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Content Warning




This book is written using Canadian English, spelling, and idiomatic or regional language. It also includes references to domestic violence and accidental death, and themes of addictions and trauma recovery. 

So be prepared, eh?

T. W.








  
  
Chapter One




Stephanie Neufeld had a love-hate relationship with Christmas. Mostly hate. 

It wasn’t the season’s fault, exactly. This time of year was simply haunted by too many ghosts of Christmases past. But if Steph could, she would cancel the whole thing.

Which left her wondering what, exactly, she was doing in the cozy confines of Cool Beans coffee shop on the night of the Peace Crossing Santa Claus Parade, wrestling with candy canes and juggling glitter balls. And why she’d agreed to attend the parade itself afterwards.

Oh, right . . . Sisterly duty and a guilt trip from her childhood chum. How festive.

Stephanie kept her annoyance to herself while she scanned the fake twelve-foot spruce tree for a good spot to hang the candy cane she held. Seeing a space near the top of the tree with no candy canes close by, she hung the treat, then bent to the sad-looking cardboard box near her feet for another ornament.

“Look!” came Autumn’s voice at her elbow, “It’s snowing!”

Steph straightened and glanced through the large glass window beside her with chagrin, a sparkling silver globe ornament hanging from her fingers. Her sister was right. Fat, fluffy snowflakes floated gently from the sky above, which was already pitch black at four-thirty in the afternoon. The snow dusted the hats, hair, and coats of the people gathering on the shovelled sidewalk beyond and glinted in the orange glow of the street lamps.

Steph cringed and wrinkled her nose. Bad enough I have to go to the Santa Claus Parade. Now I’ll be standing in the cold, wet snow too?

“Huh.” Autumn put her hands on her slender hips, one hand grasping the end of a fake evergreen garland she’d been tacking along the top of the window. “I guess the forecast was wrong. Glad I told Mom to have Julien wear his snowsuit.”

“Can she bring an extra for me?” Steph thought of her energetic three-year-old nephew’s toothy grin framed by a fur-lined hood, smiling to herself at the image of the two of them in matching poofy one-piece snowsuits. “I wasn’t planning on snow when I came down here this afternoon.”

Autumn let out a disbelieving puff of air, crossing her arms and cocking her head at a saucy angle that made it look like she were looking down at Steph, though she was a good six inches shorter. The garland trailing around her body made it look like she was decorating herself, not the shop.

“What?” Steph demanded.

Autumn dropped the garland, letting it hang from the last tack she’d placed, and moved her stepladder down to the far end of the row of picture windows.

“I’m not sure what’s more unbelievable—that I finally convinced you to come to the Santa Claus Parade, or that you aren’t prepared for something. Haven’t you lived in Peace Crossing your whole life? She asks, rhetorically.” Autumn shook her head, her wavy brown bob swaying next to her chin. She retrieved the end of the garland swag with an amused grin. “And you haven’t learned yet that it almost always snows on the Santa Claus Parade? It either snows, or it’s twenty-five below. Seriously, I don’t know why they don’t change the date.”

She climbed the stepladder, eyeballed the garland swag to match the rest of the row, held it to the top corner of the window, and lined up the staple gun she’d left on the top tray of the ladder to place the final tack. She squeezed the gun, grunting with the effort, and a loud whap echoed through the shop.

“I’m prepared,” Steph said, trying not to sound defensive. “I brought my winter coat and boots, obviously. But the weatherman made snow seem highly unlikely.” She glared out the window and muttered, “I should have bought myself some snow pants anyway.”

“You should call him up and give him a piece of your mind,” Autumn said. “That’ll teach ’im.”

Steph made a face at her sister, then turned back toward the tree and surveyed it for another empty branch. It wasn’t tough to find a vacancy. The hard part of this job would be making the coffee shop’s slim stash of decorations look like they were filling out the entire tree. She found a gaping hole and hung the ornament with grim satisfaction, then glanced at the milling crowds outside the window.

“I bet it’s going to be a busy night, though.”

Autumn grinned. “See? Even you gotta admit that snow isn’t all bad.”

Stephanie chuckled. “The only good thing about snow is getting to wear cute hats and having a guilt-free excuse to drink hot chocolate. And Cool Beans is the best source of hot chocolate around. Especially tonight.”

Every year, the Santa Claus parade signalled the kickoff of Peace Crossing’s seasonal Christmas events. The parade was followed by the annual Midnight Madness event, when all the shops around town would stay open late and offer special deals and bonuses to encourage residents to shop local. While Cool Beans closed by mid-afternoon most of the time, catering only to the morning and lunch crowd, it always hosted a hot chocolate-and-cookies night as part of the event. Given the shop’s location near the beginning of the downtown parade route, their winter warmers were always in high demand. The Cool Beans baker, Ellie, had been elbow deep in cookie dough since three, pumping out batches of fresh ginger snaps, chocolate chip cookies, and peppermint sugar cookie twists for tonight. Heavenly sweetness permeated the entire shop.

“Besides, you know I haven’t gone to the parade in years,” Steph added.

“No,” Autumn said, “you usually work. Which is why I thought you would know about the snow, what with all the fender-benders that usually keep you so busy in Emergency.”

She had a point. At this time of year, what with icy roads and nothing much for folks to do on the weekend except ski, snowmobile, or get into trouble at the bar, the hospital always had a higher number of patients in the ER. Snowstorms meant busy nights at the hospital. But Steph had never taken particular note of the Santa Claus Parade date—unless it was to avoid downtown that night. Just like she typically avoided all reminders of this so-called festive season.

Autumn paused, catching her eye. “Hey. You know I’m teasing, right? I’m really glad you agreed to do this.”

At the look in her sister’s eyes, Steph’s annoyance softened. “Of course. You know I’m always here for you.”

Autumn gave her a grateful smile, then went over to a box against the wall and rummaged through it for the end of another evergreen garland.

Earlier in the week, several of Autumn’s staff had come down with a cold that had been making the rounds. Between covering for the absent staff and missing a day of work to take Julien to a medical appointment in the city—a full-day event when Autumn had to travel two hours to the nearest major medical centre—she hadn’t had time to decorate the shop. Since it was Steph’s day off, she’d agreed to help. After the morning staff had gone home at the regular closing time that afternoon, Steph and Autumn had set to work decorating the place. Other than Ellie, they were the only ones there.

Steph stepped back to survey her work while smoothing her long mahogany curls off her warm forehead, bunching it into a hand-held ponytail at the nape of her neck. The results weren’t half bad, especially considering she and Autumn had discovered that a leak in the storage room had ruined at least a third of the decorations when they’d dug out the boxes that afternoon. Still, the sparkling white lights glinting off silver stars, pointed swirly baubles, enormous glitter-encrusted blue balls, and the wrappers of the candy canes they’d used to fill some gaps, all with a red plaid ribbon winding throughout was . . . pretty. If you ignored how much space remained between each ornament.

The last time she’d decorated a Christmas tree, there had been even bigger gaps—mostly in the top third, which had been out of her and her sisters’ reach. Had that been nearly sixteen years ago? Steph blinked at the realization. As the oldest, she’d always been the tallest of her sisters, but at twelve, she’d still been shorter than Autumn’s current five-foot-three-inch frame. The top of the tree hadn’t been completely bare, though—eight-year-old Melody had made sure of it. Steph and Autumn’s littlest sister had handed their dad ornaments and then pointed to where she’d wanted them hung. When it came time to put up the angel tree topper, Eddie had swung a giggling Melody onto his shoulders so she could reach. He’d zoomed her around the room, making her fly like an angel to reach the top of the tree, while Steph, Autumn, and their mom had looked on and laughed. Later, Eddie had pulled out his guitar and they’d sung “Jingle Bells”, his strong baritone carrying the sweet voices of Steph and her sisters, with their mom adding a sweet contralto harmony.

That had been a good Christmas.

Unlike so many others since.

Stephanie crossed her arms, her stomach roiling and her shoulders tight. Ever since she’d received the unexpected voice mail from Eddie a few days ago, old memories had been coming back unbidden. Most of them weren’t nearly as pleasant as that one.

“What’s wrong?” Autumn asked softly. She stepped away from the antique upright piano near the hearth, which now sported an evergreen garland swag accented with white twinkle lights along the top edge.

Blinking, Steph snapped out of her reverie, deliberately relaxing her frown. “This tree. It’s half naked. I know I’m no expert, but aren’t Christmas trees usually a bit more . . . dressed?”

Autumn’s worried face relaxed. She surveyed the tree and its red, silver, and blue decorations from top to bottom, then sighed. “I suppose I’m going to need to replace the decorations we lost. Hopefully with something that has more personality. This stuff came with the place, and I’ve never bothered to replace any of it. Do you think I could find coffee-related decorations online?”

Steph shrugged. “You can find pretty much anything online. Or check at Pearl’s Petals. She might be able to order something in for you.”

“Great idea. I’ll have to get her to put a rush on it.” Autumn tapped her lip in thought, spinning to take in the room. “Well, that’s all the decorations. Just in time, too. Thanks again for helping me out with this. It turned out amazing.”

Steph glanced around the inviting coffee shop, now be-garlanded with strings of white lights and fake pine boughs and glittery garlands to within an inch of its life. Small snowmen and reindeer statuettes peeked from between the plants and antique coffee grinders tucked in the cubbies between rustic square wooden tables. A miniature nativity perched on the mantle above the gas fireplace. A few fuzzy red-and-white stockings labelled with staff members’ names in puffy gold fabric paint added a homey touch to the hearth. And the tree that had replaced two of the tables near the front door still drew the eye, even if the decorations were a bit sparse and generic.

“Any time,” Steph said.

And, despite her distaste for this particular holiday, she meant it. Ever since Autumn’s husband, Denis, had died in a quadding accident two years ago, Steph had been helping her sister out more than ever, filling in behind the coffee shop counter or babysitting Julien almost every day she had off from the hospital. No, that didn’t leave much room for a personal life—but her relationship with romance was almost as complicated as her relationship with Christmas. It was hard to miss something that had never been that exciting in the first place.

“Besides,” she added, “Delanie’s been bugging me to get together, and I didn’t have a good reason to say no again.”

Autumn quirked her brow. “Why would you want to? I thought you and Delanie were good friends.”

Steph sighed and shrugged. Ten years ago, she and Delanie Fletcher had been more than good friends. They’d been inseparable. But times changed. And Steph was tired of being ghosted by people she thought cared about her.

“We used to be, back in high school. But then she went off to film school in Vancouver and kind of faded away. I don’t know how I feel about her trying to pick up where we left off when she didn’t want to be friends while she was gone.”

Autumn gave her an askance look. “You don’t know she didn’t want to be friends anymore. She probably just got busy. Relationships often change when circumstances do.”

“I was busy, too, going to nursing school and interning, but I still reached out.”

“True. I get it. Still, you never know unless you try, right? She’s probably different than she was when she left.”

Steph twisted her lips. “Maybe. But I’m not sure how invested I want to get to find out.”

Autumn pursed her lips as if she wanted to say more, but she didn’t. Steph was glad she dropped it.

Since Delanie had returned to Peace Crossing only a few months before, she’d managed to produce the local kids community musical and reignite her romance with her high school boyfriend, single dad Caleb Toews. Even though it seemed that Delanie was putting down roots in the community, Steph couldn’t help feel the actress might disappear again as soon as the right opportunity came along. Which was why she’d already declined several of Delanie’s previous attempts to reconnect. But when Delanie had asked Steph to meet her, Caleb, and Caleb’s daughter, Emma, at the parade, Steph had felt obligated to say yes this time. Besides, Autumn and Julien would be there, too, and Julien had been over the moon when she’d told him she would be coming tonight.

So here she was. Regretting her life choices.

It’s been sixteen years. Maybe it’ll be okay.

And maybe reindeer actually could fly.

She huffed in dry amusement.

“You know,” Autumn added slowly, “I thought maybe you were thinking about Dad earlier. Eddie, I mean.”

Steph tensed. She understood why Autumn had specified—they rarely talked about Eddie. Not that she would have been confused about who Autumn meant when she’d said it like that.

“Why would I be thinking about him?” Even though she had been. Autumn had a sixth sense about these things.

Autumn glanced away, busying herself with packing up the ornament boxes as she spoke. Swallowing, Stephanie bent to help, nesting empty boxes inside larger ones with jerky movements.

“He asked me for your phone number. He says he has something he wants to talk about.”

Stephanie froze with a box in midair. “And you gave it to him?” She’d wondered how he’d been able to reach her.

“I did.” Autumn met her gaze. “He’s different, Steph. I think you should hear him out.”

“Hear him out?” Stephanie had been reaching for a stack of empty boxes, but she missed, accidentally knocking the top several off the stack. She bent to pick them up, keeping her face averted from her sister. “There’s not a thing that man can say to make up for what he did. Melody’s dead, Tum.”

“Yes, she is.” Autumn laid a hand on Steph’s arm, halting her frenetic movements so Steph met her gaze. “But we aren’t. Which means there’s still a chance for us to repair what’s broken between us and those we love.”

“I don’t love Eddie.”

Autumn’s expression grew sorrowful. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do. Why wouldn’t I?”

Autumn studied her for a moment. “Please call him back. Give him a chance.”

“No. He’s dangerous. I can’t believe you’re willing to talk to him, especially with Julien to be concerned about.” The thought of the unpredictable alcoholic who had kept her and her sisters’ lives in a constant state of turmoil until she was fourteen being in proximity to her darling, innocent nephew made Stephanie’s shoulders tense. That couldn’t be allowed to happen. She wouldn’t let it.

Autumn sighed. “Eddie’s not dangerous.”

Stephanie gritted her teeth, drawing a deep breath. Her sister always saw the best in people, even to her own detriment. It was one of her best and most irritating qualities, and why Stephanie had so often had to protect Autumn from herself. And now Julien, too.

“Just be careful, okay?”

“I will. But, Steph, have you considered that holding on to the past isn’t hurting anyone but you?”

Stephanie’s annoyance sprang back to life, defensive words rushing to her lips.

Her protest was cut short by the chiming of the bell above the front door.








  
  
Chapter Two




Steph and Autumn glanced toward the door to see Julien burst into the coffee shop in a flurry of snowflakes, followed by their mother and stepfather. The little boy barrelled toward Steph’s legs, the hard soles of his snow boots clacking against the tile floor as he ran. In his snowsuit and mittens and with his rosy pink cheeks and glittering brown eyes, he looked like a snow baby miniature. 

“Auntieeee!” he cried, throwing his arms around her knees and nearly bowling her over.

Pushing aside her tension, Steph swung him up into her arms, gripping tightly to keep his over-padded, wriggly little body from slipping from her grasp as she planted a kiss on his pudgy cheek. She pushed his hood off his head, revealing a mop of fine dark brown hair sticking up in all directions from the static. “Hi, munchkin. Did you have fun with Grandma and Grandpa today?”

“Uh-huh. We made weindeer cookies! An’ I bwought you an’ Mommy some. Gwandma has dem.”

“Grandma Jill’s shortbread?” Autumn asked their mother.

Angelica nodded with a wide grin as she moved toward the counter with a sealed semi-opaque white plastic tub with a red lid in her hands. The reusable container she set near the till held shapes that looked vaguely cookie-like.

Steph grinned at Julien. “Oo, Grandma Jill’s cookies are my favourite. I can’t wait to try them.”

She waggled her fingers against his ribs. Even though he could probably barely feel them through his winter gear, her nephew still rewarded her with an uproarious giggle and a squirm. His unhindered joy melted the last of the coldness that had clamped her heart, and she laughed along with him.

“No kiss for Mommy?” Autumn asked, planting a zerbert on her son’s chubby cheek and making him giggle even more.

“Mommy, stop,” he wheezed through his gasps.

“Yes, please,” added Steph, who’d been holding the squirming child with difficulty.

Autumn relented with a tweak of Julien’s nose. “That’s what you get for going to auntie first,” she whispered.

Julien wrinkled his nose, looking not the least bit sheepish.

“Who found the barrel of Christmas cheer and dumped it all over this place?” boomed Reuben Neufeld’s baritone.

Steph glanced up to see her stepfather taking in the Christmas decorations, an appreciative expression on his broad, friendly face.

“You girls did a stellar job,” he said, moving toward Autumn and encircling her in a bear hug. “You want to come and decorate the Ferryman next?”

Reuben released Autumn, then came over and side-squeezed Steph’s shoulders from the side opposite the little boy who still rested on her hip. Angelica was right behind him, ready for her turn.

“Hi, girls.” She hugged Autumn, then Stephanie, her hazel eyes crinkled from the affectionate smile she wore on her round, lovely face, which was framed by long, dark brown hair streaked with caramel that floated down her back beneath the cable-knit hat she slipped off her head. The highlights were preference instead of a bid to prolong the appearance of youth—at forty-seven, Angelica was the youngest grandmother Steph knew, with hardly any grey to cover. Angelica took off her coat and hung her winter clothes on the back of a chair.

“Down, auntie,” Julien said, bouncing his pointing finger toward the floor.

“Sure, bud, as soon as you say the magic word.” Steph raised her eyebrows.

“Pwease,” Julien added impatiently, already trying to wiggle out of her grasp.

Steph held back a grin. Relieved to let the heavy toddler go, she allowed him to slide to the floor so he could run over to the cookie tub and proudly carry it to his mother. Autumn opened the container and oohed and aahed over the sugar cookies decorated with messy icing antlers and misaligned red gumdrop noses. She made a show of pulling one out, taking a bite, and exclaiming how delicious it was, much to Julien’s delight. He soon repeated the process with Steph, who managed to match her sister’s enthusiasm. The cookies were quite tasty, even if the decorations were a bit wonky, so it wasn’t hard.

“What happened to the doves you had on here last year?” Angelica asked, inspecting the Christmas tree.

“Jack Frost, I think,” Steph said.

Angelica gave her a quizzical look.

Autumn sighed. “All the boxes of decorations have water damage. We must have had a leak at the back of the storage room last spring and no one noticed.” A flash of sadness crossed her face, then faded as quickly as it had come. Since Denis had died, lots of things had gone unnoticed. Steph had been glad to see her sister coming back to her old self more and more in the past year, but it was no wonder a few things slipped through the cracks.

“The roof’s pretty bad, too,” Steph added while she snagged another cookie from the plastic tub.

Reuben nodded. “I’ll take a look at that leak later. We can’t let that go through another spring.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Autumn said, a relieved smile on her face. “I know you have a lot to do, but—”

“For Pete’s sake, m’girl, I ain’t gonna do it myself! I’ll call Derrick Butler—he did some great work for me at the Ferryman this summer. I’d rather spend that time on other things. Like my restaurant. And my grandson.”

He winked at Julien, who giggled before stuffing another bite of cookie in his face.

“Speaking of whom,” Autumn said, giving her son a chagrined look and closing the tub, “that’s the last cookie for you, mister. You’ll be bouncing off the walls all night, and what would Santa say about that?” She secreted the tub somewhere behind the counter.

At the mention of Derrick’s name, anxiety had seeped through Steph once more, and she slowly chewed her last bite. Derrick and his older brother, Noel, co-owned Butler Bros Construction, one of the highest-rated construction and repair companies in town. Noel Butler’s darkly handsome face smiling at her beneath the mistletoe in the middle of the dance floor flashed through her mind, and she scowled. That had been four years ago, and she’d long since realized that night hadn’t meant anything to him—he’d likely been caught up in the moment. That didn’t make the fact he’d ghosted her after that sting less, or the thought of seeing him again any less awkward. She’d known the guy since ninth grade—she should have known better than to let down her guard with him.

Thankfully, despite how small this town was, encounters with him since that fateful night at the community Christmas party had been rare and brief. But she definitely hoped Derrick would be the one to fix the leak at Cool Beans.

Angelica walked around the tree, pursing her lips. “We’ll have to find more decorations than this. You both did a wonderful job with what you had, but it looks kind of . . .”

“Sad,” Reuben supplied, coming to stand beside his wife.

Angelica swatted his arm playfully.

Reuben chuckled. “It does, though. We had a few trees that looked like this back on the farm in the eighties, except without all those artificial branches to give it fullness. All you need is some of that tacky tinsel and some home-made construction paper chains and they would be a match.”

“Ugh. Tinsel.” Angelica shuddered.

Autumn smiled. “I have the paper chains on my tree at home—I made them for my first Christmas with Denis. But I know we need more decorations, Mom. And maybe a few plastic tubs to store them in, even though we’ll be fixing that leak soon. In this old building, we’re better off safe than sorry.”

Angelica’s face lit up. “Maybe we’ll find some decorations when we go to the Christmas Craft Fair.”

Stephanie blinked. The Peace Crossing Christmas Craft Fair was legendary. People travelled for hours from all over the region to get a start on their Christmas shopping at the event, which hosted some of the most unique crafts and gifts the Peace Country had to offer. But the last time Steph had gone, she’d been put in charge of making sure her two younger sisters didn’t get into any trouble. As far as she knew, Angelica hadn’t gone since then, either.

“You and Autumn are going to the craft fair this year?”

“Actually,” Angelica said, turning slowly toward Steph, “I was hoping all three of us could go. You know, have some girl time. We’re overdue.”

Reindeer cookies, the craft fair . . . When did Mom start celebrating Christmas again?

Autumn, she could understand. Denis’s family had had deeply ensconced Christmas traditions, and Autumn wasn’t the type to rock the boat too much. Besides, there was something to be said for providing a wonderful Christmas experience for Julien while he was young enough to believe in magic. But Angelica? After Melody had died, the darkness of northern winters had stretched long in their home, unbroken by mid-season lights and festivities—which was just how Stephanie had wanted it. Christmas had become a painful reminder of the scars they all carried. Why was Angelica suddenly resurrecting old traditions after all this time?

“I’d love to, Mom,” Autumn said.

“Can I go?” Julien begged. “Pweeease?”

Autumn ruffled his hair. “It would be pretty boring for you, squirt. Although . . .” She glanced at Steph, a troubled expression on her face. “If you’re both there, I won’t have a babysitter. Oh, gosh. Maybe he will have to come.”

“Nah,” said Reuben with a dismissive wave before Steph could interject. “He can come hang out with me. I’ll put him to work doing dishes at the restaurant.”

Julien wrinkled his nose. “I have to do dishes?”

“Sure,” Reuben said with a deadpan expression. “After that, I’ll have you clean out the storage room.”

Julien’s small forehead bunched in a worried frown.

Autumn laughed. “Grandpa’s kidding. I think.” She gave Reuben side-eye, and he betrayed his prank with a mischievous grin. Autumn chuckled. “Thanks, Dad. That would be great.”

“And since it’s on a Sunday, you won’t even have to worry about the shop,” Angelica added in a satisfied tone. “How about you, Steph? Do you want to join us?”

Stephanie’s neck stiffened. All her excuses had been erased for her. “Um, I don’t know. You know how I feel about Christmas . . .”

“Oh, come now,” Angelica said. “You helped decorate the coffee shop and didn’t melt into a puddle, and you’re going to the parade with all of us in an hour. I thought you’d finally gotten over all those hang-ups about Christmas.”

“I did those things because of the people involved, not because I’ve changed my mind about Christmas.” And there were some painful moments, thank you very much. But she kept that last bit to herself. She didn’t need to be snippy and bring down the mood any more than she already had.

“Well, isn’t going to the craft fair with me and your sister about the people too?” Angelica’s eyes glistened.

Steph swallowed. She knew she was being manipulated, but she could see Autumn over her mother’s shoulder, looking at her with a hopeful expression and mouthing Come.

“Yes, of course, Mom. I . . . I suppose I can go with you. I’ll just have to trade a shift with someone.”

Angelica’s face split in a grin, and she blinked away the moisture in her eyes. “Thanks, dear. I’m sure you’ll have a good time once you get there.”

Steph wasn’t so sure about that. Her envelope had already been pushed so far that she was feeling a little torn at the edges. This time of year had been nothing more than the anniversary that had ripped their family and her life apart for so long, she’d stopped believing it could be anything else. But her family obviously didn’t feel the same way, and she didn’t want to be left out of family events just because she was the only one who still couldn’t move on. Not that she thought they would leave her out. Would they?

For the first time, she felt like the lone grinch in the group. To cover her discomfort, she went to get a glass of water from behind the counter while Autumn talked to their mother and Reuben about her preparations for the cocoa-and-cookies event.

When the door chimed again, Steph turned in relief at the distraction from her circling thoughts. Caleb Toews held the door open for Delanie and his daughter, Emma. With the snowflakes caught in Caleb’s dark brown beard and dusting Delanie’s long golden locks and Emma’s dark brown braids beneath their warm winter beanies, they looked like a family from the poster of a Hallmark Christmas movie. The three of them blew into the shop in a flurry of snow, Delanie holding an insulated travel mug that probably contained one of Caleb’s homemade lattes. Steph supposed Delanie could be excused for bringing coffee to a coffee shop since her boyfriend made it—and since Cool Beans was technically closed right now.

“Guess what?” Emma said to the room at large. “Daddy and Delanie are engaged!”

Stephanie blinked. A glance at the consternation on Delanie’s face confirmed Emma’s news.

“Emma!” Delanie exclaimed, but her smile belied her tone. She pulled off her left glove, her gaze finding Steph’s as she came over to show off the glittering diamond on her ring finger. “I was going to tell you myself, but she’s just so excited. I made Caleb a surprise birthday supper, but he was the one who surprised me.”

Angelica hustled over to admire the ring and congratulate the happy couple, and Reuben clapped his hand into Caleb’s for a firm shake. Autumn’s smile and wishes were as warm and genuine as her heart, as always.

Stephanie forced a smile and murmured her congratulations, adding a suitable exclamation for the ring. It’s not that she wasn’t happy for them. After ten years apart, they deserved to find their happiness. She just wasn’t as expressive as Delanie. That was all.

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket, and she moved away from the exclaiming group to check the text. Kate Thomson from work needed someone to cover her shift for that night. Her babysitter had cancelled, and she had no one else to watch her three-year-old son, Tristan. Steph’s chest pinched with guilt. Normally, as the one person in the unit who didn’t care if she missed out on a single Christmas activity, she would be the one on shift tonight. By asking to have it off, she’d upset the balance. Yesterday, she’d overheard Kate mention how disappointed she was to not be able to take Tristan to the first Santa Claus Parade he was likely to remember. But Steph had already promised Delanie and Julien. She bit her lip. Maybe she could offer to babysit Tristan for the night . . .

Her mother’s voice floated into her consciousness, and heat rose through her chest.

“It’s about time you two got together,” Angelica gushed to Delanie. “Gives me hope for my girls. Autumn still needs time, of course, but Stephanie hasn’t been on a date for years—longer, if you don’t count that Noel fellow. I don’t suppose you have any eligible single friends, do you, Caleb?”

“Other than Noel?” Caleb chuckled nervously and glanced at Steph, rubbing his well-trimmed beard. “I don’t know, Mrs. Neufeld. If I was any sort of matchmaker, I’d have set my buddies up already. I’m just glad I finally found my own happily-ever-after. Second time’s the charm, I guess.”

“Or first time, depending on how you look at it,” Reuben said. “Stephanie told me you two were destined for each other since high school. When it’s right, it’s right.” He took Angelica’s hand. “And sometimes, you have to give it more than one go to find it.”

Angelica smiled warmly at her husband. But Stephanie’s heart thumped in her throat. All the anxiety and tension of the afternoon piled up on her at once, and her head swirled with thoughts of Melody and Eddie and Noel. She couldn’t do the parade, not after all this. She would only ruin it for everyone. Shooting a text to Kate that she would take the shift, Steph went to the table where she’d left her coat and purse.

Autumn noticed and followed her. “Where are you going?”

“I’m covering a shift at work. Last-minute babysitter emergency.” Steph adjusted her coat collar, then pulled on her toque—a chunky-knit cream hat with a faux-fur pompom—and hit the remote start on her key fob so her car would warm up.

Autumn frowned, then glanced at the happy, bubbling group still fawning over Delanie’s ring. She turned back to Steph with an understanding look. “I’ll tell them.”

Steph cast her sister a grateful smile. They didn’t agree on everything, but she could always count on Autumn to support her, no matter what. Steph didn’t know what she would do without her.

“Thanks, sis. See you tomorrow.”

And with that, she made her escape to the one place in her life where she felt safe, where everything was always unpredictably predictable—the Peace Crossing Hospital Emergency Ward.

No matter what surprises the rest of the night threw at her, she’d be prepared for them. Because that’s what she was trained to do.

My ghosts will simply have to call it a night.

Later, she would remember thinking that. If only her ghosts hadn’t had other ideas . . .








  
  
Chapter Three




Noel Butler crouched in the new bell tower on the recently restored roof of the quaint St. John’s Cathedral, ignoring the cramped quarters. He’d certainly experienced worse during his army days. Still, he kept a firm grip on a nearby support beam with one gloved hand while he gingerly twisted his ratchet back and forth with the other, his progress illuminated by the lights beaming down from the rafters above. A few fat, fluffy flakes drifted through the openings of the belfry—the beginnings of a storm he’d been sure would come, despite the low probability in the forecast. The Santa Claus Parade would begin in thirty minutes, and the weather was almost up to freezing. Of course it was going to snow. 

But he hadn’t foreseen hauling himself onto a church roof to repair a bell that hadn’t even officially made its debut. Thankfully, the fix had been as simple as he’d hoped—a loose bolt on the small motor secured to the floor had caused the tension to slack off on the belt that moved the metal hammer-like striker. At least, he prayed that’s all that was wrong.

Once the bolt had been snugged tight, he stood and leaned through the opening of the small belfry, keeping a tight grip on the frame with both hands as he hollered at the short man in the grey parka standing in front of the church below. 

“Try it now, reverend!”

“Yes, okay,” Reverend Adelike Olowe said in his strongly accented English, the pompom on top of his toque bobbing as he nodded. “Are you sure you’re okay up there?”

Noel gave a thumbs up, suppressing an eye roll—and a twinge of guilt. When the reverend had called him, he’d been nearby and had most of the tools he’d needed in his truck . . . except his roofing harness. The pitch of the roof was steep, but the asphalt tiles were still ice-free. Since he had his roofing boots with him, he’d decided to take a look and assess the situation. Driving to the shop on the other side of town just to grab his harness had seemed like a waste of time. But he supposed it was understandable that the minister might worry, however unwarranted. He was fine.

The squat man nodded before disappearing from view beneath the roof overhang. Seconds later, the church door squeaked and slammed.

Noel pulled the fleece liner on his hard hat a little lower over his ears, wishing he’d been able to grow his springy black curls enough to give him a little more insulation before it had gotten cold. In truth, every time he grew his hair long, he got annoyed with how much work it was and shaved his head again, which meant winter headgear was a necessity from early in the season. Didn’t mean he would have passed up the ability to grow an instant Afro between sweltering August and frigid November if God had seen fit to grant him that superpower.

You know what would be a cool superpower? Being able to make fireballs with my hands. Then I wouldn’t be freezing my digits off up here.

Or super strength. Because, c’mon. It’s super strength.

How long does it take to push a button, anyway?

He sighed, bouncing his knees to get his blood flowing and ward off the early December chill, his back to the three-foot-tall refurbished cast bronze bell he’d installed earlier in the week. Up here on the roof of the historic Anglican cathedral, there was no hiding from the biting wind that shot down the Peace River valley like a luge and turned the snow into stinging pellets against his skin.

This was hardly the time of year for this type of work. Of course, it should have been finished weeks ago. When Derrick had taken the contract, there had been plenty of time left before winter. But the delivery of the bell had been delayed, which had left Noel in a bind, rushing to finish the project before winter arrived in earnest—and before the Peace Crossing Christmas season started up.

Across the street in Riverside Park, sheltered somewhat by the dike and evergreen trees, families milled beneath the orange street lights, setting up lawn chairs along the freshly cleared sidewalks. The parade always wrapped up with a tree lighting event in the park, and crowds were gathering in preparation. Not even the snow and the stiff breeze could keep Peace Crossing-ites away tonight.

Noel didn’t bother looking for the group he was supposed to meet when he finished here—Caleb had said he, Delanie, and Emma would set up near the other end of the parade route outside of Cool Beans. Noel had been disappointed that he wouldn’t get to see the grand finale from there, but he figured it was more important to spend time with his friends than witness every tree being set ablaze in a splendour of light and colour.

Besides, the coffee shop was staying open late to serve hot chocolate. And after spending a half-hour on this roof in below-freezing temperatures and the beginnings of a snow flurry, Noel thought hot chocolate sounded like a stellar idea. He could always drive by the park later to take in the view.

If he was lucky, he might even run into Stephanie Neufeld tonight. Though she mostly worked at the hospital, the pretty brunette sometimes helped her sister out in the coffee shop for special events like this. He knew, because he’d seen her there plenty before the community Christmas party three years, eleven months, and ten days ago, and a handful of times since. He’d only gone in for coffee, of course. Cool Beans was one of exactly two coffee shops in this town, so of course he went there sometimes. It would be weird not to. And sometimes, she was there too—though not as often as he might like.

At the memory of that epic night at the party that had nearly ended in so much tragedy, he frowned. That night could have been game over for him and his sister both. Instead, it had been the reason he’d started turning everything around. Reflexively, he stuck his hand in his pocket and fingered his sobriety chip. He’d be earning another one soon.

That didn’t mean he was ready to tempt fate by getting romantically involved with anyone again. Some old habits died way too hard, and he didn’t want to hurt anyone else. He’d already callously handled enough hearts to last two lifetimes.

Still, that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy a cute smile once in a while. Even if Steph never seemed to be on the till when he went in anymore—seeing her from a distance was close enough.

A familiar woman pushing a wheelchair along the sidewalk below caught his eye. She wore a quilted white parka and white cable-knit cap over long strawberry-blond curls he would know anywhere. 

Madeleine Kennedy.

Maddie looked both ways along the street, then stepped onto the blocked-off River Road to cross to the park. The woman in the wheelchair was bundled in winter clothing, a brightly coloured blanket across her legs.

Seeing Maddie triggered a knee-jerk rush of heat and a tightening in Noel’s gut. He felt bad for Maddie’s mom—his own mom had told him Rose Kennedy’s multiple sclerosis had advanced to the point where she was now wheelchair-bound. Violet and Rose had called themselves the “Flower Girls” back in school, and their friendship had never died. But Noel and Maddie hadn’t spoken in years, though he’d seen her around town on occasion since graduation. She was even lovelier than when they’d dated in high school. A little more hardened, maybe. He regretted his part in that—but then again, he was harder too.

Harder, but not unhappy. He’d long since decided he was better off alone—which was why he was spending one of his favourite annual events with his twitterpated friends instead of bringing someone special of his own.

He frowned and turned away. Maybe it would be best if he didn’t run into Stephanie tonight. Seeing Maddie had reminded him of why he’d never let his relationship with Steph get anywhere, no matter how well they’d hit it off at that party. There were too many unknowns when it came to love. The only sure way to protect himself from disappointment was not to let himself be vulnerable in the first place. Maddie had taught him that. And he’d passed that same lesson on to far too many others—which was why he’d officially taken dating off the table. Not only did he not trust his heart to anyone, he was pretty sure he couldn’t be trusted with anyone else’s.

Noel glanced back across the street in time to see Maddie’s gaze skip away from him as though she didn’t want him to know she’d been looking directly at him seconds earlier. He watched her for a moment in case she looked back to show her that he, at least, wasn’t going to look away. But she studiously ignored him, and he finally glanced away in annoyance. Yep, avoiding Stephanie was definitely for the best.

He looked over his shoulder at the silent bell. The reverend had to have gotten to the switch by now, which meant the bell must not be working yet. Maybe there was a problem at the electrical panel inside. He could call Caleb to take a look so he could get an electrician’s input. At this rate, he’d miss the whole parade anyway. Which would give him a built-in excuse to just head home when he was done and avoid Cool Beans—and temptation—altogether.

“Now I don't know if I’m grumpy you decided to ditch your job at the last minute or not,” he muttered at the uncooperative bell.

The bell had rung perfectly well when he’d tested it Tuesday morning. He’d already left a message for the bell company consultant, but since Ohio was several time zones ahead of Alberta, Noel probably wouldn’t hear from Molly until at least tomorrow, maybe even Monday. Maybe he should call Caleb. He knew his friend would be happy to help, and Caleb was only a few minutes away . . .

Nah. He could handle this. As long as his fingers didn’t freeze into icicles while he waited. Maybe he should go inside and find out what was going on . . . but despite how good his boots were, he didn’t want to be climbing up and down this roof without safety gear any more than necessary. He decided to wait a few more minutes.

When Reverend Olowe had called to tell him that the new bell wasn’t working, Noel had assured the distressed minister that he would definitely have it fixed before the parade. Its first official chime would be in sync with the lighting of the trees in the park across the road—a significant celebratory event the good reverend obviously felt strongly about, despite only having lived in Peace Crossing for the past three years. Noel understood. There was something about the community that made people want to participate and give back. Which was probably why the congregation of one of the oldest churches in town had decided to add a bell tower to their aging cathedral while doing roof repairs in the first place. It was hard to deny the special charm of hearing church bells ringing out over the snow on a winter night. Noel smiled at the thought of it. He hadn’t thought it was possible to make Christmas better, but this bell might do just that.

While he waited, he started another visual sweep of the bell and striker setup, just to make sure he hadn’t missed any other problems. Maybe there was a loose wire? But until he knew the reverend had tried to ring the bell and failed, he wasn’t about to do a manual check of the belt or striker apparatus. The last thing he needed was to get injured while doing this. Derrick would never let him hear the end of it . . . and Noel liked his hands, numb as they currently were.

His phone vibrated against his chest. Maybe Reverend Olowe was calling from inside, which probably meant he’d tried to ring the bell with no result.

Rats.

Noel glanced at his smart watch to check the caller ID before answering, but it wasn’t the minister calling. The display read Jared Larson, and Noel’s guard went up.

Normally on a Friday night, Noel would be helping Jared run the youth group at Peace Crossing Christian Assembly. His friend had stepped in as interim youth pastor there a few months ago, despite also working a full-time job at the local boys’ group home. When Jared had asked Noel to split the huge time commitment, Noel had reluctantly agreed. To his surprise, he’d discovered he enjoyed working with the teens.

Still, he sometimes wondered if his and Jared’s roles should be reversed—Jared had an incredible heart the kids responded to, but he lacked the decisiveness the group needed. Noel would have taken over long ago if he hadn’t been so busy with work projects and making sets for the local kids’ musical earlier in the fall. But once the play had wrapped up, he’d made it to every Friday youth event. And, more and more, he found that having to prop up Jared’s scatter-brained leadership rankled. The guy was so disorganized, Noel sometimes wondered how he managed to function as an adult.

Jared had said tonight would be free so kids could watch the parade with their families, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t calling to have Noel help him solve some other minor crisis. Normally, Noel would love to jump in and troubleshoot, but he was kind of busy at the moment.

And also kind of not.

Steeling himself, he touched the button on his ear piece to answer the call.

“Hey, Jared. Everything good?”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s fine,” Jared said, and Noel relaxed. “I’m over at Riverside Park. Is that you freezing your cheeks off on top of the Anglican church?”

Relieved, Noel laughed and squinted across the street to the people setting up camp chairs in the snow under the street lights. Sure enough, there was Jared, waving at Noel from the sidewalk. He was only several people over from Madeleine Kennedy.

“Yeah, you got me.” He waved back.

Jared chuckled and let his arm drop. “Don’t you ever stop working? When the scaffolding came down from the church earlier this week, I thought you were finished that job.”

“I did, too. Then Reverend Olowe called me in a panic this afternoon, saying he’d tested the bell again and nothing happened. So I’m here doing warranty work. Can’t have the guest of honour be late to her first outing.” Noel glanced over his shoulder at the bell, which still taunted him with its silence. “And it looks like she’s still being stubborn. I better go down and see what’s happening.” He swung his leg through the arched belfry opening, steadying himself with a hand on the frame until he was certain he’d found his balance on the roof.

“Hey, quick question before you go,” Jared said. “Did you get a hold of the Andersons about the sleigh ride?”

Noel paused, keeping his grip on the tower.

“Yeah, I talked to Heath earlier today but got distracted by the bell issue. He said his parents were happy to be on board. Said there would be no charge. We’re booked in for two weeks from tomorrow.”

“They’re doing it for free? That’s nice of them.”

Noel smirked. He’d fully expected as much from that family. The Andersons owned a ranch not too far out of town where they raised draft and quarter horses and gave occasional old-fashioned sleigh rides in the winter. When Noel had called his old friend Heath to ask for his parents’ number, Heath had voluntarily arranged a sleigh ride event for the youth group instead. And, Noel was pretty sure, it was actually Heath who was covering the cost, though the architect hadn’t said it outright. His parents were generous, but the last few years had been tough on everyone, and Heath was the type to sneak one like that in to help his parents and the youth group out at the same time.

Noel resumed his progress toward the ladder while he talked. Leaning back, he kept his core engaged and arms held out for balance while he carefully scooched down the steep roof.

“Paul and Brenda are nice people,” he agreed. “But, uh, maybe don’t mention the ‘free’ bit to them.”

“Ah. Will do.”

Jared was no dummy.

A teenage boy’s excited voice seeped through the line. “Do we get to go on a sleigh ride?”

“Yes, Trevor,” Jared said, a smile audible in his muffled voice. “In two weeks.”

“Cool!”

Noel glanced across the street again and saw round-faced fourteen-year-old Trevor Harris, an Indigenous kid who used to live at the group home where Jared worked, standing between Jared and Trevor’s adoptive dad, Gary. Gary’s wife, Lou, sat wrapped in a warm blanket on a chair next to her husband, chatting with Rose Kennedy, who sat on her other side. Gary and Lou’s older two boys—also former foster kids from the group home—must have been elsewhere, because Noel was certain he’d have been able to pick out Byron’s lanky height and Lionel’s barrel-chested bulk if they’d been with their family. As a senior, Byron was too busy with work and other activities to come to youth group much, but Lionel and Trevor were regulars. And at last week’s event, Noel had discovered that he and Trevor shared a mutual love for Christmas—Trevor’s very much inspired by his adoptive parents.
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