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      When snow blankets the charming mountain town of Blueberry Hill, the holiday season brings unexpected gifts, and life-changing secrets.

      One year after fleeing her crumbling marriage in Miami, Tara Bedford has found more than just refuge in her inherited lakeside cottage. She's discovered a home, a purpose, and a love she never expected with Will Dixon. As Christmas approaches, their growing family, including her three adult children and fifteen-year-old Ryan, the half-brother they've embraced as their own, prepares for their first holiday season together.

      But the magic of Christmas reveals more than twinkling lights and fresh snow. When Ryan befriends Sam, a sixteen-year-old girl living in her car with only her dog for company, the family opens their hearts once again. Sam has survived on her own since she was thirteen, trusting no one after a lifetime of abandonment. Yet something about this quirky mountain town and the warmth of her newfound family begins to crack the walls she's built around her heart.

      As a mysterious lottery winner spreads anonymous acts of kindness throughout Blueberry Hill, each family member faces their own crossroads. Ally and Colton navigate the challenges of blending their different worlds. Emily prepares to welcome her first child while Evan rebuilds his life from corporate burnout. And Christina grapples with a life-changing secret that threatens to upend everything she thought she knew about her future.

      When devastating news about Tara's best friend Patty threatens to shatter the holiday joy, the family must lean on each other more than ever. And Sam must decide whether to trust in the possibility of belonging or retreat back into the safety of solitude.

      Set against the breathtaking backdrop of the Blue Ridge Mountains dusted with snow, Blueberry Christmas is a heartwarming tale of second chances, chosen family, and the healing power of community. Sometimes the greatest gift isn't what's under the tree—it's the courage to let yourself be loved.

      Tender, uplifting, and full of holiday charm, Blueberry Hill Christmas is a feel-good, multi-generational women’s fiction novel perfect for fans of Pamela Kelley, Robyn Carr, and Debbie Macomber. Come home to the coziest little town this Christmas and discover that the best gifts don’t come in boxes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Tara Bedford padded across the wide plank floors in her navy blue fleece-lined slippers, the old boards creaking their familiar morning song beneath her feet. Outside the kitchen windows, fat snowflakes drifted from a pearl-gray sky, transforming the world into something out of a Christmas card. The first real snow of the season, and not just a dusting, but the kind that promised to blanket Blueberry Hill in six inches of pristine white by nightfall.

      She inhaled deeply, savoring the mingled scents of pine from the wreath on the back door and cinnamon from last night’s baking. This December smelled nothing like the Decembers of her past life in Miami, where Christmas had meant palm trees wrapped in twinkling lights and artificial cold pumped through central air. Here, winter felt genuine, the kind that made you appreciate the warmth of home and the comfort of a crackling fire.

      The robin’s egg blue coffee maker gurgled to life, filling the kitchen with its rich aroma. She smiled, running her hand along the cool quartz countertop, remembering the ancient appliances that had once occupied this space. The kitchen had been the first renovation project she’d tackled after inheriting Aunt Frida’s cottage. Now, with its white cabinets, farmhouse sink, and cheerful blue appliances, it had become the heart of a home that seemed to expand with each passing month to accommodate the growing family that had found its way to Sugar Creek Lane.

      As she waited for the coffee to brew, Tara gazed out at the lake, where ice had begun to form around the edges, creating delicate crystal patterns that caught the early morning light. Through the falling snow, she could make out the warm glow from the windows of Ally’s tiny house, nestled among the bare trees near the larger of the three greenhouses.

      The rumble of tires on the gravel driveway pulled her attention away from the window. Will’s truck appeared through the curtain of snow, moving slowly up the drive, headlights cutting through the dim morning light. Her heart did a little skip at the sound. Even at fifty-five, the sight of him still gave her butterflies.

      She grabbed a second mug from the cabinet. One of her favorites from Chrisco Pottery in Seagrove and poured him a cup of coffee as she heard his boots stomping on the back porch. A soft knock followed, his way of being polite even though they both knew he was welcome to walk right in.

      “Door’s open,” she called, adding a splash of cream, just the way he liked it.

      Will Dixon filled the doorway, snowflakes melting in his dark hair, his cheeks ruddy from the cold. He carried an armload of firewood as easily as if it were a stack of pillows, the muscles in his forearms flexing beneath his rolled-up flannel sleeves.

      “Morning, beautiful,” he said, crossing to kiss her, his lips cold but warming quickly against hers. He smelled of sawdust and pine and winter air. “Brought in more wood for the fireplace. Storm’s supposed to get worse by afternoon.”

      “You spoil me,” she said, handing him the steaming mug. “I love a real fire, from the smell to the warmth, and most of all the crackling.”

      He stacked the wood neatly by the hearth, then returned to wrap his arms around her from behind as she stood at the window leaning into him. Together they watched as Ally emerged from her tiny house, bundled in a red wool coat, a knitted hat pulled low over her dark hair. She strode toward the chicken coop, a bright red structure with gingham curtains and, absurdly, an old chandelier hanging inside, her daughter’s idea of chicken luxury.

      “Look at her,” she murmured, leaning back into Will’s solid warmth. “Remember how lost she looked when she first arrived?”

      “Standing right there in the driveway,” Will nodded, his breath warm against her ear. “Asking if she could stay ‘just until she figured things out.’”

      Tara smiled at the memory. It was only seven months ago that Ally had pulled into the driveway with her car packed to the roof, fleeing a toxic relationship with Jason (who had gone back to his wife) and a soul-crushing job that had left her hollow-eyed and too thin.

      “She lived on those awful frozen dinners and energy drinks,” Tara said, shaking her head. “I was afraid she’d disappear entirely.”

      “And now look at her.” Pride colored his voice. “Running her own business, building her future with her own two hands.”

      They watched as Ally scattered feed for the chickens, as she tilted her head up to look at the winter sky. The change in her was remarkable. Her cheeks held the healthy flush of someone who spent her days working outdoors, her arms had developed muscle from hauling soil and building raised beds, and her eyes, once shadowed with uncertainty, now sparkled with purpose.

      “Three greenhouses and contracts with wedding planners in three counties,” Tara said, unable to keep the pride from her voice. “And that tiny house⁠—”

      “I thought she’d give up when we hit bedrock trying to dig the foundation,” Will chuckled, moving to the counter to grab eggs from the basket Ally had dropped off yesterday, each one a different pastel shade, courtesy of her heritage chickens.

      “But she just moved the site closer to the lake,” Tara finished, cracking four eggs into a bowl.

      “Omelettes?” Will asked, already reaching for her favorite cast-iron skillet.

      “Of course. You know we’d better enjoy the quiet, because as soon as everyone smells breakfast cooking⁠—”

      “Chaos,” they said in unison, sharing a laugh that felt as comfortable as her favorite sweater.

      Just like that, the shower started, and the floor creaked. Her son and daughter-in-law were awake. The middle bedroom now overflowed with tiny clothes and nursery furniture, a daily reminder of the granddaughter who would arrive in February. Emily had fled to Blueberry Hill back in November, her face drawn with exhaustion and fear after the shooting at her local grocery store in Seattle had shattered her sense of safety. The same grocery store shooting that had taken the life of Ryan’s mom, though at the time they didn’t know anything about him. Evan had finally joined them at Thanksgiving, the weight of his lost job evident in the slump of his shoulders and the worry lines around his eyes.

      Will turned on the small radio on the counter, and the kitchen filled with the soft strains of “White Christmas.” Tara hummed along as she whisked the eggs, adding a pinch of the herbs she’d dried from the garden over the summer.

      “Before I forget,” he said, pulling a folded piece of paper from his jacket pocket. “Someone left this on my truck windshield yesterday in town.”

      She wiped her hands on a dish towel and took the typewritten note:

      
        
        Your order has been paid for. Merry Christmas from your Secret Santa.

      

      

      “Your coffee order?” she asked, studying the note.

      “Coffee and lunch for the whole crew. A hundred and sixty-seven dollars.” Will shook his head, a bemused smile playing on his lips. “Same thing happened to the Smiths at the florist, and Mrs. Patterson’s prescription was mysteriously paid for at the pharmacy.”

      “Someone’s playing Secret Santa.” Tara handed the note back, intrigued. “Any theories?”

      “The whole town’s buzzing about it. Doc Miller thinks it’s the Weatherbys since they’ve got family money. Marlene at the post office swears it must be someone who came into money.” He took out the sourdough bread and began to slice pieces for toast. “All I know is whoever it is has good timing. The off-season is always tight for most folks around here.”

      Tara’s phone buzzed against the countertop, the Miami area code making her stomach clench. Some calls carried bad news before you even answered.

      “Matt?” She picked up immediately, her voice tight.

      Will’s hand found her shoulder, steady and warm, as Matt’s voice filled her ear, strained with exhaustion and grief.

      “She tried to leave the facility again last night,” he said without preamble. “Got past two locked doors somehow before they found her in the parking lot in her nightgown. She told them she had to get home because you were coming for Christmas dinner and she hadn’t started cooking yet.”

      She closed her eyes, her throat constricting. Patty. Her vibrant, larger-than-life best friend of almost forty years, was disappearing one memory at a time. The early Alzheimer’s that had claimed Patty’s mother was stealing Patty too, turning the woman who’d once organized surprise parties and given midnight pep talks into someone who searched parking lots for a bright yellow car she could no longer recognize.

      “How is she today?” Tara asked, leaning into Will’s solid presence.

      “Agitated. Confused.” Matt’s voice cracked. “She doesn’t recognize me half the time anymore. The doctor wants to move her to the secure wing. Says she’s becoming a danger to herself.”

      They talked for ten more minutes, Tara sharing memories of Patty’s legendary dinner parties and her fierce loyalty, trying to give Matt something to hold on to while her heart shattered for her friend.

      “The doctors warned us it could happen this way,” Matt said, his voice hollow with exhaustion. “That the decline might accelerate suddenly. But knowing it intellectually doesn’t prepare you for watching it happen in real time.”

      She closed her eyes against the sting of tears. Just this past summer, Patty had still been recognizing faces, following conversations, even making jokes about her “slipping mind.” The speed of her descent into confusion felt cruel, like being robbed of the chance to properly say goodbye. When she finally hung up, Will pulled her into a hug.

      “Bad news?” he asked softly.

      “The worst yet.” She allowed herself to sink into his strength for a moment, breathing in the scent of winter and wood shavings that had come to mean safety. “She’s disappearing. Every day, a little more of her just... goes.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” The endearment still made her chest flutter. At fifty-five, she’d thought those kinds of feelings were behind her, reserved for young love and romance novels. Will had proved her wrong about a lot of things.

      “I feel so guilty,” she whispered. “She saved me when I had nothing, and now when she needs saving, there’s nothing I can do.”

      He tipped her chin up gently, his blue eyes serious. “You think Patty would want you to give up your happiness to go sit by her side and watch her fade away? The woman who loaded up her SUV with everything you’d need to start over? Who gave you cash so you’d have a safety net?”

      Before she could answer, the bedroom door creaked open, and Emily’s voice drifted toward the kitchen.

      “Do I smell coffee?” Her daughter-in-law appeared in the doorway, her pregnant belly leading the way, draped in one of Evan’s old t-shirts. Her light brown hair was tousled from sleep, but her eyes were bright. “And eggs?”

      “Omelettes,” Tara confirmed, quickly wiping her eyes and turning back to the stove. “How’s my granddaughter this morning?”

      Emily placed a hand on her rounded stomach, a soft smile spreading across her face. “Practicing her soccer kicks. I think she’s going to be an athlete.”

      Evan appeared behind his wife, his hair still damp from the shower, dark circles under his eyes betraying another restless night. “Morning, Mom. Will.” He nodded to each of them, heading straight for the coffee. “Snowing pretty hard out there.”

      “Six inches by tonight, according to the forecast,” Will said, sliding plates onto the table as Tara flipped the first omelette. “You folks still planning to look at the old Hamilton place out on Cedar Lane today?”

      Emily and Evan exchanged a glance laden with meaning. The house on Cedar Lane, with its view of the lake and its nursery-ready second bedroom, seemed perfect, if they could figure out what Evan would do for work in a town this size.

      “The realtor said she’d call if the roads get too bad,” Emily said, lowering herself carefully into a chair. “But I really hope we can see it. The pictures online were beautiful.”

      Before Evan could respond, the mudroom door burst open with a gust of cold air that carried the sharp scent of pine and snow. Angus, the brown mutt’s tail wagging so enthusiastically his whole body wiggled, ran in first, leaving wet paw prints across the floor as he greeted everyone with equal enthusiasm.

      Christina followed, her honey-blonde hair tucked under a knit cap, carrying a plate covered with a red-checkered kitchen towel. Behind her came Ryan, his dark hair dusted with snow, cradling a mason jar that caught the morning light like liquid amber.

      Tara watched her daughter move confidently around the kitchen, the same daughter who, just a month ago, had barely been able to look her in the eye. Their relationship had weathered the storm of betrayal and misunderstanding, and had softened into something stronger, more honest than before. When Harry had denied his son, Christina had finally seen the truth of who her father really was. Christina caught her staring and flashed a warm smile, a far cry from the guarded expressions of last spring. The healing between them felt like its own kind of miracle.

      “We brought breakfast contributions,” Christina announced, setting the plate on the counter. “I woke up craving biscuits.” She pulled back the towel to reveal golden-brown rounds. “From a can, not from scratch like yours, Mom, but they’ll do in a pinch.”

      “And I brought honey from Mr. Jenkins’ hives,” Ryan added, so different from the wary, closed-off boy who’d arrived on her doorstep with Christina last month.

      “They smell delicious,” she said, genuinely touched. She watched as Ryan moved around the kitchen with the easy familiarity of someone who belonged, setting out plates and silverware without being asked. Harry’s son, the living reminder of her ex-husband’s betrayal, had somehow become a part of her heart, proof of how life could surprise you with its capacity for healing.

      As everyone settled around the table, the conversation flowed easily from topic to topic. The Secret Santa mystery, the best Christmas tree farms in the area, and even though she hadn’t joined them all for breakfast, Ally’s plans for her business in the spring.

      “Maybe Ally could keep bees,” Ryan suggested suddenly, slathering a biscuit with honey. “With all her flowers, they’d have plenty to eat. It could be another income stream.”

      “Not to mention you’d get first dibs,” Christina teased, nudging her half-brother with her elbow. Ryan’s sweet tooth was legendary. He put honey on toast, biscuits, and stirred it into his coffee along with cocoa, much to the disgust of Evan, who believed coffee should be black and strong enough to strip paint.

      “It’s a good idea,” Will said thoughtfully. “Honey’s a solid seller at the farmers’ market. And with the right setup, it’s not too labor-intensive.”

      Ryan’s face lit up at the validation, and Tara felt a surge of gratitude toward Will. He had a way of making everyone feel heard and valued, especially Ryan, who’d had so little of that lately.

      “If Ally goes for it, I could help build the hive boxes,” Evan offered, surprising everyone. He’d been the last to warm to Ryan’s presence, still dealing with his father’s betrayal. But over the past few weeks, something had shifted. “Thanks to Will, I’ve been watching some woodworking tutorials online. Might as well put them to use.”

      Ryan looked up, his usual reserve melting into genuine enthusiasm. “Really? That would be awesome. I found these plans that use a special joint system.” He pulled out his phone, and Evan leaned over to look, their heads bent together over the screen. The simple moment of connection between brothers who were still learning to be family wasn’t lost on her.

      The conversation continued as they ate, the warm kitchen filled with the sounds of clinking forks and easy laughter. Looking around the table, Tara marveled at how full her life had become since she’d moved into the cottage. From the ashes of her marriage, a new kind of family had emerged. Messier, more complicated, but infinitely more authentic than the carefully curated image she’d maintained in Miami.

      Ryan swallowed the last bite of his biscuit and pushed back from the table, already reaching for his environmental science textbook as he checked his phone.

      “Charlie’s here,” he said, gathering his things. “We’re going to work on our lab for class next week. We’ll be back from campus before the snow gets worse.” He wrapped four biscuits in a napkin and tucked them into his backpack. “Come on, Angus.”

      The dog bounded to his side, tail still wagging. Ryan paused at the door, looking back at the warm kitchen scene with a flicker of something like wonder in his eyes, as if he still couldn’t quite believe this was his life now.

      “Be careful out there,” Tara called after him. “Text me when you’re heading back.”
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      The frigid air sliced through Sam’s sleeping bag, nipping at her exposed cheeks and nose despite her efforts to burrow deeper. She curled tighter in the cramped backseat of her old Honda Civic, tucking her frozen fingers between her thighs where some semblance of warmth still lingered. Outside, darkness was giving way to the gray light of dawn, as tiny snowflakes hit the windows.

      Beside her, Bella stirred. The mixed-breed tan, black, and brown dog she’d adopted from a shelter back in Florida wagged her tail as she pressed her warm body against Sam’s side. The dog’s breath formed tiny clouds in the freezing air of the car.

      “I know, girl,” Sam whispered, her voice rough with sleep and cold. “Bathroom time.”

      Every muscle protested as she wriggled out of the sleeping bag and reached for the puffy coat she’d folded and placed on top of her bag of clothes. The windows had frosted over completely, sealing them inside a private, frozen world. Sam wiped a small circle on the rear window with her sleeve, peering out at the deserted parking lot behind the Spilled Milk grocery store. No one would arrive for at least another hour, plenty of time for her morning routine.

      Shivering, she slipped on the UGG boots she’d found at a thrift store in Miami. Rich people threw out the best stuff. The fleece-lined boots were warm. She’d gotten the coat, several pairs of sweatpants, warm socks, and sweatshirts as well. It was like someone had gone on a winter trip and when they’d returned, simply donated everything. Bella danced impatiently on the passenger seat, her nails clicking against the worn upholstery.

      “Okay, okay,” she mumbled, reaching for the leash tucked into the door pocket. “But make it quick. It’s freezing out there.”

      The car door opened with a reluctant creak. A blast of cold air rushed in, stealing Sam’s breath as she stepped out into ankle-deep snow. Bella bounded after her, immediately burying her nose in the pristine white, leaving chaotic paw prints in her wake.

      Sam’s teeth chattered as she led Bella to a small patch of trees at the edge of the parking lot. The world was eerily silent, the snow muffling all sounds except the soft crunch beneath her boots. Main Street lay just beyond the grocery store, still dark and sleeping, though Christmas lights twinkled on lampposts and shop fronts, casting colorful reflections on the snow.

      While Bella sniffed around, Sam stomped her feet, trying to generate warmth. Her stomach growled, reminding her that yesterday’s dinner had been half a peanut butter sandwich and an apple, the last of her meager supplies. The twenty-three dollars and change in her wallet would have to stretch until she could figure out her next move, but at least she had a full tank of gas, five gallons of water, and a large bag of dog chow for Bella.

      Pride won’t keep you warm or fed, a voice that sounded suspiciously like her mother’s whispered in her mind.

      Sam pushed the thought away. She’d been taking care of herself since she was thirteen. She didn’t need anyone’s help or pity now.

      Bella finished her business and trotted back, snow clinging to her whiskers. Sam petted the dog before they hurried back to the car. “Wait.” Sam opened the back door and grabbed a towel, drying off Bella’s front feet and then her back feet. The towel went back on the floor. “Okay, up you go.” After Bella was back in the car, Sam sat on the back passenger seat and knocked the snow off her boots.

      Back under the blanket, Sam retrieved her water bottle from under the seat and filled Bella’s travel bowl. The dog lapped at it eagerly while Sam rummaged through her backpack, extracting a floral toiletries bag. Inside was her toothbrush, a travel-size toothpaste, soap, and a washcloth. She kept a tote bag with her towel, shampoo, conditioner, and hairbrush so she could grab it when she pulled into a truck stop to shower.

      “Glamorous life we’ve got, huh, Bells?” she murmured, squeezing a tiny amount of paste onto the bristles.

      Sam used a bit of water to brush her teeth, spitting discreetly into an empty fast-food cup. She then dampened the washcloth, rubbing it across the sofa, before wiping her face. Running the cloth under her arms and across the back of her neck, she tried to ignore the hollow ache of hunger and the bone-deep weariness that came from the past few weeks of sleeping in her car.

      There was a laundromat on the next street over, and she still had a cupful of quarters, so maybe tomorrow she’d do laundry. It would be nice and warm in there, and if it wasn’t too busy, she could bring Bell inside as well. If she got really lucky, they might even have showers. Some of the laundromats located along the Blue Ridge Parkway had them for hikers and other travelers passing through.

      Sam closed her eyes, suddenly transported back to the gleaming white pool house in Florida. The memory was so vivid she could almost feel the warm tile beneath her bare feet, smell the mixture of chlorine and expensive cleaning products that permeated the Caldwell estate. Six blissful weeks of steady work. Skimming leaves from the Olympic-sized pool, checking chemical levels, cleaning filters, and a tiny room above the garage where she and Bella could sleep without fear.

      Then came that afternoon when Tyler Caldwell had cornered her in the equipment room, his hand sliding up her arm as he blocked the doorway. “Come on, Samantha,” he’d said, his breath hot against her face, reeking of expensive scotch despite the early hour. “Don’t act like you haven’t noticed me watching you. Those shorts you wear...”

      She’d pushed past him, heart hammering, only to find Mrs. Caldwell waiting for her the next morning, perfectly manicured finger pointing toward the exit. “You’re fired,” she’d spat. “My son told me everything. The way you’ve been flirting with him, coming on to him. And now my diamond tennis bracelet is missing.”

      The accusation had hit like a physical blow. Sam had never flirted with Tyler Caldwell, quite the opposite. She’d been avoiding him for weeks, uncomfortable with his lingering looks and “accidental” touches.

      “I didn’t take anything,” Sam protested, her voice tight with indignation. “And I never flirted with Tyler. He’s the one who⁠—”

      “Enough!” Mrs. Caldwell had snapped. “Get your things and go. You’re lucky I don’t call the police.”

      An hour later, Sam had stuffed her few belongings into her car, Bella trembling in the passenger seat, and driven away from the only steady job she’d had in months. With nowhere else to go, she’d pointed the car north, following a half-remembered story her mother had told her when she was twelve about a mountain town called Blueberry Hill where wild blueberries grew. Her eyes glazed over, she’d given Sam a postcard, mumbled something about family and passed out. When her mom woke hours later, she didn’t remember anything about a town in western North Carolina.

      Now, three weeks and most of her savings later, here she was—cold, hungry, and running out of options. And there wasn’t a single McKenna that she could find online here in Blueberry Hill or any other nearby town.

      Sam finished her makeshift toilette and pulled a clean sweatshirt from her duffel bag. Changing quickly in the confines of the car, she caught sight of herself in the rearview mirror. Dark circles shadowed her green eyes, and her long dark hair hung limp around her pale face. She looked as exhausted as she felt.

      “Just gotta make it through today,” she told her reflection, tying her hair back with an elastic band. “Figure out the next step.”

      The growl of a snowplow in the distance broke the morning silence. Soon the town would be awake, and she’d need to move her car before someone noticed she’d spent the night here. Why hadn’t she moved on to another town? It was a question she’d asked herself every day for the past few days that she’d been here. She and Bella had taken the scenic route from Florida, avoiding the interstate and taking smaller highways and back roads, watching the landscape change.

      Bella curled up on the passenger seat, watching with solemn eyes as Sam started the car, waiting while the ice on the windshield melted.

      “Let’s go find some breakfast, Bells,” she said, scratching behind the dog’s ears. “Maybe today’s the day our luck changes.”
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        * * *

      

      Steam fogged the greenhouse windows, creating a tropical oasis amid the winter wonderland outside. Ally wandered between rows of seedlings, the rich scent of damp soil and green life filling her lungs with each breath. Despite the snow outside, inside her greenhouse, spring was already taking root.

      The trays of tiny green shoots represented hope and possibility. Lavender, snapdragons, and cosmos that would burst into color months from now. She brushed a delicate stem, leaning down to look at the tiny leaves.

      A year ago, she’d been trapped in a cramped apartment in Milwaukee, stuck in a boring corporate job, working for the Dragon Lady boss, and dating a man who’d never planned to leave his wife, despite what he’d promised her. Now she had three greenhouses, a tiny house nestled at the edge of her mother’s property, and a future spreading before her like these seedlings—full of potential.

      “Good morning, little ones,” she murmured, misting the trays with a gentle spray of water. “Big day today. We’re getting company.”

      The local high school’s agriculture class was coming for a tour next week, her first official educational outreach. The thought simultaneously thrilled and terrified her. What if they thought she was a fraud? After all, what did she really know about growing things? She’d only been doing this since summer.

      Stop it, she scolded herself. You’ve read every book. Taken every online course. These plants are thriving because of what you’ve learned.

      Colton’s voice echoed in her memory from their conversation last night: “You’re a natural. Those kids are going to be blown away by what you’ve built.”

      Warmth spread through her chest at the thought of him. Former major league baseball star Colton Matthews, who somehow saw past her insecurities to the person she could become. Their relationship had developed slowly over the past few months, each of them carrying their own baggage, but now...

      A knock on the greenhouse door interrupted her thoughts. Ally looked up to see her mother peering through the foggy glass, a steaming mug in each hand. She waved her in with a smile.

      “You missed my omelettes this morning.” Tara pushed the door open with her shoulder, careful not to spill the coffee. “Thought you might need this,” she said, offering one of the mugs. “It’s getting serious out there.”

      “I woke up early and wanted to get an early start.” Ally accepted the mug gratefully, wrapping her hands around its warmth. “How many inches so far?” She put the mug down to brush potting soil off her jeans. At least she’d remembered to throw on an apron over her Grinchy sweatshirt this morning.

      “About three, with another three expected by tonight.” Tara moved carefully between the rows of seedlings, her eyes bright with interest. “These look great.”

      Her mom looked younger, happier. Will was good for her... no, they were good for each other, and Ally was happy her mom had reconnected with a guy she’d known back in high school. He was a widower, had lost his wife to cancer, and apparently had never forgotten her mom. It was so nice to see them together, to see how they brought out the best in each other. So different from the relationship she’d observed between her mom and dad over the years.

      “They’re doing well.” She took a sip of coffee, letting the rich flavor wash over her tongue. “I’m experimenting with a new organic fertilizer blend. So far, so good.”

      Tara reached out to touch a tiny seedling. “I still can’t believe how quickly you’ve taken to all this. It’s like you were meant for it.”

      “I think I was,” Ally admitted. “I just didn’t know it until I came here.” With a grin, she pointed to the right. “How about BLTs for lunch?”

      “I didn’t know the tomatoes were ready.” Her mom smiled. She’d dressed for the cold in an ivory cable sweater and flannel-lined jeans. “Looks like plenty for sandwiches, and how about homemade tomato soup?”

      “That sounds perfect.” She grabbed a basket and picked the ripe tomatoes for her mom. Soup and a sandwich were the perfect winter lunch.

      “I almost forgot the reason I popped over. Will’s clearing a path with the snowblower. Said he’d do your walkway next.”

      “He doesn’t have to do that,” she protested, though the offer touched her.

      “Try telling him that.” Tara laughed, the sound warm in the humid air of the greenhouse. “You know how he gets about snow removal. Methodical and thorough, like everything else he does. He’s already mapped out the whole property in his head.”

      That was Will Dixon. Deliberate, thoughtful, with hands that could craft beautiful furniture or clear a driveway with equal care. Ally had watched him slowly rebuild her mother’s trust over these past months, never pushing, always steady.

      Her mom picked up the basket of tomatoes. “There’s a package for you in front of the garage. Just arrived.”

      “A package?” Ally frowned, setting down her coffee mug. “I didn’t order anything.”

      “Maybe it’s from Colton?” Her mom suggested with a knowing smile.

      She shook her head. “He’s in Chicago until tomorrow for that sports equipment expo.”

      Curiosity piqued, she followed her mother out of the greenhouse, the cold air hitting her like a wall after the tropical warmth inside. The snow was falling steadily now, large flakes drifting down from a sky the color of pewter. The sound of Will’s snowblower echoed across the property, momentarily drowning out the peaceful silence of the winter morning.

      The driveway was clear, and there it was, a large cardboard box, unmarked except for her name printed in block letters on a simple white label. No return address, no shipping company logo, no tracking information.

      “That’s odd,” she murmured, circling the box cautiously.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Tara asked, holding the tomatoes and their mugs.

      She knelt beside the box, pulling a pair of scissors from her apron to carefully cut through the packing tape. Inside, nestled in biodegradable packing peanuts, she found an assortment of supplies: a smoker, a hive tool, protective gloves, and a full beekeeper’s suit still in its packaging. Beneath these were several books on beekeeping, their covers showing colorful images of hives and honeycomb.

      “What in the world?” Ally lifted out a beginner’s guide to beekeeping, a note fluttering from between its pages.

      
        
        Thought you might like bees for all your lovely flowers. The hives will arrive in the spring when the weather warms. — Your Secret Santa

      

      

      “The Secret Santa,” Tara breathed, peering over Ally’s shoulder at the contents of the box.

      She ran her fingers over the high-quality equipment, stunned by the thoughtfulness of the gift. Just yesterday, she’d been talking to Sean at Sweet Magnolia about possibly adding beehives to diversify her business. Had someone overheard? Or was it just a remarkable coincidence?

      “How would they know?” she wondered aloud. “I’ve only mentioned it to Sean, and maybe to Ryan and Christina at dinner the other night.”

      “Word travels fast in small towns,” Tara reminded her, picking up one of the books. “Remember when you sneezed at The Lonely Pen, and three people called to ask if you needed chicken soup?”

      Ally laughed, the memory of her first cold in Blueberry Hill still fresh. She’d been overwhelmed by the community’s response. Offers of homemade remedies, soup deliveries, and even Mrs. Collier showing up with a strange-smelling tea that had tasted awful but cleared her sinuses immediately.

      “Still, this is...” She gestured at the box, at a loss for words. “This is expensive. And so specific.”

      “Someone believes in you,” Tara said simply, squeezing her shoulder. “Just like the rest of us do.”

      The realization settled he Ally like a warm blanket. She belonged here, in this town, in this life she was building. Someone had seen her dreams and wanted to help them grow. After years of feeling invisible in Milwaukee, the sensation was as novel as it was overwhelming.

      “I should probably learn how not to get stung first,” she said, picking up a book titled The Gentle Beekeeper.

      Tara laughed, moving toward the kitchen. “One step at a time. For now, how about we get started on lunch?

      The sound of the snowblower stopped, and Will appeared around the corner, his cheeks ruddy from the cold, snowflakes clinging to his dark hair.

      “Path’s clear to the greenhouse and your tiny house,” he announced, his eyes crinkling at the corners when he smiled at Ally. “What’s all this?” He nodded toward the open box.

      As she explained about the mysterious beekeeping supplies, Will’s expression shifted from curiosity to thoughtful consideration. He ran a hand along his jaw, a habit Ally had noticed he fell into when he was working through a problem.

      “You know,” he said slowly, “I helped old Mr. Thornhill with his hives years ago, before he passed. Still remember most of what he taught me.” He picked up one of the books, flipping through it with practiced ease. “Come spring, I could give you a hand setting them up.”

      “Really?” Ally felt a surge of gratitude. “That would be amazing.”

      “Your brother offered to build hives.” Will shrugged, as if offering to help with a complex and potentially painful task was nothing. “It’s good to have bees around. They’re the unsung heroes of any garden.” His eyes lit up with quiet enthusiasm. “Mr. Thornhill used to say a garden without bees is like Christmas without carols—technically possible, but missing all the sweetness.”

      Her mom smiled. “Evan said he’d help Ryan build the hives.”

      Ally closed the box. “Together?”

      “I know, right?”

      Her brother hadn’t taken to Ryan right away. It had been a shock for all of them, finding out they had a half-brother. That their dad had been cheating on their mom for years. But it wasn’t Ryan’s fault. He was a good kid, and it looked like he was slowly winning Evan over.

      The phone rang, the sound cutting through their conversation as they went inside the cottage. Tara picked up her cellphone, her expression shifting as she listened to the caller.

      “Yes, he’s here,” she said, holding the phone out to Will. “It’s Todd from the high school. Something about the vocational program and the weather.”

      Will took the phone, moving toward the living room as he spoke in low tones about construction schedules and the impact of the snowstorm. Ally watched him go, noting the way his shoulders squared as he shifted into problem-solving mode. He’d probably turned his phone to silent again and hadn’t heard it ring over the snowblower.

      “I’m going to take this to the greenhouse and then I’ll be back to help you make the soup.” She smiled at her mom as she lifted the box into the wagon in the garage. From the apartment upstairs, she could hear her sister talking, probably to one of her social media clients. Maybe she should ask Christina to help her work on her ideas for next year?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The real estate agent’s voice crackled through the phone’s speaker, distorted by the poor reception that sometimes plagued Blueberry Hill during snowstorms. Evan paced the length of the cottage’s guest bedroom, pausing occasionally to glance out at the snow.

      “They’re offering twenty-five percent over asking price,” Lisa was saying, her excitement cutting through the static. “And they want to buy it fully furnished. They’re relocating from California and need to move in by the end of January.”

      Emily sat on the edge of the bed, one hand resting on her rounded belly, her eyes wide as the news sank in. Their Seattle home, the house with floor-to-ceiling windows, would soon belong to someone else.

      “That’s... a generous offer,” Evan managed, the words sticking in his throat. “We’ll need to discuss it, but it sounds promising.”

      “Of course,” Lisa replied cheerfully. “They’re eager though, so I’d recommend not taking too long.”

      After a few more minutes of discussion, Evan ended the call and set the phone down on the dresser. The room fell silent except for the soft tick of the antique clock on the nightstand and the sound of voices from the kitchen. The scent of bacon frying made his stomach rumble.

      “We could sell it,” Emily said softly. “Just like that.”

      Evan nodded, unable to match her matter-of-fact tone. The reality of what selling meant, cutting his last tangible tie to Seattle, to his former life, sat heavy on his shoulders.

      “You don’t seem happy,” Emily observed, her brow furrowing. “I thought this would be good news.”

      “It is,” he said quickly, moving to sit beside her on the bed. “Financially, it’s the smart move. It’s just...”

      “Final,” Emily finished for him. “The last piece of our old life.”

      Her hand found his, her fingers warm against his palm. The wedding ring he’d placed there caught the light, a reminder of promises made in a different world, before gunshots in a grocery store parking lot, and his being downsized out of his job, changed everything.

      “We’ve been here almost a month now,” she said gently. “Living out of suitcases in your mom’s guest room. At some point, we need to commit.”

      He knew she wanted a small-town life, with his mom and sisters nearby. But, Blueberry Hill was really small. Like everyone knew your business, and the closest thing to a corporate headquarters was over an hour away in Asheville, small. The look on her face made him sigh. He’d almost lost his marriage over moving and his working too much. He’d figure something out, and surely in time he’d get used to the lack of amenities, one grocery store, and having to drive over an hour for real civilization?

      “I’ve been thinking about that house across the lake,” Emily continued when he didn’t immediately respond. “The one with the stone fireplace and the deck overlooking the water. Will mentioned it’s still available.”

      Evan blew out a breath, running a hand through his hair. “You really want to live here permanently? In a town where the biggest event of the year is a festival celebrating fruit?”

      A hint of hurt flashed in her eyes before she masked it. “I want our daughter to grow up somewhere safe. Somewhere she can play outside without us constantly looking over our shoulders.” Her hand moved protectively over her belly. “After what happened at that grocery store... I can’t go back to Seattle, Evan. I just can’t.”

      “I know,” he acknowledged, squeezing her hand. “And I want you both to feel safe. I just... I don’t know what I’m going to do here. Who am I if not a director at a big company? What’s my purpose in a place like this?” He’d been counting on a promotion to vice president before he’d lost his job.

      The loss of his position still stung, a wound to both his pride and his sense of identity. For ten years, he’d defined himself by his career, climbing the corporate ladder with single-minded determination. Now, at thirty-two, he found himself adrift in a town where the biggest employer was the regional medical center and a blueberry farm.

      “You could teach,” Emily suggested, not for the first time. “The community college is always looking for business instructors. With your MBA and experience⁠—”

      “Teaching,” Evan repeated, trying to keep the skepticism from his voice. “For a third of what I was making before.”

      “We don’t need as much here,” Emily reminded him gently. “The cost of living is lower. We have a good nest egg. And with what we’ll make from the house sale, we could buy the lake house outright with money left over.”

      Logically, he knew she was right. The sale of their Seattle home would leave them with a substantial cushion. But logic did little to ease the knot of anxiety in his stomach.

      “I just never pictured myself here,” he admitted, gesturing toward the window where the snow-covered mountains were barely visible through the falling snow across the lake. “In a small town where everyone knows everyone’s business, where the highlight of the social calendar is the annual Blueberry Festival. All the hokey little holiday parades.”

      He stood up and walked to the window, watching the snow blanket the property. “I worked so hard to make something of myself. My whole life was about building something bigger, something important. And now I feel like I’m starting all over again, but this time in a small town where nothing ever happens.”

      Emily’s reflection appeared beside his in the window, her eyes meeting his in the glass. “Is that really how you see it? As going backward?”

      The question hit him with unexpected force. Was that really how he saw it? As a failure?

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Maybe. In Seattle, I was someone. Here, I’m just Tara Bedford’s son, the guy who used to live in a big city on the west coast.”

      Her hand found his shoulder, turning him to face her. “You’re more than your job title. You always have been. That’s what I fell in love with—not a director at a company, but the man who spent three hours helping an elderly neighbor set up her new phone. The man who always holds doors for people at the store.”

      Evan smiled, thinking of Mrs. Garcia across the street with her twenty-five birdhouses in the backyard.

      “And in less than three months, you’re going to be a father,” she continued, guiding his hand to her belly where their daughter shifted restlessly. “That’s the most important job you’ll ever have.”

      The mention of fatherhood sent a jolt of both terror and joy through him. Their daughter, after the heartbreak of a miscarriage last year, the miracle of this pregnancy still left him breathless at times. And after watching his own father’s catastrophic failures as a parent, the responsibility felt even more daunting.

      “You’re right,” he conceded, placing his hand over hers on her belly. “And I want to be good at it. Better than my father was.”

      The mention of Harry hung in the air between them. Evan’s relationship with his father had been complicated even before the revelation of his affair with Mandy, before the financial fraud that had left Tara starting over at fifty-five. Now, with Ryan’s presence a constant reminder of Harry’s betrayal, Evan found himself questioning everything he thought he knew about family and responsibility.

      “You will be,” Emily said with quiet conviction. “You already are, the way you’re putting our needs first. Coming here with me, considering the lake house, means everything.”

      A small movement beneath their hands interrupted the moment, their daughter making her presence known with a forceful kick. Emily laughed, the sound bright in the quiet room.

      “See? She agrees with me.”

      Despite his worries, Evan found himself smiling. “Strong opinions already. Wonder where she gets that from.”

      Emily leaned against him, her head resting on his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay, you know. Different from what we planned, but okay. Maybe even better.”

      He wanted to believe her. Wanted to embrace this new life with the same enthusiasm she showed. But as the snow fell outside, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was losing his grip on everything he’d worked for.
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