stop him. “Sam, no. That’s not how it was – at least not how I saw it. I asked you to help me because I didn’t want to do anything alone. When I left and had to start flipping houses, I reached out to Evelyne because I couldn’t do that alone. The dream of owning a B&B … that was ours. It holds no appeal at all without you.”

      “Really?” He didn’t smile or soften his features at all - if anything, he looked pained. “You’d still want to own a B&B with me?”

      She nodded, the lump in her throat not letting her speak. It sounded so easy, made so much sense … if she just could forget the last seven years. If she could let go of the hurt. But time machines didn’t exist and forgiveness was sometimes messy, especially in the deepest regions of her heart.

      He stepped closer, his cheeks and nose rosy from the cold. All she could think about was what it would feel like to really let go, to turn her back on all that had happened and let him kiss her. He put his free arm around her waist, and for a blissful few moments she forgot about everything but him and the glorious tension between them.

      She held the front of his coat, refusing to let go of the moment. Her mind would regret it later. Right now, she just wanted Sam, the Sam she should’ve been married to by now, the Sam who should’ve made her a mom by now. Her knees went weak, thinking of all they’d lost because neither had been willing to reach out after the hurt. “Sam, I am so sorry …”

      “What?” He pulled away and leaned the saw against a tree. “That’s all you can say?”

      “No, let me finish. I’m not going to let a misunderstanding ruin this like before. I’m sorry I didn’t reach out to find out what happened. I’m sorry I ran away. I was just so hurt and you didn’t tell me why, yet you were so angry, accusing, and I was afraid. I’m sorry.”

      He pulled her back into his arms, holding her tight. “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have listened to the rumors, or to Evelyne. I should’ve kept trying to reach you. I was sure you’d never take me back and that it would be useless effort. I …”

      A voice tore through the quiet of the trees. “Sam? Is that you I hear?” The sound of breaking twigs and clomping feet preceded Chelsey in the row. “Oh, my. Well, looks like I’ve interrupted something, haven’t I?” She stomped over anyway and stood uncomfortably close.

      “Yes,” Ashley replied. “You did.”

      Chelsey didn’t respond, just looked at Sam. “I’ve got your music ready and the rehearsal schedule with me. Make sure you take lots of time to practice. Since the snow came so late, the Ladies are full, so we’ll start caroling right away on Monday. You don’t want to look like a fool by not practicing.” She smiled and gave Sam an air smooch.

      “I didn’t know you were still part of the choir – that’s great,” Ashley said numbly. She couldn’t help but compare herself to Chelsey – blonde, rich, expensively dressed . Ashley had broken nails from hard work, wore sweaters or flannel with boots, didn’t own much or have much left in the bank. And she was confused about Sam, which Chelsey certainly wasn’t.

      “Actually, I’m not going to be caroling this year – sorry.” Sam turned back to Ashley as smoothly as if he were on casters. “So do you like this one?” He pointed to the five-foot tree they happened to be next to.

      Part of her wanted him to fight for the nine-footer, to make her have to call him to take it down. But she loved how he was not only conceding to her wishes, but had barely reacted to Chelsey. He was still with her. Could new Sam be even better than old Sam? She had one week left to find out. “Yes, I do believe it’s perfect.”

      “Let me get the saw.” Sam walked toward it, leaving Chelsey sputtering – and Ashley grinning.
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      His alarm hadn’t gone off. Sam dashed through his house, putting on his glasses instead of his usual contacts. No time to shave. But he was still pretty pleased about the previous day’s encounter. He’d shown Ashley he didn’t want anything to do with Chelsey. But Chelsey’s dad was on the town council, and she could be underhanded. Neither she nor Sam had extra money for fines this close to the end of their work on the reno house.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He whipped it out and fumbled it in his haste. “Sorry, Ash, I know I’m running late. I’ll be right there.”

      “How sweet.” Chelsey purred. “But you won’t be able to go work on the house today. Practice starts at ten and we start our first round of caroling to each house tonight. At five, we’ll all go down to Molly’s for a burger. As you know, on kickoff night they light the Christmas lights on Main Street early for us so we can carol at each business. Then we walk to each of the Ladies. I don’t think we’ll be done until about eight or so, maybe nine if we’re luckily.”

      The nerve of the woman … “I told you I’m not caroling this year.”

      “ But you have to. All this week the schedule is the same every day. Christmas is one of our biggest times of the year. The rest of the Black Hills towns close or cut hours after Labor Day. And we are known for Christmas. Last year, so many people just didn’t practice, so we had to make sure this year everyone was committed. All day. All week. No excuses.”

      “I repeat, I’m not doing it this year.”

      “Are you sure you want to pull out now? You’d be impossible to replace. It would be a shame if someone pushed through this new city ordinance on Daddy’s desk making it impossible for anyone to start new bed & breakfast establishments. We want to protect our current businesses from upstarts coming in and offering substandard accommodations. Wouldn’t that be terrible, Sam? So can I count on you to be at practice?”

      All the work they’d done would be for nothing. The house couldn’t sell as anything but a B&B after their renovations. But he wouldn’t negotiate with a crazy woman, not even a crazy woman he went to high school with. “No, you can’t.”

      Now she took the condescending tone he was used to hearing from people who considered themselves above him. “I’ll see you at the community center in two hours. You’ll be there.” She hung up.

      He stared at his phone for a minute. Hadn’t he told himself he needed to protect Ashley? Wasn’t that one of the few things he could offer her? He had to choose – one last week with Ashley to get her to stay and probably lose the ability to sell their house, or a week in torment with Chelsey, ensuring that Ashley would feel abandoned, but at least be able to get her money back.

      He pressed her ring against his chest. He hadn’t protected Ashley against the rumors before, rumors that Chelsey had probably started. But he could now … except that doing so might make things worse. How was he going to do this? Was Ashley going to be angry that he wasn’t helping her? Was she going to be angry that he was helping Chelsey? Was …?

      His phone buzzed again with a short text from Ashley: You coming?

      He sighed and closed his eyes. Chelsey had won the first round and now it looked like she’d win the second round too. What should he do?

      Wait … why did it have to be just him? He had someone he could trust – Ashley herself. When he’d hurt her before, hadn’t it been precisely because he didn’t talk with her? And wasn’t she the better planner? She might have an idea that hadn’t occurred to him. He dialed her up immediately – together they could work this out.

      “Hey, Sam. Everything okay?”

      Sam sighed. “No, definitely not.” He laid it all on the line – Chelsey’s expectations, her threat, the whole thing. It felt so good to tell someone else about it and know it wouldn’t get back to the Mileses. It just felt good to vent.

      When he finished, there was a long silence before Ashley responded. “That … that … I don’t want to be childish and call her anything, but I want to.”

      “I would, but what would it help?”

      “Yeah. She really has you – has us, really – over a barrel.”

      “She certainly isn’t leaving us with many options,” he added.

      She took a deep breath, let it out, and asked, “So what are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” he groaned. “I was hoping you had some ideas.”

      “I wish I did. Dry rot I can deal with. Paint stripping I can do. Blackmail is outside my skill set … Sam? Will you be honest with me? Is there anything between you and her?”

      That, he had an answer for. “No. No, a hundred times no. She’s manipulative, she’s mean, she’s a gossip. I’ve been trying to blow her off for a decade, and she keeps coming back. I’d have felt like I could’ve done something about her long ago if her daddy wasn’t holding the town council in his fist. I’d sooner date a porcupine.”

      She laughed again. “Don’t hold back, tell me how you really feel.”

      “But what do I do about this? I don’t want to sing carols with her. I want to be with you.”

      Another silence. For a moment, he thought he heard a sniffle. Then: “I don’t think we have a choice. But … I trust you, Sam. Go ahead and do the caroling thing, and help me work on the reno when you can squeeze it in.”

      “But you’re only going to be here another week or so, and … no, you’re right. We don’t have a choice. But know this – every moment I’m stuck singing ‘Sleigh Ride’ or whatever, I’ll be thinking of you. And I’ll be free tonight about nine – want my help then?

      “That’s fine – come right on over.” They said their goodbyes and hung up.

      But Sam was still seething. He didn’t want to spend one moment with Chelsey, but Ashley deserved to finish her project and move on. She’d said she wanted to keep flipping, and there were no houses to flip in Wonderland. If she was going to run a B&B, she’d want to do it with him, but she hadn’t come right out and agreed to do it.

      At least he could do this for her, throw himself on whatever mercy Chelsey had. Even if it meant Ashley would leave him again.
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      Ashley shivered despite the space heater next to her. Sam wasn’t coming until late, and wouldn’t be around as much the next week. Though she could understand why, she certainly didn’t like it. Thankfully, the house was almost finished. The team that was putting the new siding on was supposed to come this week, barring a blizzard. By Christmas Eve, the house would be ready to put on the market.

      Would someone want another bed and breakfast in Wonderland? Well, probably – there had to be someone in town with a dream like they’d had. Sam had wanted it, and wanted to work with her.

      She glanced around the main floor at all the little things he’d done: the crown molding in the rooms she’d finished painting; the refurbished center island in the kitchen – though it didn’t look period, it was perfect for a buffet-style breakfast for guests; the rich burgundy paint in the sitting room, which she’d hated until she put it on the walls, then immediately saw he was right … it had all come together so fast, and so well.

      But it was a tie to Wonderland, and she was trying to get rid of those ties. She was gone once she sold this place and Grammy Jean’s and told Sam goodbye. If she could sell them. If she could tell him goodbye.

      She held the handrail as she went up the staircase, the scent of paint hanging thick in the air. They’d finished the largest suite Friday, and two of the other rooms before that. She had four rooms still to paint and trim. The job would’ve been a breeze with Sam here more often, but now his time would be more limited—thanks to Chelsey. Still, it wasn’t like she hadn’t done this type of work alone.

      She mixed the paint with a special bit on her pneumatic drill, poured it into the paint sprayer, put on her mask … and her phone buzzed. Of course it did. She tugged the mask down and answered it. “’Lo.”

      “Ashley, this is Evelyne. Good news! Derrick and I have decided to come to Wonderland this week. It’s been years since I’ve been there, and I haven’t seen you since you got here. This is just perfect.”

      It was pretty perfect – Evelyne would love the reno house. “That’s great – you’ll get to see what we’ve been working on.”

      “We’ve?” Evelyne prodded. “Do tell.”

      “Just as you predicted, Sam and I have been working together. Honestly, we’ve both worked so hard we’ll have the whole house ready for the market in a few days.”

      “Don’t rush it – the market will stink until at least February. Stay a little longer if you need to.” Evelyne’s voice went flat. “But I am excited to hear it. I assume you’re not talking about Grammy Jean’s – there’s no way you could finish a place that big in so short a time.”

      Ashley nodded as she spoke. “No, this is the old house Sam and I bought to make into a bed and breakfast.”

      “Ah, that house.”

      She laughed. “Yes, that house, and you’ll love it. I can’t wait to see you and meet Mr. Belle.”

      “That’s right, you’ve never met my real estate hunk! Though he’s really more like my Clark Kent.”

      “Well, Clark was sweet. Not everyone needs a Superman.” She certainly didn’t. Give her Clark Kent any day, as long as he could reach high ceilings.

      “Well, Derrick certainly is. We’ll be staying at the Marguerite. I’ll call you once we’ve checked in tomorrow. Talk to you later!”

      Ashley hung up and smiled as she pulled the mask over her face. Evelyne might be able to give her just the push to leave – or to stay. At this point, she wasn’t sure which she wanted.
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      At 9:47 p.m., Sam pulled out of the parking spot he’d taken that morning and accelerated up the street. A day of singing had left his throat ragged. He’d tried to keep as far from Chelsey as possible, even brushed her hands off when she’d come up behind him and tried to cling to him. She’d given him the side-eye and asked another council member how that new rule was looking.

      The one positive from the day was that he’d learned most of the council didn’t want it. But Chelsey’s father was the real power, and if Daddy’s girl demanded it, he’d sign it and put pressure on the others too.

      He drove to the reno house and saw half of the siding had been put up. Once that was finished and the construction dumpster hauled away, the house would look like any other on the street – until spring, when they’d have to kill all the weeds and either put in sod or seed some grass. For the first time in years, he was excited to see it. Hopefully with Ashley by his side. But the lights were off – Ashley must have already knocked off for the day.

      He headed up the hill to Grammy Jean’s as his phone buzzed. He ignored it. If it was Ashley he’d be there in a minute anyway, and he didn’t want to deal with anyone else.

      When he got there, he could see the glow of the kitchen window near the back, so he parked and walked around the house. After a long day of putting up with Chelsey’s flirting and others rolling their eyes, he was ready for Ashley’s quiet personality, the way she just let him be himself without pushing him to respond. He was really glad Ashley knew there was nothing between him and Chelsey, and knew they could laugh about her antics now that he’d told her.

      For now, he shoved all thoughts of the day behind him and knocked on her back door. The light above his head popped on, and a moment later Ashley opened the door, her hair damp from showering. She didn’t wear makeup, or need to. After a day of Chelsey – whose makeup application was just short of spackle application - her natural beauty just looked all the better. He suddenly wished he’d brought flowers or something else suitably apologetic. “Hey. Can I come in?”

      Ashley smiled and stepped back so he could kick the snow off his boots. “It was so strange working without you today. Wow, I haven’t seen you in glasses since the fifth grade.” She sat at the kitchen table and curled her legs under her.

      “Yeah.” He adjusted them on his face. He liked his contacts better. “After working with you for a few weeks, it was hard for me to be elsewhere.” He pulled at his collar.

      “How horrific was Chelsey?”

      “Oh, about the usual. Thankfully there was a crowd, so she was easier to duck. By the way, some good news.” He told her about the other council members’ opposition to the Mileses plan.

      “Well, that’s something. I have good news too – I was able to finish everything on the second floor, and your team from the lumber yard came by and started on the siding. They were very efficient – I didn’t even notice them most of the time.”

      “Yeah, I saw when I went by. So you’re still on schedule even without me?”

      She smirked at him. “I wasn’t sure how much I could rely on you when I put the schedule together, so I built it around what I could do alone. We’re way ahead. If it weren’t for Little Miss Extortionist, we could be done by Tuesday. Now, it’ll probably be Thursday or Friday, depending on how fast the paint dries and how much more snow we get. The humidity in the house is a problem.”

      He thought about bringing in a dehumidifier, but Ashley didn’t have the extra funds and he didn’t want her to feel bad. They’d have to hire someone to come out and do it, which would cost even more. “No snow in the forecast until Christmas Day.” Hopefully they’d get a lot that day, which would keep her there just a little longer.

      “Good, then nothing should hold us back. Hey, do you want to celebrate with a little walk? We can look at the lights.” She stood and headed for the coat rack, assuming he’d want to go.

      He’d walked a lot that day and seen the lights. Not to mention, if anyone saw him, they might make a comment about the caroling, which he didn’t want to think about any more than he had to. “Actually, it’s been a long day. I’m glad you finished the second floor … but if you’re done working for tonight, I’ll probably head home and crash. It’s likely to be another long day tomorrow.”

      Ashley froze with her hands on her coat, then backed away, looking disappointed. “I suppose. Well, then I’ll just head off to bed too. It’s pretty late and you know how early I get up.” She headed toward the stairs.

      “I’m sorry. I just wanted to see you before I called it a day. I missed you.” And he had. He’d regretted the whole day and how Chelsey’s blackmail had made their lives more difficult, though there was less between them now that he’d hopefully cleared up any remaining confusion about Chelsey.

      “I missed you too. I guess that’s why I wanted to take a walk with you, so we’d get a few more minutes together.” She pulled her flannel shirt tightly around herself and crossed her arms.

      “It’s not a bad idea – if I wasn’t tired, I would. I’ll drop by tomorrow morning and put in some work before I have to rejoin the chain gang, how does that sound?”

      She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it if you can’t. Just text me or something.” She led him to the door and held it open.

      Sam wanted to hold her, kiss her, assure her that everything would be fine. Instead he said goodbye, left, drove home and mentally kicked himself the rest of the night.
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        * * *

      

      Ashley closed the door behind Sam and leaned against it. Something had changed that day, and she couldn’t put a finger on what it was. Sam had bared his soul even more than usual, had allayed her fears regarding Chelsey Miles, had come over even though he was obviously dead on his feet. What was going on in his head? He’d always been able to read her, but she had trouble figuring him out.

      Unless … unless it hadn’t been the blackmail that caused him to go caroling, but wanting to spend more time with …

      No. First of all, Sam might have issues, but he’d never been a liar. And second, he’d had seven years while she was away to do whatever he wanted with Chelsey. And he’d done precisely zilch. Even when Chelsey had been all over him like an octopus, he’d pulled away. He’d all but ignored her at the tree farm. He’d been very clear how he felt about her in their conversation earlier that day.

      No, Chelsey wasn’t going to keep them apart. The main threat to Sam being with her was still her, her plan. Her repeated desire to get out of Wonderland after Christmas. Maybe it was time to rethink that …

      Ashley’s phone rang and she ran up the stairs to catch it – she’d left it in her room when she saw Sam pull up. She pushed aside her curtain just to see if he’d changed his mind, but the truck was no longer outside. “’Lo?”

      Evelyne laughed on the other end. “Took you long enough – I was worried you wouldn’t pick up. I thought you were waiting to hear from me.”

      Had it already been a whole day? Of course it had - Evelyne and Derrick were in town now. “I didn’t realize you’d call me so late.” She faked a yawn, since Evelyne knew her usual habits didn’t include staying up late.

      “We got in late – Derrick had to work today. Being a broker isn’t always fun and games, especially when the office is forty-five minutes away.”

      “Will he list the house then, since this one’s so close to you?” There was some rule Evelyne had told her about where, if a house was within a certain radius of her husband’s firm, he had to be the one to list it. She didn’t understand the particulars – that was their business.

      “No, he’ll have me do it, since it’s far enough away that we won’t have to worry about dual agency. Anyway, I’m excited to see it. Will Sam be there tomorrow?”

      Ashley flopped on her bed, but refused to let herself sound sad. She wanted Sam around more the last week she’d be there. Though if she adjusted her plans, stayed a little longer … maybe. But how would she support herself in Wonderland? “Maybe, maybe not – his schedule is tight this week. Long story.” She didn’t want to get into the Chelsey mess this late – it could wait until tomorrow.

      “Oh, that’s too bad. Hopefully I’ll catch him. “But he’s been helping me for weeks, so we’ll finish this week. The house looks amazing.” Saying it felt suddenly strange. After owning it for so long and seeing the difference, she couldn’t imagine anyone else moving in there. But she couldn’t own two houses in such a small town without making money on one of them.

      Evelyne yawned. “Sounds good. I’ll work on some sales copy tonight if I’m not too tired. I won’t be pushing this for a while. You sound good – can’t wait to see you.”

      “You too,” Ashley replied, wrapped up the call, laid back and stared at the ceiling. She felt good. She trusted Sam – and more importantly, felt like she could. Tomorrow, she’d see Evelyne, get the house a day closer to finished and make sure Sam knew she cared. But … how much did she really care if she wasn’t willing to stay around? Yes, she really needed to rethink her departure plans.
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      Sam cut his sleep short the following morning. Ashley showed up at the reno house between four and five every morning. That gave him about five hours with her there before he had to go meet the choir and practice. He’d rather be with her than be fresh for the singing he didn’t want to do.

      He combed his hair back, decided to go one more day without shaving and put on his glasses. Chelsey had hated them the day before, which was reason enough. He adjusted them again, uncomfortable because he usually didn’t wear them. He checked for his wallet, grabbed a sweater to keep in his truck so he could change once he finished working and headed out.

      A few minutes later, he entered the reno, wiped his feet and found Ashley sitting at the center island glancing over some papers. She started, then smiled. “I wasn’t really expecting you this morning.”

      He hadn’t expected his chest to warm immediately when he saw her, but there he was. “Told you I’d be here. I wanted to see you. Show me what you did yesterday.”

      She stood and headed for the stairs, grabbing his hand as she walked by. She pushed open the door to one of the bedrooms. Inside, three walls were a faded red, but treated to give it texture. The fourth wall held matching toile wallpaper. They both hated wallpaper, but it was true to the period of the home, so they’d compromised. She stepped farther into the room and spun. “What do you think?”

      Her smile took his whole focus. “Beautiful.” He laughed, not talking about the room at all.

      She blushed, something she hadn’t done much when they were younger. It was so sweet and innocent that he couldn’t resist it. “I meant the room.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s great too.”

      “Come on.” She hurried to the next room. “The pass-through bath is done – I put the locks on both doors yesterday.”

      “Good. We wouldn’t want guests in Room 2 to get a nasty surprise from guests in Room 4.”

      She laughed as she headed through to Room 4. He took his time looking around, though he’d finished most of that bathroom himself. His critical eye caught some paint he needed to touch up and a window valance that didn’t look quite level. Room 4 was almost identical to Room 2, except the paint and toile were blue. “Nice.” He didn’t know what else to say. “What can I help with today?”

      “I’ll always take your help. Follow me.” Ashley headed for the hallway again, even as the words hit Sam like a sledgehammer. Always – he liked the sound of that. Did that mean she might not flee Wonderland in a week? He had to hope.
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        * * *

      

      Ashley jogged down the stairs, her heart tumbling like a snowball. She’d never felt so giddy with Sam. They had gone from comfortable friends, to a comfortable couple, to exes. Now that he was back, her heart didn’t seem to want to go back to just being comfortable. She stopped in the kitchen and looked around for something she could do so she wouldn’t feel silly just standing there.

      Sam shuffled down the stairs, walked around her and grabbed a pair of safety glasses off the center island. “So what can I do to help?”

      Unaccustomed heat climbed up her neck. She couldn’t think - she needed her lists. “Um …” She reached for her papers, brushed his arm and thought she might swoon. She wasn’t a silly woman – why wouldn’t her body or her head cooperate? “The pantry, uh … it needs some repairs.”

      He lifted his tool belt - she’d left it right where he’d put it – and strapped it on. “I hate repairing plaster, but for you, anything.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      She burst out laughing. “Really? I should’ve come up with something more difficult.”

      He leaned down to pick up the can of drywall compound they used to fix smaller holes. “It might take me a while. In fact, let’s be honest, I probably won’t get much else done if you don’t want the patches to show.”

      Neither of them wanted that. “I trust you.”

      He pulled out his phone and held it out toward her. “Care to repeat that? I may need it as evidence later.”

      She laughed. “Sorry, you missed your shot.” She turned, set her papers down and tried to figure out what she could do that wasn’t near him. Otherwise she’d be too busy thinking about what he was doing …

      Something fell to the floor behind her and she whipped around. Sam had dropped the bucket of spackle on the kitchen floor. He strode to her, pinning her hands at her sides. She thought her heart couldn’t handle more.

      Turns out, he’d just begun. “I decided that if I was going to have to be in that dark pantry for the next few hours, I needed to be in the right frame of mind. Plus, I won’t be able to kiss you goodbye if I’m covered in goop.” He jerked his head toward the pail.

      Her lips were suddenly as dry as the Badlands and she licked them. “K-k-kiss?”

      “Splendid idea.” He closed his arms around her and pulled her away from the counter. “I really like this kitchen. It’s nice and open, bright, great light.” He leaned closer until their noses were touching.

      She could barely breathe. “You picked the lights …” Seven years before. He’d said a kitchen needed to be bright to start the day off right.

      “I picked a lot of things. Some good decisions. One very bad one.” He brushed his lips over hers, softly, waiting for her response. He always did. It was both expected and brand-new. He’d always taken cues from her, even now when he was leading.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck as he drew her in, savoring the moment like a fine chocolate. This was nothing like their outdoor kiss – that had been more of a test. This was a remembrance and an awakening.

      An eternity later, he slowly pulled back until she could look him in the eyes. “Do you still trust me?”

      A week ago, she hadn’t wanted to. A month ago, she hadn’t thought it possible. But now, in the kitchen they owned together, in his arms, there was no doubt. She nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      “Despite my teasing, I will remember you said that. If anything changes between us, let this moment set us straight.”

      “I don’t want to think about going back to the way things were,” she insisted. “It scares me, but I still want to think about the future.”

      “Good. Because nothing good can come from examining our past. We spent seven years on that. Now let’s move on.” He cupped her cheek and brushed his thumb over her temple.

      “What will the future be like?” She hoped he did forget the past, including those conversations about her continuing to flip houses. If she had to, she could find something else to do. He had for seven years. She could.

      “I don’t know. But let’s talk more about that after Christmas.” Sam kissed her cheek softly, then went back to work.

      Ashley rolled her eyes – like she’d be able to get anything done now. Her whole body was warm and alive. She couldn’t say that all she’d been through was worth it, but she was excited about whatever came next. And that was enough.
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      Evelyne burst through the door with shopping bags and a big smile. She tapped her feet on the rug as she bounced the door closed with her hip. Ashley had forgotten just how sparky she was in person. “Ashley, the house looks amazing!” She jogged in, dropped her department-store bags to the floor and crushed Ashley in a hug. “I must see everything. I brought you some housewarming gifts.” She nudged one bag with a slender designer boot.

      “Where’s Mr. Belle?” Ashley laughed, pretending to glance behind Evelyne to the door.

      Evelyne pouted. “On a conference call - he couldn’t come. But I hope you’ll have dinner with us tonight.” She linked Ashley’s arm with hers. “So let’s start right here. Wow, the kitchen is huge. That center island will be a good selling point.”

      It was, with twelve upper cabinets and loads of counter space. She’d argued with Sam over it – it wasn’t necessary when the kitchen had so many other useful areas – but he’d been right. When she wanted a place to look at her plans or just sit, that’s where she gravitated. Like the rest of the house, it was a soft mix of Victorian charm and country contemporary design.

      Evelyne touched the cool granite countertop. “If this house were anywhere but Wonderland, it would already be sold. I could probably sell it sight-unseen with just photos.” She stopped, spotted the tool belt Sam left every day and eyed Ashley. “So how are things going with Sam? That was my hope and my concern when I bought Grammy Jean’s house.”

      Ashley felt the goofy grin take over her face before she could stop it. “Sam is great. He’s been helping almost every day. In fact, if not for a … another obligation, he’d be here right now.”

      “Shame. I haven’t seen him in years. I take it from the pink in your cheeks you two have gone back to being kissing friends?” She raised an eyebrow and smirked.

      “I didn’t plan it. It just sort of happened.” Somewhere over the last month, she’d gone from questioning everything Sam said to trusting him. The hurt had fled to the back of her mind, leaving only hope.

      “I’m glad. Though worried. I just drove by the lumber yard and it was closed and dark. No one was there.”

      “Yeah – that’s not the other obligation.” No time like the present – she sat and told Evelyne about Chelsey’s blackmail technique.

      “Oh, that’s awful. And her daddy runs the town council?”

      “With an iron fist. But Sam was here this morning. He was working on the pantry.” Among other things.

      “I see. So he’s coming here when he can and you’re giving this your usual energy. Which means you’ll need a coffee pretty soon.”

      True enough – she had been there since 4:30. It was now 2 p.m. and her energy was flagging. “I could go for a coffee.”

      “Great. Just so you know, these gifts will look good in either house, no matter which one you decide to keep.”

      Evelyne probably hadn’t meant to make her think, but that’s exactly what happened. Ashley scanned the room and pictured families sitting in overstuffed chairs near the front picture window, looking out at the snow and the mountain peaks all around. She could hear Sam giving directions to someone. A tall Christmas tree stood in the corner, heavy with lights and ornaments. Presents lay under it for the guests who were staying through the holiday. A fluffy orange cat took a nap in the large curved front window seat.

      She’d been clear that they couldn’t afford to keep this house – she’d have to sell Grammy Jean’s. But the longer she stood there, letting her heart take root in the idea of finally owning her own B&B, selling seemed foolish. “Which … one?”

      “I guess I assumed you’d at least keep one. You’ve wanted a place to call home for years. Aren’t you tired, Ashley? All this running can finally be over. You could stay in Wonderland.”

      She could. She and Sam could live in her house and they could run this place as they had originally dreamed. But she was out of money. Owning Grammy Jean’s house didn’t make paying for the reno any easier. “I don’t want to pick one. But I can’t afford both.”

      “You never planned to live here with Sam.” Evelyne headed for the door.

      They had planned to live in a small apartment so they could start the business off right, investing as much as they needed to immediately. “Our lives have changed a lot since then.”

      Evelyne pulled open the door and held it, waiting for Ashley. “He doesn’t want to join you anymore?”

      Sam’s words from the tree farm when they’d talked about running a B&B again pulsed through her. He wanted to, but he hadn’t made any ironclad pledge. “We agreed not to talk about the future until after Christmas.”

      “You agreed on this? Doesn’t that mean you have, in fact, talked about it?” Evelyne tapped her toe impatiently.

      “I’m coming.” Ashley laughed and grabbed her coat. “We didn’t really talk about it.” More like, they’d kissed and agreed to not talk about it.

      “What happens if he buys you a ring for Christmas?” Evelyne clicked a button, her little sports car beeped and the lights flashed.

      Ashley almost laughed at Evelyne for locking her car. She never even locked her house at night. The car was low to the ground and she ducked her head as she climbed in. “That won’t happen – Sam doesn’t do frivolous stuff like that. He’d never waste the money.”

      But if he did … she could hardly swallow. How would she react? She was the planner, the one who had ideas and worked them out. The first time around, there hadn’t even been a proposal. She’d just suggested they’d get a tax break and financing would be easier if they were married. That statement had prompted Sam to agree on their graduation day. The same day, he’d called South Dakota State and turned down the scholarship.

      Evelyne laughed as she pressed the ignition. “Well, there isn’t a soul on this planet you know better than Sam Patterson. But have you prayed about this?”

      She hadn’t. This whole time she’d felt guided, but hadn’t bothered to ask. No – had been afraid to ask, fearing that if she did, the good things coming her way might end. They had before. “No. I guess I was scared that if I turned this over to God, He might take Sam away again.”

      “Newsflash, it wasn’t God who took him the first time. It was Chelsey Miles. She’s been jealous of you since the fourth grade.”

      Heaviness settled over her when she thought about Chelsey and the gleam in her eye when she’d been after Sam that first day Ashley had come back. Sam didn’t want her, but would Chelsey ever leave him alone? “It was a rumor …”

      Evelyne interrupted, “…. that Chelsey spread to a few people, me included. I didn’t believe it, so I didn’t repeat it, not even to you. I don’t know who Sam heard it from. Maybe Chelsey herself.”

      If that was the case, then why hadn’t Chelsey tried harder to win Sam after she’d chased Ashley out of the picture? “I don’t understand why she’d start that rumor, then not act on it. She should’ve been married to Sam by now.”

      Evelyne rolled her eyes as she pulled to a stop in front of the coffee shop. “You have a great eye for real estate, but you’re blind as a mole when it comes to Sam.” She got out of the car and waited on the sidewalk.

      Ashley followed, brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      Evelyne reached out, took Ashley’s elbow and pulled her close. “If Sam wanted to marry Chelsey,” she whispered, “he had seven years to do it. He didn’t. He didn’t even date her. He doesn’t even want to be around her, even though she’s been like a fly buzzing around his head the whole time. Don’t you get it? She did act on the rumor – she still is. But Sam doesn’t want her. He wants you. So why are you still questioning this?”

      Ashley leaned back like her friend had hit her with a two-by-four. Had Sam given her any reason to doubt him, other than one horrendous lapse in judgment? Didn’t he deserve forgiveness and a fresh start, like she’d given herself when she’d run away? She blinked several times as if trying to cold-reboot her brain. “I … I don’t know why.”

      “I’m not trying to push you any more than I already have, but I want you to be happy . You’ve had nothing in your life but numbers and work for so long. It’s nice to hear you talking about the one guy you’ve always loved. The one guy who’s been good for you.”

      Ashley smiled, let Evelyne take her arm again and led her toward the café door. “But is he my Clark Kent?”

      “If he’s not, then no one is. He may not be perfect, but he is the guy who stood by your side through two years of engagement while you saved for that house and started working on it. He didn’t even complain when you pushed back the wedding date so the house could be done for the ceremony.”

      She had done that, hadn’t she? If anything, maybe she was as much to blame for the breakup as he was. He may have believed Chelsey, but she didn’t fight back for a second - she’d accepted his rejection without questioning. And Sam never argued – he always went along with her. “He really has changed. He stands up for himself now. He’s even pushed me to deal with losing Grammy Jean.”

      “Well, then maybe you should do something about that,” Evelyne replied as she held the door open.

      Ashley nodded, but her fear was still there, as difficult to remove as a stone wall after all these years.
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      Ashley smiled as she crossed December 23 off on her calendar. She was still working on the reno – Sam chipped in when he could, but caroling was a hard taskmaster – so her adjusted deadline was shot. But the siding was done, despite a few snow flurries. She’d finished installing all the light fixtures and made sure the electrical plates were secured. She’d touched up the paint where needed.

      After a quick scan of her list, she couldn’t find anything left undone except clean up. Tomorrow, Christmas Eve, she’d scrub and vacuum everything to make certain the house was immaculate, then replace the plastic wrap over the walk areas of the carpet to protect it. Hiring a cleaning crew every week to come in and steam the carpets would dig even further into her pocketbook. After that, the house was ready for someone else to take care of it.

      “Sam should be here.” She hadn’t let herself be sad about missing him – she knew he was trying to protect her dream from Chelsey’s designs. It was a blessing he’d been able to help her this last week as much as he had. But at least she’d see him tomorrow – he’d planned to come to Grammy Jean’s for Christmas. They weren’t going to do anything fancy, and he had to leave her house by four, since he was having Christmas dinner with his family. But it was something.

      She stared at the key lying next to her master list. When she locked up for the last time, that key would go back in the lockbox. It felt so final.

      She pulled her phone from her pocket and Googled a number she hadn’t dialed in years. It rang and rang, and she was ready to hang up when someone finally answered. “Building Company 101, this is Grady. How can I help you?”

      In the whole time she’d been there, she hadn’t seen Grady Jones, the man Chelsey had accused her of having an affair with. “Grady, this is Ashley Rogers.”

      “Oh.” He seemed to hold his breath before continuing. “Uh, what can I do for you?”

      His nervousness made her stomach churn. “I was just wondering if Sam was there right now, or if he’d stopped by today.”

      “Nah, haven’t seen him. I think he’s still out with the carolers.”

      “Okay, that’s what I figured.” Hmmm … maybe if she let Grady know where things stood, he wouldn’t be so uncomfortable. “He and I are just finishing up the house on Snow Lane.”

      “Oh, yeah, he mentioned that.” Another pause. You know, um … I’m glad you’re back in town. And I’m even more glad you’re working with Sam again. Seems like every job he does, You Know Who shows up and struts around, waiting for him to notice. She pesters him at church, cons him into doing things he doesn’t want to. Like the caroling. I thought he was going to pass on it this year.”

      “Just between you and me, he was going to pass, but … well, I’d rather not get into it.” Let Sam tell him if he wanted – she didn’t want to do anything that even hinted at gossip. “Well, thanks for letting me know. Merry Christmas, Grady.”

      “Merry Christmas, Ashley. Grammy Jean would be looking down, happy to see you in her house and back with Sam.”

      Ashley thanked him, even though she wasn’t sure she was back with Sam, or would be. Only time would tell. And it wasn’t Christmas yet.
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      Sam gulped down the last of his bottle of water as they trudged through the snow. His first had only lasted two houses, and even after a few more his throat felt like he’d swallowed a soldering iron.

      Chelsey stepped closer to him with a fake shiver. “I don’t know how you can drink cold water in this weather. It’s so chilly.”

      Ugh – he was so done with her little puppy-love games. All week as they’d walked from businesses to houses, she’d chatted, flirted, tried to hold his hand, even kissed his cheek when he wasn’t looking. Everyone else in the choir was tired of her antics except her mother. He was ready to walk out. “Yeah, you’d think it was winter or something.”

      “I talked to Daddy about the bed-and-breakfast ordinance yesterday. He thinks it’ll pass 3-2 at next month’s vote. To protect our other businesses, of course.”

      Maggie Crafton, whose sister owned one of the B&Bs, spoke up. “That’s the most foolish thing I’ve ever heard. That doesn’t protect anyone – it just means we’ll have to repeal it when Martha wants to retire. And the other owners will feel like they can’t sell to anyone else.

      “I’m sure an exception could be made to transfer ownership,” Chelsey replied. “We just don’t want anyone coming in here thinking they’ll get rich off tourism. We treat our tourists like gold. They shouldn’t get a substandard experience, should they?”

      The more Chelsey spoke, the more the necklace weighed around his neck. He could stand there and do what Chelsey wanted, as he’d done all week to protect Ashley from that vote. But in the end his participation hadn’t changed anything. He’d probably just emboldened Chelsey. “If people want to start a business or sell their property, they should be able to,” he rasped. “If the town council won’t respect the will of the people, we can vote them out and find someone who will.

      There was a murmur of agreement among the carolers as they approached the last house of the night. If this place didn’t keep them too long requesting songs and offering good wishes and eggnog, he might even be able to see Ashley. He hadn’t been by in two days.

      Chelsey positioned herself next to him as usual and hissed in his ear “You may want to think about what you just said –”

      “I have, and I meant it,” he growled. “If the council passes that, I’ll have a lawyer on you and your daddy so fast you’ll barely be able to breathe.” Two could play at blackmail. He didn’t actually know any lawyers, but he could always find one.

      Chelsey didn’t have a chance to respond as Max Bernard, the choir director, started them singing, of course, “Winter Wonderland.” Most of the guests watching them at the door that night were the same as those who had been there the night before. They clapped and cheered but mercifully didn’t request more. The evening was chilly, and having the door open was costly.

      Afterward, everyone turned to walk back to Main Street. “Wonderful!” Max cheered. “Only one more day of caroling.” There was a ragged cheer from the choristers. Christmas Eve was always the shortest trip, because they only went to the eight Ladies.

      Chelsey cleared her throat. “You know, since there’s finally someone living in the Lady on Sleigh Bell again, we should go up there and do one song. For old times’ sake.” She stared right at Sam, challenging him to argue.

      But he didn’t need to – the rest of the choir groaned so loudly that Chelsey didn’t have a chance to press it further. “Good night, Miss Miles,” Max said pointedly as the others dispersed.

      Chelsey pouted. “Well, I’ve got one more song in me. Where’s your Christmas spirit?”

      “Not a good idea,” Sam warned as he continued toward Main, where his truck waited. Ashley would not be happy if Chelsey stopped by. He’d sacrificed most of his week – and his voice – to protect her, and it looked like it hadn’t done a bit of good. He had a mental picture of Ashley in jail for spray-painting Chelsey, which was a little amusing but hardly ideal. “Good night.” He broke into a weary jog.

      Thankfully Chelsey stopped pursuing him for once, allowing him to catch up with Maggie Crafton. “Thanks for coming to my aid there.”

      “And thank you for not responding to all that attention you’re getting from Chelsey. It’s inappropriate. She’s old enough to know better. But then, so’s her mother, and look how she acts.” The woman shook her head.

      “I’m doing my best. I can’t help but wonder what Chelsey has up her sleeve. Ashley Rogers is back home and living in Jean Kelsey’s old place.”

      “Oh, I miss Jean.” Maggie didn’t look up at him, but kept shuffling down the steep incline. “And are you and Ashley back together?”

      No one in town seemed to forget anything. “We’re … trying.”

      “I’ll pray it works out for you two kids – and that Chelsey keeps her nose out of it.”

      “Thank you. I suspect I’ll need all the prayers I can get.” His body felt heavy as he reached his truck, got in and started it up. He wanted to sleep for a week … but he wanted to see Ashley more.

      As he approached Grammy Jean’s, he saw another car parked in front of it: Chelsey’s Firebird. He looked closer and saw Chelsey headed for the front door. Oh no … he had to intercept her before she caused more trouble – or Ashley did something she might regret. He parked in a rush, hoping against hope that he could stop the impending disaster.

      He got out just as he heard Chelsey bang on the front door. As usual, the only lights on were from the kitchen in the back. With luck, Ashley might not even hear. He ran up as fast as he could. “Chelsey, don’t do this.”

      “She doesn’t even have a yard light on.” Chelsey shook her head. “Not very welcoming.”

      “Leave her alone. What has she ever done to you?”

      Chelsey snorted, her smile evil. “Oh, sweet Sam, it’s not what she’s done to me. It’s what I’m going to do to her.”

      Sam was too stunned to answer as the porch light came on and the door opened. Ashley was wearing a fuzzy red vest over one of her thermal shirts and work jeans. She’d probably just gotten home. Her eyes were red and tired. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, I think you know what’s going on.” Chelsey turned to Sam, grabbed him by the ears, yanked him down and kissed him hard, painfully. She held it until the door slammed shut, then let go and laughed. “Good night, loverboy,” she sang, skipped back down the walk, hopped into her car and drove off.

      In shock, Sam could only stand there as he heard the clack of the deadbolt. He knew exactly what Ashley was thinking – and it wasn’t good. Or true.
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      Ashley locked the back door as well as the front. Not that Sam would try to come in – he wouldn’t create a scene. Chelsey had, but it had been a very instructive one.

      To think she’d believed him when he said he wanted nothing to do with Chelsey Miles. He’d sounded so convincing. But then Chelsey kissed him – on Grammy Jean’s doorstep! – and had he fought back? Had he pushed her away? Had he objected one bit? Nope, he’d just stood there while she hung onto him like he was a jungle gym. And actions spoke louder than words.

      No wonder he’d given in. It had nothing to do with blackmail. It had everything to do with making out with Chelsey in a winter Wonderland. She’d never known him to lie … but that was seven years ago, and people changed in seven years.

      Her eyes burned. Blast him, he’d made her cry, but it was for the last time. She turned off the kitchen light and trudged to the table and sat by her planner, forcing herself to think, not feel.

      Someone pounded on her back door. “Ash, open the door, we need to talk,” Sam called.

      No. No, she was not doing this again. She’d hurt enough. Tomorrow, she’d finish the cleanup over at Snow Lane. Christmas Day, she’d get up early, get someone to drive her to Rapid City, get a motel room and find a nice Chinese place for Christmas dinner. On the 26th, she’d call Evelyne, tell her to put both houses on the market immediately, priced to sell, and catch the first flight to …

      Knock, knock. “That wasn’t what it looked like. Don’t shut me out, please.” Knock, knock, knock.

      … oh, yeah. She didn’t have anywhere to go. There was no next house to flip, and no money to get one. Evelyne had bet the farm on Grammy Jean’s place. And for the first time in years, she hadn’t planned for what came next. Well, she had – next was supposed to be “discuss it with Sam after Christmas.” She’d sooner pull her own teeth out with pliers than do that now.

      Knock, knock, knock. “Don’t do this again. Don’t run from me.” A loud sigh “Ash?”

      She wouldn’t answer that door. Couldn’t. Maybe he didn’t know who started the rumor last time, but she knew Chelsey wanted him for herself. It wasn’t like she’d been subtle about it when she was all over him in front of their reno house. He’d said then that it wasn’t what it seemed, too.

      Pound. Pound. “Ash?”

      Yet knowing she’d only be there one more week, he’d spent the time with Chelsey, walking around town singing with her. He was so … passive, and Chelsey was so greedy. She always got what she wanted, or her daddy got it for her.

      And there was the issue, wrapped up like a Christmas gift. No one could keep Chelsey from what she wanted forever. And she wanted Sam. Ashley had nothing adequate to fight her, and Sam wasn’t fighting at all.

      “Ash? Please let me in.” Pound.

      Seven years ago, he’d called it off with no explanation. Well, now it was her turn, only he’d provided all the explanation that was needed. Funny that she’d been the one accused of cheating, when in the end it had been him. “Go home, Sam,” she whispered.

      After another few minutes of knocking and begging, he did. She heard his truck rumble off, then waited some more before getting up and checking the door.

      She turned to leave the kitchen and groaned. There, in the corner, was her Christmas tree, the one she’d put up with Sam, working her way emotionally through all the ornaments. He’d been there with her, held her, talked to her. She’d succeeded only because he’d been there to help her. Even though Christmas Eve was tomorrow, there were no presents under it. The gift was getting the reno house done and spending the holiday with Sam. That wouldn’t happen now.

      She went down to the basement, lugged the box for Grammy Jean’s ornaments back up the stairs and dropped it at the base of the tree. She yanked the tree skirt out and folded it quickly, tossing it in the bottom of the box. Next, she unplugged the lights and got a stool to reach the angel.

      Why couldn’t life work out? She’d come to Wonderland with her guard up, had kept it up for weeks, but Sam had worn her down. He’d convinced her his love was real. He’d convinced her he’d made a mistake and they should’ve been together.

      He’d conned her, pure and simple.

      She stomped up onto the stool, grabbed Grammy Jean’s angel and unplugged it from the rest of the lights. But it slipped from her fingers and bounced down the side of the tree, landing on its head with a shattering crash. She rushed over and lifted the delicate angel off the floor. The lady in the white satin dress with real feather wings was missing half her head and many of her lights were shattered.

      Ashley let herself fall onto the stool and let her head fall forward. “Why?” Why couldn’t she find a relationship that worked? Why did things like broken angels have to happen? Why did she have to come home to Wonderland?

      With greater care, she put away all of the blown-glass ornaments and those she and her mother had made many years before. The garland and lights came off last. Her chest ached from holding back tears for her grandmother, for Sam. Both seemed equally hopeless.

      She knelt on the floor to detach the tree from its base. The needles caught in her hair and scraped the back of her neck, but all that mattered was getting it out of the house. It was a reminder of everything she’d lost: her parents who weren’t there, her grandmother who was dead, and the man who’d kissed her right before he’d chopped that tree down.

      No Sam. No Christmas. No Wonderland. She was through with all of it – it was just so much heartbreak for her.

      Ashley extricated the tree from the base and dragged it out of the house and down to the curb. The county garbage service would pick it up next week. She wouldn’t be here by then.
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      After a sleepless night, Sam rushed to catch up to the choir on Christmas Eve morning as they headed downhill toward the first of the Ladies. He’d never been one to speak up, but enough was enough. Chelsey had ruined his life, and he’d let her. Well, let’s see what damage he could do to hers.

      He reached the group to find Chelsey laughing and chatting away, and that pushed him over the edge. “Why did you do that? What did you hope to accomplish? I’m sick and tired of your flirting. Just stop it!” Getting that off his chest felt good, even if it wouldn’t bring Ashley back.

      Max cleared his throat. “Um, Sam? What’s going on?”

      Chelsey put on her biggest smile. “Oh, it’s nothing –”

      Sam cut her off. “I’ll tell you what’s going on!” he declared as loudly as his ravaged vocal cords could manage. “Chelsey tried to get you all to go up to Sleigh Bell Drive last night because Ashley Rogers is back in town and she wanted to pick on her, just like she did in high school. When you guys balked, she went anyway, and when I tried to stop her, she forced a kiss on me while Ashley watched!”

      Chelsey was trying to play it cool, but this time he’d caught her off guard. “Forced? Really?”

      “Yes, really! I didn’t want to kiss you. I have never wanted to kiss you! You grabbed me and forced yourself on me, and I am sick and tired of you and your behavior!” That got a couple of cheers from the crowd.

      Now Max spoke up. “Your behavior has been highly suspect for a long time, Miss Miles. About time someone called you on it. Come on, folks, let’s go.”

      Maggie Crafton held up a hand. “Nah, I want to hear the rest of this. Well, Chelsey – did you do what he said you did?”

      Chelsey sneered at her. “I’m not on trial here!”

      Maggie put on her most chilly former school teacher look until Chelsey squirmed.

      Sam couldn’t help smiling. This was going better than he’d planned. “Well?” he demanded of Chelsey.

      Chelsey was desperately trying to turn up what she thought was the charm. “Sam, dear Sam. You never were good at putting two and two together.” She patted his arm.

      “There, she’s doing it again.” Sandra, a teenager who was usually too stuck in her phone to talk chimed in.

      “Yep, I think you’re right,” Sandra’s father Hank said before his wife could object.

      Sam removed hand. “Just cut the act. You know what? I don’t even want to know what you’re talking about. The only reason I agreed to carol this year was because you threatened to have your daddy push through that B&B restriction, but you’re going to do that anyway, aren’t you?”

      “Of course. That’ll keep you right where you are with your poor family, and it’ll send her away where she belongs. She won’t stay when she can’t make money. I had to wait seven years for this, and it’s worth it.”

      Sandra rapidly typed into her phone using her thumbs. “That’s what’s known as extortion … according to Wiki.”

      “Yeah, Sandra, it’s sure getting juicy,” Maggie replied.

      “Seven years?” Sam had suspected she’d started that rumor, but he’d never followed it up. But of course she had – how else would the whole town know without the Mileses telling them?

      “That’s right. I told Evelyne, hoping she’d pass on the goodness to Ashley, and I left you a note – the one you found on your car windshield after caroling on Christmas Eve. Just like seven years ago, Ashley will be gone soon, and this time she won’t be coming back.”

      “Why? You know I want nothing to do with you. Everyone knows I want nothing to do with you. You just admitted to ruining the best thing that’s ever happened to me – twice!”

      “Assault, extortion, alienation of affections – well, I’m not sure that’s an actual charge …” Sandra ticked her head back and forth with each charge.

      “That’s right, you’re planning to study law in college, aren’t you, Sandy?” Max asked.

      Chelsey just laughed. “You think this was for me? Hardly. I did crush on you once, because you’re so loyal and quiet, but I’m over that. What I’m not over was how much Ashley took advantage of you. Did she even notice that you gave up your scholarship to State, just to stay here and work on a house you didn’t want to? Did she notice you gave up everything for her? Nope. Because she’s never seen you as anything but her sidekick.”

      “That’s not true.” Though it was what he’d worried about. He hated that Chelsey could still plant doubts in his mind. No wonder he was no leader to Ashley. No wonder she felt like she needed to plan. He certainly hadn’t. “And even if it was, you had no right to manipulate me. Who I choose to be with is none of your business. I will talk to Ashley. I will tell her the truth. And I will talk to your father and tell him all these stunts you’re pulling. We’ll see how he feels about that!”

      “Oh, look at you, trying to stand on your hind legs like a real man!” Chelsey cooed. “And you sound so cute with your gravelly voice and your shoulders thrown back. But, reality check – my daddy runs this town, and he will listen to me, not you.” She blew him a kiss. “Merry Christmas, Sam. Now it’s time to go caroling …”

      “Not for you.”

      Chelsey froze, then turned to glare at Max Bernard. “Excuse me?”

      “Exactly – you’re excused. I’m sick of your attitude, Miss Miles. Get out of my choir – I don’t want you here.” Max looked over at Sam as half the choir cheered. “I’m glad you joined us this week, Sam, but I’m sorry it was forced on you. You go rest your voice and work things out with Ashley – we’ll cover for you.”

      “Thanks, Max.” He could barely whisper his gratitude.

      Chelsey, however, was turning it up to eleven. “You can’t throw me out!” she screeched. “I –”

      “I not only can, Miss Miles, I just did. There’s no way the rest of us can have a merry Christmas with you making us miserable. Go away, and don’t come back.” Several others agreed forcefully.

      “I – I … I’m going to tell Daddy about this!” She stomped back uphill toward her Firebird.

      “Wow, Daddy?” Sandra rolled her eyes and went back to her phone.

      “Sandra, stop.”

      Max waved for everyone’s attention. “Now that the drama is over, let’s get down to the Ladies. Bye, Sam – Merry Christmas!” Others agreed with the sentiment and gave Sam their best wishes before resuming their course downhill.

      Sam watched them go, a sad smile on his face as flakes of snow began falling slowly. That had been years in the making, but finally he had stood up on his own two feet and called her out. And he was pleasantly surprised how many others had supported him. The Mileses had pushed the townspeople around for years, just as Chelsey had done to him. Maybe now things would change, for him and Wonderland.

      But for now, he had another crisis to handle. As he headed back to his truck, he pulled out his phone, texted Ashley … and froze. Delivery failed. Invalid destination or service blocked at destination. He tried again, and got the same message. She’d blocked his number? He got into his truck and drove over to Snow Lane, but she wasn’t at the reno house. He headed up to Sleigh Bell Drive – he had to talk to her, had to straighten out what Chelsey had bent.

      But the first thing he saw when he got there was the Christmas tree they’d selected, bare of ornaments and sitting in the gutter.

      Exhaustion and despair hit him like an opposing lineman on a pulling block. She hadn’t just given up on him, she’d given up on Christmas. She wouldn’t answer her door, wouldn’t receive his texts. What could he do now?

      He got out of his truck as the snow blew in harder. A white Christmas had been guaranteed a week ago, and this would make all the snow fresh and pretty. For those who believed in Santa, it would be a dream come true. But all his dreams were being blown away.

      He looked up at the clouds ruefully, realizing they might be his last line of defense. Ashley didn’t have a car and, without a rental or a ride, couldn’t go anywhere until the snow let up. Maybe she wouldn’t be gone before he could bring her to her senses. Maybe he had one last chance.

      Because Sam was pretty sure there wouldn’t be another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ashley sat at the kitchen table, dully touching the hem of the broken angel’s satin gown. It looked like she felt: shattered, irreparable, barely able to produce false light. How could everything go from being perfect to ruined so fast? The angel had. So had her life.

      “So what am I doing here in Wonderland, God? Did I have to come here to finally let Sam go?” The angel went out of focus through her tears, and the mural on the wall blurred.

      That mural hidden behind the kitchen wallpaper in Grammy Jean’s house had kept her busy all week when she wasn’t working on the reno and Sam was off with the choir—and apparently with Chelsey. Now the top left corner was finished, revealing what looked like a late 19th-century cityscape with wagons and horses and women in pretty gowns. It would raise the value of the house, yet it had been covered up with that awful paper all these years.

      She stood, abandoning the angel, and went to find her scraper. She squirted the area at the bottom edge where the paper still clung, and after a few minutes, the work of gently scraping and spraying eased her hurting heart. Work, as always, would be her best medicine.

      She peeled off a satisfyingly thick section, then stopped short, dropping the tool on the countertop. She’d revealed a Victorian home at the top of a hill, white with black trim Someone had tried to repaint the door red and part of the house orange, but the paint had smudged and clotted, ruining the mural. “Oh, no.” She took two steps back and stared at what could only be a mistake made by her amazing Grammy Jean. She’d loved her house with the welcoming red door and orange siding.

      Grammy Jean never made mistakes and didn’t hide from anything, as far as Ashley had known. Yet here was just that. Her grandmother, at some point before Ashley could remember – probably before Ashley was born – had tried to make the mural match the house’s new look, had failed, and had covered it up under not just one, but two layers of ugly wallpaper.

      The rest of the mural made sense now. There were the eight Ladies all in white, right where they were now. But without Grammy Jean’s house, she hadn’t realized she was looking at a picture of Wonderland as it had looked around 1900. Even the reno house at 52 Snow Lane was there in its original glory.

      She approached the painting and touched the image of the reno house. She didn’t need it. But maybe Sam did. He needed a place he could work, and having that house would give Chelsey the attention she always craved, should she and Sam ever marry. Her heart seized even at the thought, but she’d witnessed that kiss. How many more had there been that she hadn’t seen?

      She rummaged through her purse for her phone, thought for a moment about unblocking Sam’s number, then decided against it and called Evelyne instead.

      “Hey, girlfriend – I was just on my way to pick up lunch for us. What’s up?”

      Ashley bit her lip. “I’m leaving.”

      “Well, where do you want to meet, the reno?”

      The plan came together as it came out of her mouth. “No, I mean on the 26th I’m taking my remaining funds and I’m getting on the first plane out of Rapid City. Wherever it lands, that’s where I’ll stay. But I need you to do something for me. Sam wanted Grammy Jean’s house. Sell it to him – don’t even worry about the price, just take whatever he offers. I don’t want to have to come back. As for the reno, draw up a contract giving him the right to sell. He can keep it if he likes, but if he sells, I want my half.”

      Evelyne turned off the television on her end. “Ashley, wait – why are you doing this? I thought things were going so well.”

      “Because I love him.”

      “Tap the brakes. If you love him, again, why are you leaving?”

      Evelyne could seem like she didn’t understand, but she always did. Evelyne knew her better than anyone except maybe Sam. “I love him, but I can’t have him and I can’t watch him with anyone else. So I have to go. It hurts too much to stay.”

      “You said that last time. I know you regret leaving last time, running away. Why would you do that twice? Don’t you regret not finding out what was going on so you could work it out together?”

      Ashley headed down to the basement where the leftover cans of touch-up paint were stored under the stairs. “Yes, I did, because I felt like I’d been left out of the decision. He didn’t want to see me anymore, I didn’t know why, and that hurt. This time, I know why.” She picked up the orange one, toted it upstairs and began digging through her box of leftover acrylic paints and brushes that she brought back from the reno. She could repair the blue sky around the orange smudge, then fix the house with a little care.

      “Oh, for crying out loud … so what could possibly be between you and Sam now?”

      She pried open the can of orange paint. It had separated and looked like a mess, but once she stirred it the color would be perfect. “The same thing that’s always come between Sam and I. Chelsey.”

      “Sam doesn’t want Chelsey. No one wants Chelsey. Why would you even think that?”

      “I saw them kissing. He didn’t make a move to stop her. He’s been with her all week because he said she’d blackmailed him into caroling, but now I know the real reason.” Her shoulder ached from stirring the paint, and her head ached from tossing and turning all last night, but she was going to wrap things up here if it killed her. She tested the paint by pulling the stick out. The paint ran down smoothly and the color was consistent.

      “Okay, so he didn’t stop her. Did he have a chance? Did he explain? You know how passive he can be sometimes, and you know how aggressive Chelsey is. Are you sure she didn’t just jump him again?”

      Ashley had to think about that. Everything Evelyne said was true, and it would explain the whole situation. The timing was odd too – why would he want to kiss Chelsey on her – well, Grammy Jean’s doorstep? That’s the kind of show Chelsey would put on, not him. And for all his faults, he’d never been a liar before. Either he was a champion at it now, or … “No. I guess I’m not so sure.”

      “There you go. I’m telling you, you left without having it out with him before, and you got seven years in the wilderness. You want another seven? Care to go for a full forty, like the children of Israel?”

      Ashley dropped the stir stick back in the paint pail. “No. But I also don’t want to spend any more time here. Can you draw up the paperwork?” Now that she’d decided what to do and had a plan to fix the mural, there seemed like little reason to deviate. The damage had been done and now she’d move on.

      Evelyne sighed, long and loud. “Yes, I’ll draw it up. But you need to meet with me before you head out – if you’re forcing me to do this, I’m going to make sure every I is dotted and every T crossed.” She grumbled something indistinct, then added, “If you were anyone but my closest friend, I’d charge you an arm and a leg to draw this up on Christmas.”

      “It’s not like you don’t have access to my bank accounts. You know there’s not much in them. Now I need to get everything square here. You can drive me to Rapid City Regional on the 26th.” Ashley said goodbye, hung up and went back to her acrylics.

      First she repaired the blue sky – it took a few tries to get a blue that would dry the correct shade. She had to redo the outline and the porch on the house and let them dry. By about 2 p.m. she was finished. Now, Grammy Jean’s house looked just like it did now, standing out among all the white houses in Wonderland.

      And soon it would be Sam’s to do with as he pleased. Maybe he’d sell it too. He’d said he wanted it to try to get her to come back, but she had come back and it had been disastrous. There was nothing left for her in Wonderland. She sealed up the paint can, feeling like she did when she finished a particularly long flip. She was sad to see the work end, but more than ready to move on. She had to move on because she couldn’t stay. Now that she was done with this house, she’d walk over to the reno, finish the cleanup, then come back and pack.

      Ashley lifted the angel off the table and set it gently in the trash. “I’m sorry, Grammy. I’ve fixed what I could. Sam will take it from here.”
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      Christmas morning should’ve been a time for hope, but Sam’s chest felt heavy instead. He stared at his ceiling and went over in his head what he had to do that day. First off, call his parents and cancel getting together in the evening. Second, get in contact with Ashley – if she’d let him – and try to figure out where they could go from here. Nothing else was important.

      He sat up in bed, brushed his hair out of his eyes and slid on his glasses. He still needed a shave, but that could wait. He speed-dialed the number for home.

      “Hello?”

      His mom’s voice warmed him and gave him a boost of courage. “Mom, I’m not going to be able to make it this evening. Ashley has been back in town and I need to spend time with her.”

      “She’s home? How long? I hadn’t heard.”

      Ashley had kept to herself – he, the young waitress at Molly’s and the kids who did checkout at the grocery store were probably the only people who’d seen her. Oh, and Chelsey. He hadn’t invited her to church or anywhere else. She’d been so focused on the house, he’d been sure she’d say no. “She’s been here about a month.”

      “Oh, Sam, that’s wonderful. I’m so glad you two are back together. That’s an answer to prayer.”

      He could hear the joy in his mother’s voice. He couldn’t break that, not on Christmas. If he messed up and couldn’t make things right with Ashley, he’d tell his mom after the holiday. “So I’m forgiven for skipping Christmas dinner?”

      She laughed. “Of course you are. Though you could always bring her by in the evening. We’d love to see her.”

      He wasn’t even sure she’d let him in her door. “We’ll see. She’s thinking about leaving town again tomorrow. I’m trying to spend every minute with her I can.”

      “You do that. Merry Christmas, and pass our good wishes on to Ashley too.”

      Sam finished the call and scratched his chin as he thought of how he was going to get a hold of Ashley. With his number blocked, face to face was the only option. He hoped she hadn’t gotten a ride out of town yet, or he’d really be up a tree …

      His phone rang. The number wasn’t familiar, but it was local. “Hello?”

      Chelsey’s wheedling voice. “Hello, Sam. Merry Christmas.”

      “Go away, Chelsey.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that, Sam. Why get all emotional?”

      “You seem to be under the impression that you can rule my life. You can’t. I’m not interested. I’ve never been interested. And you will rue the day you thought I was.” He was boiling, and mot afraid to let her know it.

      “Whatever. My daddy will still vote that ordinance in. You’re on the wrong side of this issue, Sam. You could be on the right side.”

      To his own surprise, he laughed. “The house is done. If it sells before your ordinance goes through, you’ll be stuck in a town full of people angry with you and your daddy for enacting such foolish, limited legislation. It’s an abuse of power. And it’ll get Daddy bounced in the next election.”

      She gasped. “I can’t believe you’d talk to me like that. I would never treat the voters with such contempt.”

      “You treat everyone with contempt.” He hung up on her, feeling both sick and happy. Standing up to Chelsey was getting easier. He’d always assumed speaking against people was rude, and speaking against people who had more power than him would mean he’d automatically lose. But he didn’t have to just sit back and take abuse lying down. Sometimes you had to fight.

      He tossed on some clothes, business casual, and headed out the door to walk to Ashley’s. Normally, he’d drive, but he didn’t want the noise of his truck to give him away. She might not come to the door if she knew it was him. If she didn’t answer anyway, he’d … heck, he had no idea what he’d do. The only other option was to break in, and not only was that illegal, it wouldn’t give the right impression.

      The snow had let up some, but was still coming down on top of the five or six fresh inches covering everything. Shades of gray and white gave the landscape a new feeling as he trudged up the hill. In the dreary weather, Grammy Jean’s house was cheery with the red door and warm orange trim.

      He trudged through the snow to the back door, seeing no footprints. Ashley hadn’t left, then. She was still inside. He knocked and waited, bouncing on the balls of his feet, anticipation tensing his arms. Everyone said you only got one chance to make a first impression, but that was nothing compared to the stress of making up for a bad last impression.

      After a minute, he knocked again. “Ashley? Please let me in. We need to talk.” He said it more forcefully than usual … but maybe a little force was called for here. Every time he’d taken the lead, it had worked out pretty well; every time he’d been content to follow, it had caused issues.

      She was most likely in the kitchen, right on the other side of that door – it was the warmest room in the house. If he owned the place, he would’ve opened the walls, blown in some fresh insulation, and made sure the heating was more efficient. Those two things alone would make the house more welcoming for Ashley.

      He knocked twice more with no result, sighed and headed back around the house, hoping Ashley would throw open the window upstairs and call out, telling him she’d forgive him if he’d just come back, like in some sappy movie. But this wasn’t a movie, this was reality.

      He’d walked about a block away when a red Mustang pulled up across the road. A large man with a thick white beard climbed out – he looked too large to fit in that car – and crossed the road without looking for traffic, not that there was any. His red wool coat made him look a little like a lumberjack, but Sam had never seen him in the lumberyard before. He touched the cuff of his bright red beanie in welcome. “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” Sam mumbled in return and kept going.

      “Quite the day, isn’t it?” The man matched his stride to Sam’s.

      It was rare to come across someone he didn’t know in Wonderland, and unheard of to have someone just join him on the sidewalk. “Um, yeah.” Then he remembered where he’d seen this man, and his car … “Wait, you’re a friend of Ashley’s. Are you here to pick her up?” Though if he was, why was he here walking away from Grammy Jean’s?

      “Maybe. Depends on you.” The man locked his hands behind his back and kept walking alongside Sam, his jaunty stride making him bounce.

      “Me? I’ve tried to reach Ashley. She’s not going to talk to me.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Do you believe in Christmas miracles, Sam?”

      Of course he did – being a Christian required it. The Virgin Birth, the wise men, the Child born to save the world. “Yes, but …”

      The man offered his hand. “Name’s Nick. I’m here to help one special lady find her path this Christmas, and you, young man, are screwing up my mission.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “You heard me. I get some pretty important jobs this time of year. I’m not the best at keeping my cover, which is why my name gets kicked around so often this time of year.” He laughed, the noise seeming to bounce off the surrounding mountains. “But I think I do pretty good work – and I don’t enjoy having to double back and redo it when someone won’t get with the program. Gets them on my figurative naughty list.”

      Sam glanced around, but no one was around. He tentatively shook Nick’s hand … then realized the other man had left no footprints in the snow. “What the …?”

      “Ah, you’ve figured it out. Good – takes most people longer. No one else can see or hear me unless I want them to.” Nick winked. “Now, to get Ashley back where she’s supposed to be – which coincidentally was with you – we need to leave her be for now.”

      “Leave her be? That’s your plan?” Sam wanted to run right back up the hill. He knew he should be with Ashley! Everyone did – except Ashley.

      “Exactly – now Ashley needs to figure it out,” Nick said, as if Sam had spoken his thoughts. “Don’t bother her until you’re summoned - no knocking on her door, no yelling to her, no trying to call or text from another phone. She’s discovering some things she needs to in order to get stronger. And you’ve got your own things to work out, so pay attention.”

      Sam kept walking, assuming Nick was just going to follow him anyway. It wasn’t like he could call the police and report him – talking to him wasn’t illegal. Besides, he could clearly see in the fresh snow that Nick was not of this earth. “What do I need to do?”

      “Later today, you’ll have the opportunity to say what you want to. If you jump the gun, it won’t work. Let her be. She needs to see you as you are now, not as you were then, and she’s too confused to tell the difference.” Nick kicked a snowdrift and almost landed on his rear. “One of these years I’ll figure out how that’s done.” He sighed. “Oh, and I’ve arranged a little more help for you. He’ll be coming down the street any minute.”

      Sam rolled his eyes, tired of the theatrics. “It had better not be a reindeer with a glowing nose …” He turned, but Nick was gone. So was the Mustang. “Whoa.” He took a deep breath and shook his head. Was this from lack of sleep? Too much daydreaming about sappy movies? Or had he just gotten romance advice from Santa? And what was this “little more help” he’d talked about?

      Then he saw Malcolm at the end of the block, waving as he lugged his metal detector down the street. Sam smiled and nodded back, and the other man jogged up, his face brightening with each step. “Sam! Just the man I was looking for.”

      “Hey, Malcolm. What can I do for you?” He resisted the urge to look at his watch. What if the person he was supposed to meet was around the block and he missed them because he was talking to a crazy old man – one that actually left footprints?

      Malcolm dug in his pocket and pulled out an object crusted in dirt. “I found this today when I was walking along the back of old Jean Kelsey’s property, where her garden used to be. I can’t explain it, but I just feel like I need to give it to you.” He smiled and pressed the dirt clod into Sam’s hand. “Merry Christmas to you.” He continued downhill.

      Sam looked at … whatever it was. It was less than an inch across and too heavy to just be dirt. He brushed it with his thumb, and the whole center fell out, leaving the shape of a ring. He turned around, but Malcolm had gone around the next corner.

      If this was a ring that had been found on Grammy Jean’s property, could it have belonged to Ashley’s grandmother? He shoved it into his pocket and jogged home, a plan already forming in his mind.

      Once inside, he didn’t even take off his boots or coat, but went right to the kitchen sink and turned the hot water on as high as it would go. His fingers shook slightly as he ran the mysterious treasure under the water, scrubbing it off with his fingertips, then with soap and a mushroom brush. What was left was a gold ring, obviously a wedding band, engraved on the inside.

      He found a magnifying glass in his junk drawer and held the ring under the bright light by the kitchen sink. The faint engraving became clear – “Kelsey,” in fancy script.

      Sam stood there for an endless time, staring at the ring. It was a sign, he was sure. But as long as he couldn’t talk to Ashley, the sign still seemed to read “dead end.”
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      A month ago, she’d been sweating away in Arizona; now she was freezing in South Dakota. Ashley tossed her freshly washed jeans into her bag. Some Christmas. Packing. In a few minutes, she’d walk down to the reno for the last time and put the key in the lockbox. Tomorrow, she’d meet with Evelyne and sign it over to Sam. That would be the end of her career flipping houses, the end of her time in Wonderland, the end of … oh, don’t even think about it.

      She couldn’t do it anymore. Now that she’d been back home, she wanted the security of having a place that was hers. She couldn’t have that as a lone house flipper. The first flight out of Rapid City the next morning would go to Denver. She’d find something to do there, and forget about Sam for good.

      Her phone buzzed and she glanced at the number before answering. “Hello, Evelyne,” she said dourly. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Not even remotely. Just so you know, I’m not pleased, and neither is Derrick. We planned for a nice vacation, but when he hasn’t been working, I have – on your contracts. By the way, did you know there is nowhere in Wonderland you can have copies made on Christmas Eve? Luckily, Molly remembered me and took pity on me or you wouldn’t have contracts to sign.”

      She felt a little guilty. “I’m sorry, I just need to leave. It’s that simple.”

      “It is far from simple and you know it. One minute, you were in love, the next you were blocking him from your life again. Talk about mixed signals. You’re telling him to go away while giving him a house and offering to sell him another. Quite the parting gift.”

      “Look, I can’t compete with Chelsey. Maybe I never could.” She just wasn’t strong enough anymore. If she’d fought before, maybe Chelsey wouldn’t have been an issue, but if Sam wasn’t willing to ignore her, then he never would.

      “You know I’m not one to get preachy on you. Heaven knows I’m no saint. But Jesus said to—and I’m paraphrasing here—treat others like you’d treat yourself. So put yourself in Sam’s shoes. I know, they’re big, messy and probably his only pair. Do it anyway. Wouldn’t you want him to listen to you if you were reaching out?”

      She glanced down at her boots. They were much like Sam’s, only smaller. If she’d been, Heaven forbid, singing in a choir and one of her choirmates leaned over and kissed her in front of Sam, she’d have been mortified. And probably slap the guy hard enough to draw blood. But Sam wouldn’t slap a woman, or even Chelsey. He’d probably be stunned into silence. “You’re right. I’ll talk to him before I go.”

      “You sure will. I won’t give you a ride or let you see these papers unless you do.”

      “Okay, okay. Meet me at the reno in an hour.” Ashley hung up, threw her last few flannels in her bag and zipped it shut. She pocketed her key and shoved her arms into her coat. Then she checked to make sure Sam wasn’t still outside. Just because she said she’d talk to him, didn’t mean she wanted to do it right that second. She’d probably cry. She didn’t want to ever let him see her weak again. But the coast was clear.

      She headed for the reno house, thankful the snow had finally stopped after a day and a half. Even with the holiday, county road crews would be out making sure travelers could get to and from their destinations. Sam’s father would have been doing it years ago … oh, for Pete’s sake, why couldn’t she ever have a thought that didn’t start or end with Sam? Tears burned behind her eyes and she blinked rapidly to keep them there, not running down her cheeks.

      She jogged up the walk to the reno house, now ready to sell. All that was left was the paperwork and she’d be free. She shoved the key in the knob and pushed her way inside.

      The house hadn’t been heated in two days, and she shivered. She and Sam had decided not to turn the water back on, since they didn’t know how quickly it would sell and didn’t want to heat it indefinitely. If the pipes burst, they’d have to invest even more money. As of now, almost a third of the mortgage they’d originally taken out was paid. This house felt more hers than any other had, just by virtue of how much she’d invested in it.

      Yet it was Sam’s too.

      She walked through the house, touching all the fixtures and remembering putting them in - or helping Sam install them. She remembered picking out the lighting on a long ago trip to Rapid City with him. They’d come home with a truckload of them and so many laughs.

      In what they’d named “the baby room,” she stood in the little nook where a crib waited to be used. That room filled a need in the bed-and-breakfast town – not one of the Ladies had a room designed for a baby to stay. Now they would, if Evelyne could sell the house or if Sam was willing to start his own business.

      She heard the front door open. She hadn’t realized she’d wasted so much time reminiscing and Evelyne had to have arrived. She went over to the top of the stairs and saw Evelyne march in – with Sam coming right behind her. What did she think she was doing?

      “Ashley.” Evelyne yelled loud enough to wake the dead as she flung her valise on the kitchen’s center island. “The hour of reckoning has come. Let’s get this over with, so maybe I can enjoy some of Christmas.”

      Ashley bit her lip. Both of them probably had places to be. She didn’t, not until tomorrow. She went downstairs and into the kitchen. “I’m sorry for the timing, it’s just …” She couldn’t finish, not with Sam standing right there. If he knew she was leaving, he might try to get her to stay. Worse still, she might have trouble saying no.

      Evelyne jerked out two thick packets of paperwork, slid one to Ashley and handed the other to Sam. “This is just as you requested, Ashley. This house in its entirety, including the lot, will go to Sam Patterson until such time as he decides to sell. At the sale of the property, half of the sale amount up to no more than the amount invested by Ashley Rogers will be returned to her. Flip to page ten.” She scowled at both of them like a high school teacher on her last nerve.

      Ashley hurried to do as she was told. Page ten outlined the sale of Grammy Jean’s house. She gulped at the thought of relinquishing the one place that seemed like home. Leaving Wonderland hadn’t been so hard the first time – Grammy had still been alive, and her parents still had connections there. Now she was leaving herself no reason to ever return.

      “I think the contract is quite clear, Sam. Ashley is giving you right of first refusal for the 224 Sleigh Bell Drive. No offer will be refused.”

      “Really?”

      It was the first thing Sam had said since he’d arrived, and without even thinking Ashley whipped around to look at him. Big mistake. He was too handsome in his thick Christmas sweater. He hadn’t shaved and she wanted feel the stubble against her palms. She shook her head. “No offer … on the house,” she corrected.

      Evelyne groaned in frustration. “You have the contracts. Don’t forget what you promised, Ashley. The lock box is still on the front door. Leave the contracts here, filled out and signed.” She stomped to the door, yanked it open and a gust of wind blew in, giving Ashley another shiver. “Merry Christmas,” she snapped, and was gone.
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      Sam held his breath, wishing the Santa lookalike had told him what to say. This felt like the timing he’d been told to wait for, but where to start? His family had always been the worker bees of Wonderland, the ones everyone expected to be there but didn’t think about often. He’d never been handed a house, certainly not two.

      So why would she do all this for him when she hated him enough to run away – again? She shouldn’t want to sell Grammy Jean’s to the first buyer. She could’ve easily sold the reno house out from under him, the way the deed was written. Instead, she’d written herself out for the most part. “Why, Ash?”

      “It’s a good property. You and Chelsey can have a future here.” She ran the tips of her fingers over the countertop of the center island. “You were right, you know. About a lot of things.”

      Suddenly he knew exactly what to do. He picked up his copy of the contract and began tearing it to shreds. “I don’t want it without you.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “Making a point. Look, we both know that Chelsey is a manipulator, but even I didn’t understand how bad. I’m sorry I gave in to her blackmail. Chelsey made it sound like I was the only thing keeping her from pushing her father to sign a new city ordinance that wouldn’t allow any new B&Bs in Wonderland. This place would be unsellable. But he’s going to do it anyway, or try to – I couldn’t change her mind. And Chelsey and I have no future together, or present, or past. Why don’t you get that?”

      Ashley blinked rapidly, but straightened her spine. “And that kiss?”

      “Totally her – I never saw it coming, and I was too shocked to react.” He knew he had to keep hammering on the truth – it was the only thing that could put Ashley back where she was supposed to be, with him. “You really think I would ever in a million years want to kiss … her?”

      Ashley clamped her mouth shut and crossed her arms. Okay, accusing her wasn’t going to win her over. “I’m not going to let her come between us again. Not by some ordinance, not by a rumor, not by a kiss I wanted no part of.”

      “You still volunteered to spend all week with her. Are you saying you couldn’t think of any other way to solve this problem?”

      He laughed and leaned against the island. “I’m not saying I couldn’t, but I confess I didn’t. And neither did you when I told you. So we both messed that up.”

      “I guess … Sam? Be honest with me.”

      “I always am and I always will be.”

      She gasped, composed herself, then asked, “Am I why you gave up your scholarship to State?”

      He didn’t understand her shift in subject, but if she needed to ask it, he’d answer. He took her by the shoulders. “Of course. We were engaged – why would I run off to the other end of the state and leave you behind? We’d already spent so many hours dreaming of what we would do, and I didn’t need a degree for that. College didn’t mean much, since I’d already planned to work with you.” He paused, then added, “Besides, what if some fullback had given me brain damage on a power sweep? Would you want to spend your whole life feeding me through a straw?”

      Ashley couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I’m sorry, Sam. I always thought we communicated so well, but we really didn’t. We knew each other, we thought we knew what each other was thinking. But we assumed too much.”

      “That we did. When you left, I realized that I missed doing things with you, but I … I didn’t do anything about it. I should have.”

      “Me too.” She swallowed hard. “I want to believe you. I’m just so scared of being hurt again.”

      He opened his arms, and she shuffled the few steps into them. “Ashley, those dreams of college, or even owning Grammy Jean’s, mean nothing. You are what’s important to me. The houses mean less than nothing to me without you in them. I literally can’t look at that kitchen without imagining you cooking for our guests. All the little things you put in here to make it special, to make it ours … I couldn’t make those work without you. I couldn’t sell those ideas to anyone else. My dream has always been, and always will be, being with you.”

      He held her close and waited, hoping he’d said the right things. He’d said what he’d wished he’d said years ago, when he should’ve defended her instead of believing Chelsey’s lie. He should’ve asked her, and listened. If he had, they’d be together now instead of wishing they were.

      “I never meant to overlook your sacrifice, Sam. I gave you reason to doubt me, because I was too young to know any better. You were my first and only serious boyfriend. And you still are.”

      “Same here.” He rubbed her back, wanting to let her get off her mind what she needed to.

      “If I stay, we talk everything out. Right?”

      His arms tightened, but he forced himself to relax. She hadn’t agreed to anything yet. “Yes. We talk about everything.”

      “Then … let’s storm City Hall. Together.” She tilted her head back and smiled bravely.

      “I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do.”

      She raised one eyebrow. “Anything?”

      “Well … maybe one thing.” He tipped her chin up and tried to kiss her gently, but instantly her hand was on the back of his head. As always, Ashley had a plan, and she wasn’t going to stop until she was ready.

      When she let him up for air, he breathed in her scent – berries and hint of coffee – and smiled. “Stay here in Wonderland with me?” He dug the old ring out of his pocket. There would be time another day to take it to a jeweler and have it properly cleaned, but for now it would do exactly what Grammy Jean would’ve wanted. It would bring them back together.

      She backed away slightly, clearly recognizing it. “Sam, where did you get that?”

      He took her hand, pulling off her glove. “A friend found it. Even if you don’t want this from me, it’s still yours.” He slid the ring on her finger, and his heart pulsed at the sight.

      “Are you asking me …?”

      “For now, just say you won’t leave.” Sam pulled her back into his arms. They’d deal with the rest after Christmas.

      Ashley snuggled closer. “Oh, Sam … I don’t ever want to leave.”
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        Christmas Day, one year later

      

      

      Sam bumped against the pantry door twice. He was changing into his tuxedo inside.

      Ashley laughed. “You okay in there?” After spackling up that pantry, he’d developed a dislike for it – he always said he felt claustrophobic inside, even though it was huge.

      “Yeah, I’ll be out in a minute. This room is so small, I can’t even change my mind in here.”

      She laughed at that joke every time he said it. “You could’ve gone upstairs. Our room is ready.” They’d rented a room in their own bed and breakfast for the evening. Actually, they’d rented the whole house for privacy. Not that Grammy Jean’s wasn’t private enough, but they’d both decided for their first night as husband and wife, they’d stay in the first house they owned together.

      He opened the door with one hand, straightening his tie with the other, and waggled his eyebrows. “You look amazing.” He took a step back to get the full picture of her white dress. It wasn’t really a wedding dress, but this was no conventional wedding. On Christmas Day, only their parents and closest friends would be there.

      “Thank you … Councilor.” A lot had happened in the last year, over and above them learning to love each other again. Chelsey’s daddy had ended up dropping the anti-B&B ordinance after a massive (for Wonderland) public outcry. Maggie Crafton, tired of the Mileses’ stranglehold on the council, put together an alternate slate of candidates. And in November, Mr. Miles and three of the other four town councilors were voted out in favor of Maggie, Hank Alfredson, Max Bernard’s wife Rickie … and Sam.

      “Thank you, citizen,” he quipped.

      She laughed, leaned back slightly to peer into the sitting room and spotted a guest who hadn’t been there when she’d gone to see what was taking Sam so long. Nick sat in the back, looking rather tired despite his bright red Hawaiian shirt with white hibiscus flowers and a woven straw sunhat. Unsurprisingly, no one seemed to notice him. “I can’t believe it …”

      “It’s Nick,” Sam whispered. “Did you let him in?”

      “No …” Her heart raced, because she’d been sure she made up Nick and must have just taken a taxi from the airport a year ago. “You know him?”

      “We met once,” Sam mumbled. “He told me you were meant to be with me.” He pulled her close.

      Nick caught her gaze and waved. She waved back, feeling foolish.

      “I never thought Santa was real,” Sam whispered. “Not even when I was a kid.”

      “Goes to show what you know.” Ashley poked him in the ribs. “I guess he’s here for the ceremony. We’d better get to it.”

      “I wonder if he brought his Mustang.”

      “I wonder how he knew today was our wedding day.”

      Sam just laughed and led her into the room as the rest of their guests stopped chatting.

      The minister introduced them and explained that they were skipping the part where everyone walked down the aisle. The most important part of the ceremony was the vows, and that’s what Sam and Ashley wanted to share with their friends and family. Evelyne served as matron of honor, while Grady, the best man, fidgeted in his tux, unused to dressing up.

      After a quick exchange of vows, Sam and Ashley shared their first married kiss to gentle applause and a hearty laugh of joy. Ashley turned just as Nick laid his finger beside his nose, burst into flashing stars of light, swirled around the room and flew up the chimney. A moment later, the rumble of an engine roared outside, peeled away and was gone. No one else noticed, of course.

      Evelyne rushed to the front and hugged them both. “I’m happy you two beat the odds. So few people get a second chance at love.”

      Sam wrapped his arms around Ashley from behind, and she leaned back against his strength. “Anything is possible with a little a faith and a smidge of Christmas wonder.”

      The End
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