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Dedication




This is for everyone who has encouraged me to keep at this writing gig. 

I see you.

I appreciate you.

I love you like crazy.

And, as always, these stories are for my very own Happily Ever After Hero…

I couldn’t do any of this without you. 

And I wouldn’t want to anyway! xo








  
  
Carson




Talk about feeling alone in a crowded room. If she squinted her eyes and blurred her vision, Carson Everett could almost convince herself that the family gathered for their annual Christmas party was her own. The women in their fancy outfits were her sister and their cousins. The older people, their parents and aunts and uncles. 

Almost.

Discarded wine glasses and beer bottles littered the tables. Plastic soda cups and empty coffee mugs covered the haphazard sprinkling of silver and gold glitter that spilled from beneath each small evergreen wreath centerpiece. Various members of the hotel banquet staff crept around the room, some clearing away dirty dishes or pushing in unused chairs, others topping off supplies at the coffee station.

Melody Hatch-Stevenson, as primary decision maker for the family party, had agreed to hiring a magician, or as he preferred to be called, an illusionist, as entertainment this year. His act had been superb. More than once, Carson found herself watching him as he made a rabbit disappear and reappear, or when he transformed a red ball into a bright white dove. 

As Event Coordinator for Southern Dreams Event Planning, Carson had overseen the Hatch Family Gala for close to ten years and had gained a level of closeness with several of the family members. 

“Carson, you have outdone yourself yet again,” Melody said, approaching Carson once the final round of applause for Gregory the Great had died down. The DJ started the music and people began to leave their tables to get out to the dance floor. “Gregory the Great was… Well, he was great!” Melody said with a big, open laugh.

“He was great, wasn’t he?” Carson said. 

The women stood together and watched Melody’s parents move in a gentle dance toward the side of the dance floor, while some of her nieces and nephews, aunts, uncles, and cousins had the main floor hopping, somehow all moving at different tempos to the same song.

A distinct loneliness settled behind Carson’s ribs, wishing it was her own parents and cousins strutting their stuff all over the dance floor. “I might be a little bit jealous,” she said. Had she and Melody not become friends over the past decade, she never would have admitted that out loud to a client.

Melody’s eyes popped open. “Jealous? Of these weirdos?” she said, jerking a thumb in the direction of the mass of bodies that moved like disparate parts of one off-rhythm beast.

Watching the gaggle of children run from table to table stealing candy from the dishes in the middle of each centerpiece pulled a smile from Carson as she imagined her own niece and nephew doing the same. She shrugged. “Yeah,” she said. “They might be weirdos, but they’re you’re weirdos.” 

Melody looked thoughtful. “That they are.” She playfully bumped shoulders with Carson. “What about your weirdos? Where are they?”

“Mine? They’re all up in Massachusetts freezing their butts off. My sister told me they had almost six inches of snow Thanksgiving night.” 

“Oh, no,” Melody said. “No snow for me, thanks.”

Carson was quiet for a moment. “Thank you for being so flexible and keeping an open mind right from the get-go this year,” she said.

Melody turned and pulled her in for a hug. “Everything was amazing, Carson. I never doubted you for a minute.” 

Carson laughed. “You might be the only one who didn’t.”

Melody let out a gasp as she released her hug, then stared at Carson with wide eyes. “Are you for real right now?” she said. “I am not kidding when I tell you this was the best party we’ve ever had. You listened to me, then you took my vision and ran with it.” She gave Carson’s arms a gentle squeeze. “I am already starting to think about what I want for next year, assuming you’ll be the one to organize it.”

“I don’t see why I wouldn’t be,” Carson said. “Unless Anderson finally gives me the boot.”

“He’d be an idiot to do that, and it would be one hundred percent his loss,” Melody said, scrunching her nose in distaste for Carson’s boss. “But I was thinking more along the lines of you finally getting out of there and hanging out a shingle for your own agency.”

Carson had perfected the art of not appearing shocked, no matter what a client said to her, but she couldn’t hold back the laugh that escaped. “Me? Open my own agency? In this town?” She shook her head and sighed. “Not while Southern Dreams is still the only real player in Savannah.” 

Working for Anderson had certainly given her reason to entertain the idea of quitting, but she’d never been able to work up the courage to open her own business. She enjoyed what she did so much, she’d learned to put up with Anderson and his perfectionist crap rather than find a new line of work.

“Selfishly, I’m glad to hear it,” Melody said. “I’m going to ask for you specifically in the spring and we’ll work on doing this—” she cast her glance around the room “—all over again.” Melody’s sister waved from her seat, calling Melody over to where she sat. “If you’ll you excuse me,” she said with a smile. “I have to go see what the queen would like.” 

With a noticeable spring in her step, despite the late hour, Melody Hatch-Stevenson disappeared into the crowd, her words of encouragement tucked into Carson’s heart for when she might need them again.

Seeing her boss out of the corner of her eye, Carson knew right away he was on his way to her. Slipping her hand into her pocket, she flipped the small plastic container open and shook out two of the chalky antacids she always had on hand and tossed them into her mouth.

“Anderson,” she said to the impeccably dressed man as he approached from the back of the room. “Was this one for the books, or what?” 

“Ten minutes, Carson. That’s how long they had to wait for their after-dinner coffee station to be set up,” Anderson said, flipping his wrist and staring at his Rolex, as if Carson was unaware of how the passage of time was measured.

The feel-good bubble of a job well done burst as she crunched through her antacid tablet. Technically, he was right, but she also knew that not one single guest noticed or cared.

Dessert took longer to be served than they originally anticipated but by the time everyone had received their bread pudding with bourbon sauce or chocolate mousse with Irish cream drizzle, the event staff had caught back up. They had the coffee urns set up and the table laid with cups and creamers, sugars and stirring sticks, and every other thing a coffee station required. 

Melody hadn’t even noticed the delay. Apparently, Anderson was the only one bothered by it, and as usual, he made sure Carson knew how bothered he was.

Event planning was a science but there was also an art to it and sometimes art refused to stick to a schedule. “Come on, Anderson. Nobody even noticed it.” When he stood there, unmoved by her logic, she added, “You know that managing people means having to allow for the unforeseen.”

“It’s our job—or, more precisely, your job, to foresee the unforeseen, Carson.”

The knot in her stomach twisted tighter, pulling on every muscle in her body until she felt like an elastic band about to snap. “I understand that Anderson, but there was no way to foresee the few extra minutes the staff took to get out all the desserts for a group this size.” She tried to keep her voice light, her tone upbeat. “It just happened. There’s really no need to get worked up about it.”

What she wanted to say was closer to Shit happens. Sometimes you’ve got to lighten up and go with it. But needing a job was more important than feeding her own ego at that moment.

Anderson dipped his chin, stared at her over the rim of his designer glasses. “I’m not worked up, Carson. I just have high expectations.” The rest of the message was implied by his pinched facial expression. Obviously, you failed to meet those expectations. Again.

The uncomfortable standoff between them carried on an additional few seconds before the buzz of Carson’s phone in her back pocket stole her attention. Glancing at the screen, she saw her sister’s name and immediately feared something was wrong. She and Nicole hardly ever talked on the phone, and never that late at night. 

Walking away from Anderson, she flicked her eyes to his. “I have to take this.” The way his eyes squinted a fraction was Anderson’s pissed off tell. He was not happy to be relegated as less important than whoever was on the other end of Carson’s phone line. In his mind, Anderson wasn’t less important than anyone. So that little angry-squinty thing he did released a hit of dopamine directly to her brain.

Straightening her spine as she walked away, she held the phone to her ear and headed through the ballroom doors, through the kitchen, and into the comparatively quieter back hallway. “Colie, what’s the matter?” she said, using the pet name she’d had for her sister since the day Nicole was born. “Is everything all right?”

Nicole’s sniffling was the first sign that everything was, in fact, not all right. 

“Nicole, tell me what’s wrong. Why are you crying? Are the kids all right?” All manner of catastrophe bubbled to the surface of her mind. “Are you OK? Did something happen to Mom and Dad?” 

Nicole heaved a heavy sigh. “Everybody’s fine,” she said, then choked out a sob. “Except me, Cari. I’m not fine,” she said through her tears. “I don’t know how to be a single mom on regular days, but I have no freaking idea what to do at Christmas. How am I supposed to work and spend time with my kids, and find some way of taking care of them while they’re home over their vacation, and bring them to all the holiday events, and do all the things they want to do… and I how the hell am I going to do any of it?”

As her rambling words petered out, Nicole gulped down a breath and started crying all over again. “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered.

Carson had always taken her role as big sister to heart; she was the one who always had it together and knew the right thing to do. Nicole was the baby, the free spirit who came and went as she saw fit, never giving much thought to the serious things in life. 

Once Nicole had gotten married, responsibility for her shifted from Carson to Nicole’s husband, Ian. For a few years, things went well for them. Or at least it seemed that way from the outside. Until the rat-bastard cheated on her and left her with two kids. Of course things would be different for them once he left. 

An overwhelming surge of guilt washed over Carson for letting her own life get in the way of her family, and not checking in on them more often.

“Take a deep breath,” Carson said, half to her sister and half to herself. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

“Is it?” Nicole asked. “How am I supposed to do all of this, Cari? How am I supposed to do any of it?”

“Colie,” Carson said. “You’re not giving yourself enough credit. You’ve been doing it for almost a year already. How did you manage over the summer having the kids home while you worked?”

Nicole sniffed and blew her nose again. “They went to Mom and Dad’s.”

Carson had known that but forgot, just one more thing about her family that had slipped her mind. 

“Since they’re going to see Aunt Peggy, they won’t be home to take care of the kids. Mom offered to stay but I told her to go.” Unexpectedly, Nicole giggled, a soft sound through her tears. “I mean… Peggy is like two hundred years old; this might be the last Christmas they get to spend with her.” She let out a soft sigh. “I told Mom I’d be fine.”

“But you’re not fine,” Carson said gently.

“No,” she whispered. “I’m not.” 

“Don’t worry, Colie, everything really will be OK. I promise.”

Once the call ended, Carson pulled up her calendar for the next two months. 

Now that the Hatch Family’s party was finished, the next big events on Carson’s schedule wouldn’t be happening until after the first of the year. She made a short list of things she had to be in town for, then gave a thought as to who might be willing to stand in for her for a couple of weeks. Obviously not Anderson, but her friend and coworker Vanessa might be willing if Carson asked nicely. 

Everything else that needed to be done could be handled remotely. She fired off a quick text to Vanessa, who was somewhere inside the ballroom at the moment. Within a few seconds Vanessa texted her response:

Family first, sis. I’ve got your back. Do what you need to do. 



Grateful for Vanessa’s support, she crunched through another antacid, the small plastic bottle almost empty. She marched through the kitchen, pulled the ballroom doors open, and went to find Anderson to tell him the “good” news.








  
  
Carson




It had been years since she’d driven in the snow, and even though the roads had been plowed, it added a whole other level of stress to the otherwise beautiful drive. 

If not for the bright white moon reflecting off the snow, she wouldn’t have seen much beyond the reach of her rental car’s headlights. Even with the added lunar help, she missed a couple of turns and had to find driveways in which to turn around. 

By the time she reached Vineyard Hill Road, her knuckles were white on the steering wheel and her back was as tight as a drum. Her antacids had run out halfway through the hour-long drive from the airport in Albany to the small western Massachusetts town of Hazelton.

Relief washed over her as she followed the gradual incline of the gravel road to Nicole’s house, just before the dead-end road stopped. 

On the right side of the road was a small ranch-style house that her GPS said was her destination. Directly across the street sat a large wood-sided building that could have been a barn except for the large front porch and glass-bordered doors. Almost hidden in the dark hung a small sign: Whispering Hills Winery. 

Just past the winery sat a beautiful log home, two stories high with a wraparound porch and a garage, and a truck in the driveway. The home was nothing short of stunning and she wondered if it looked like a ski chalet on the inside as well. The whole area overflowed with that rustic charm of which New England had been given more than its fair share.

The three buildings were surrounded by hilly fields of snow-covered plants. Considering one of the buildings was a winery, she assumed the plants to be grape vines. Independent wineries and craft breweries were also not in short supply in these parts, so maybe they were barley or hops?

Despite the charm of her surroundings, something still felt off. Technically, the holiday season had only started three days ago, but something about being in the hilly terrain full of evergreen trees blanketed in snow brought her seasonal cheer to the surface and she realized exactly how dark her surroundings were. 

She had passed one small house at the bottom of the hill that had been decorated with a few strands of white Christmas lights. However, neither Nicole’s house, the winery, nor the log home seemed to know it was the time for festive cheer. 

Aside from the porch lamp and the sliver of light that escaped through the closed curtains on the large picture window, Nicole’s house was dark. As were the winery and the log home. 

Snow was a natural sound absorber and the silence that greeted her as she stepped out of the small SUV made the darkness a touch deeper all around her. 

Lugging her suitcase out of the trunk and slinging her backpack over one shoulder, Carson determined her first course of action for the next morning; find their outdoor lights and help her little family get their Christmas on.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so glad you could come,” Nicole said, as she pulled Carson into a huge bear hug as soon as she walked in the door. “Thank you, Cari.”

A small undecorated Christmas tree stood in one corner of the room, next to a line toys, that included a plastic refrigerator and oven, as well as a small wooden tool bench. The home was cozy and welcoming.

From their place bundled up on the couch across the room, Carson’s niece, Lucy, and nephew, Drew, stared at her with wide eyes. It was Lucy who jumped up first, as the eight-year-old followed her mother’s lead then wrapped her arms around Carson’s waist.

“Hi, Sweetheart,” Carson said, running a hand over Lucy’s ponytail. “I’ve missed you.” She squatted down to give the little girl a proper hug. Drew came close but stayed behind Lucy. “Hi, Drew. You probably don’t remember me. I haven’t seen you in a couple years, but I’m your Aunt Carson.” Not wanting to scare the kid, she smiled but didn’t attempt a hug. He nodded then reached out to hold onto Lucy’s pajama sleeve.

“He’s shy,” Lucy said, appearing perfectly comfortable having her brother tag along with her. “But don’t worry, he’s really nice. Oh,” she added, “and his tooth is starting to get wiggly.”

Drew bared his teeth, stuck his fingers in his mouth and started to push on one of the little teeth in the front of his bottom jaw. “Ith thith one,” he said around a mouthful of fingers.

“It’s still got a ways to go, I think,” Carson said, staring hard but noting that the tooth didn’t appear to move in the slightest as he pushed and pulled on it. She smiled at the two of them, as sweet as sweet could be, and felt a pang of protectiveness spike through her as she wondered how the hell Ian could have chosen his stupid girlfriend over his own children. 

“All right, you two, let Auntie take off her coat and get warm,” Nicole said, looking down on the little trio. She helped Carson stand, took her coat and her backpack, and said, “You’re staying in the guest room. It’s just down the hall here.”

Wheeling her suitcase behind her, Carson followed Nicole toward her new digs. Lucy walked alongside her. “It’s going to be my room soon,” she said. “For my next birthday, Mama said we can paint the walls and move my bed into there.”

From behind the little group, Drew piped up. “Then I’ll have my own room, too.” Carson smiled at the sandy haired six-year-old and hoped he would get that new room.

“Up until a month ago, I’d been using this space as a studio,” Nicole said. “But now that I have my store up and running, I do a lot of my work down there.” Her words were optimistic but the feeling behind them felt a bit unsure. Asking how the store was doing would have to wait until the kids weren’t around, just in case it wasn’t going well.

Nicole hustled the kids out of the bedroom, leaving Carson alone to unpack. The trundle mattress under the day bed had been pulled up to make a king-sized bed that took over a good portion of the small room. She unpacked her suitcase, refolding her clothes and placing most things into the bureau opposite the bed. She hung the few hangable things in the closet and set up her toiletries on the small bedside table. 

Once Carson finished unpacking and changing into her comfiest, and warmest, sweats, she returned to the living room. Lucy and Drew were snuggled up on the couch, big sister reading a Christmas story to her younger brother, who sat in rapt attention at every word she read.

“They’re really something, aren’t they?” Nicole said as Carson approached the kitchen. The sisters stood together as they watched the lovely little scene. Beside her, Nicole sniffed and when Carson turned, tears were rolling down her sister’s cheeks. 

“Are you OK, Mama?” Lucy asked, as she closed the book and peered through the doorway.

Nicole quickly wiped her eyes. “Of course, sweetheart. I just love it when you two read together. It makes me really happy.” 

The children may not have understood the strain in their mother’s voice, but Carson did. Despite Anderson’s protests and borderline threats of termination, she had made the right decision to come back to Massachusetts.

“Who wants Aunt Cari to read bedtime stories tonight?” Carson asked. 

Lucy said, “Will you read like Granddad?”

Unsure what that meant, Carson glanced at Nicole. 

“He does all the different voices when he reads,” Nicole whispered.

“Absolutely,” Carson said to the kids, leaving the kitchen and working up her most enthusiastic voice. “I love doing the voices. I used to do all the voices when I’d babysit your mom and I would read to her before bed.” The five-year age gap between them meant that Carson was often called on to babysit, and any babysitter worth their salt knew enough to do the voices.

Lucy’s eyes lit up. “Mama let me babysit Drew once, too!”

“Yeah,” Drew said, clearly wanting to back up his big sister, who only had two years on him. “And she always does the voices, too!”

“That’s awesome,” Carson said. “Why don’t you go brush your teeth and I’ll meet you in your room in like five minutes.” 

The kids bolted out of the room to get ready for bed. Nicole chuckled behind her. “I literally left them alone for about five minutes when I ran across the road to give my landlord the rent check. The way they tell it, I took a vacation to the Bahamas and left my eight-year-old in charge for the week.”

Carson laughed. “Don’t worry. I figured it was something like that.” She took a step toward the hallway. “You know, it’s amazing how much they look like you when you were little.”

“You think so? I always thought they favored Ian more than me,” Nicole said.

“Maybe a hint around the eyes but other than that, they are carbon copies of you. Even more than that, they are amazingly sweet and kind. And that’s exactly how you were.” She pulled Nicole in for a quick hug. “Still are.”


      [image: ]“Ihope it’s all right,” Carson said when she returned to the living room twenty minutes later. “I read them each a story they chose and then we read one more that we all wanted.” 

From her seat, cocooned in a blanket on the couch, Nicole laughed. “They may be just like me but you are just like Dad.”

Carson thought about that for a few seconds. “I’ve definitely been told worse things about myself.” Despite the heat in the house, Carson shivered because she still struggled to keep warm. 

Already feeling at home, she grabbed the Afghan from the back of the overstuffed chair and threw it over her lap as she sat. Immediately she stood back up. “I think I need a cup of tea,” she said, walking to the kitchen. “Can I get you one?”

“That sounds nice,” Nicole said. “Cups are over the microwave and teabags are in a box on top of the fridge.”

When both cups were ready, Carson handed one to Nicole.

“Thank you.” She accepted the cup and perched it on her knees, staring at it like she was about to tell it something important. “Do you know how long it’s been since anyone got me a cup of tea?” she said, still looking at the steaming mug.

“Since Ian left?” Carson asked, her voice just above a whisper.

Nicole shrugged, shook her head gently. “Nope,” she said. “I don’t actually know when the last time was.” She looked up at Carson. “He never made me tea. Or did much of anything for me, actually.”

Carson’s mouth hung open before she remembered her manners, then took a small sip of tea as she sat down. She’d assumed they were madly in love with each other at the beginning and did things for each other the way their parents always had. “Really?”

Nicole huffed out a small, humorless laugh. “Aside from giving me those two amazing humans in the other room, he didn’t add all that much to this marriage.” She shifted her gaze from Carson to the mug of tea in her hands and sat silently for a few seconds. “How the hell am I supposed to do any of this by myself?” 

Carson expected her to start crying but Nicole just sat, silently staring into the swirls of steam rising off her mug. 

This was where Carson felt the most comfortable—being present and willing and able to lend a hand. Even if only for a few weeks. Christmas could be a hard enough season to get through, and if she could help Nicole get to the other side and see what an amazing mom and artist and sister and daughter she was, Carson would consider the risk to her job more than worth it. 

And it’s not like there was anyone at home waiting for her to get back.

“Do you hear from him at all?” Carson ventured to ask between sips of gingerbread vanilla tea. 

With a deep sigh, Nicole shook her head again. “Not really,” she said. “He calls the kids now and again. They FaceTime every once in a while. Nothing on the regular though.”

Clearly the topic of Ian wasn’t a good one. Carson’s blood boiled at the lack of involvement of her former brother-in-law in the lives of his own children. Nicole didn’t need Carson’s thoughts on the situation because they wouldn’t be very constructive anyhow, so she held her tongue. “How’s the store going?” 

Nicole had chosen to move to Hazelton because she was able to find an affordable storefront on the main street of town where she could move forward with her dream of owning her own store. Earlier in the year she had opened Happenstance, an eclectic mix of pieces created by local artists, including herself, that she sold through consignment.

“Ummm…” Nicole said. “It’s doing OK. I wish it was doing a little better but I was warned when I signed the lease that October and November could be a little slow until ski season kicks in. Summer tourists are gone and the snow bunnies haven’t gotten here yet. Although the leaf peepers were around and kept me busy for a couple weeks, so that was nice. And since it snowed early this year, maybe the ski season will start early too?”

“What about your online store?” Carson had tried to get her sister to open an online shop, either through an established selling site or just through her own website. It would increase the visibility of her little shop, opening it up to anyone, anywhere she was willing to ship.

Nicole’s shoulders slumped. “I haven’t given it much thought. I’m sorry. I know you were trying to help but… I just didn’t have it in me to add another thing to my plate.”

“No,” Carson said. “Don’t be sorry. I was just making conversation.” She jerked her thumb at the television. “You got Netflix on that thing? I’m sure we can find something fun to take our minds off things for a while.”

For the first time since Carson arrived, Nicole smiled. A feeble, exhausted, half attempt, but it was a smile nonetheless. “That would be nice.” She grabbed the remote, turned on the TV and started scrolling.

There was nothing Carson could do to affect Ian and his less than admirable choices but there had to be something she could do for Nicole. She would be there until just after New Year’s to be with Lucy and Drew so Nicole could keep her store open extended hours. 

Surely there was more Carson could do. Something tangible.








  
  
Tom




Tom Wyatt accepted the half-full shot glass from his friend’s outstretched hand, held it to his nose and breathed in the sweet scent of maple. He raised his eyebrows and looked at Will over the rim of the glass. 

Leaning back in the leather chair like he was getting comfortable in his own home, and not sitting in Tom’s living room, Will looked back and grinned then nodded as a way to tell Tom to take a sip.

Closing his eyes to focus his concentration, Tom tipped the glass to his lips and let a few drops of the maple whiskey coat his tongue. The distinct sweetness of the maple complemented the slight burn of the alcohol, and after a few seconds, he picked up a subtle hint of smoke. Damn, that was good.

“Donny Weaver really made this?” Tom said, still savoring the exquisite taste of their friend’s first batch of small still whiskey. “That little bastard really made something as good as this?” Holding up the shot glass in the soft light of the table lamp, he admired the amber liquid inside.

The hockey game played on the TV opposite the couch where Tom sat, the warmth of the room in direct contrast to the crisp winter evening outside. Leather furniture and wood floors absorbed the heat from the woodburning stove in the corner and kept the temperature comfortable. 

With his ever-present smile, Will nodded. “It’s good, isn’t it? I told you it would be.”

It was more than good. It was fucking brilliant. And the fact that their buddy was able to grow from a small scale winery to a small still distillery that crafted the maple whiskey in his hand in such a short time only fueled Tom’s desire to do the same.

“It’s way better than good,” Tom said, tipping the glass and emptying it in one swallow. He grabbed the bottle from the coffee table and refilled both his and Will’s glasses before he took a closer look at the label. “Shit, even the label looks good,” he said taking in the clever illustration of Donny himself sitting in front of a weaving loom on the cream-colored label. “His wife did that?” 

As if Tom needed another reason to be jealous of Donny, who’d found a great woman, while Tom’s divorced ass worked all alone day after day. Working with Will was great but it was not the same thing. At all.

“She did,” Will said. 

Tom took another sip, savored the taste all over again. “You said he did this in only a year?”

Will leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees. Both men had lost any interest in hockey as they focused their energy on the potential business venture in front of them. “Yep. Took him just under twelve months to get from nothing to that,” he said, pointing to the bottle. “So… what do you think? Are we doing this, or what?”

Tom had been the sole owner of the Whispering Hills Winery for the past six years. Technically, five, since his ex-wife was co-owner for the first year. Since she’d gone, most of his time had been devoted to learning and perfecting his craft and producing the best wines possible. He primarily used grapes from his own vineyard combined with a variety of fruits from local growers.

The addition of a distillery to the property, even with Will coming on board to help, would add a whole other dimension to the business. Increasing production from strictly wine to include a selection of whiskeys and other spirits would be no small undertaking. It would be expensive. And time-consuming. And a hell of a lot more work than he was currently doing.

After tossing back the rest of the shot of whiskey, he thumped the glass on the table and held Will’s gaze. “I submitted the application to the state two weeks ago. We should be hearing back before the first of the year,” he said. “If Donny Weaver can do this, we can sure as hell do this.” 

Will’s face went slack before he clapped his hands together. “Yes!” He jumped up from his chair, spun around in a half circle as if he was looking for something. Not finding whatever it was, he plunked his butt back in the chair, his eyes wide and round. He clenched his hands into fists then released them and clapped them together again. “Fuck yeah!”

Despite the calming effect of the alcohol, Tom’s heart rate ticked higher at the thought of the opportunity—and the work—before them. “You think we’ll still be friends if we partner up on this?” It was a stupid question; the two of them had been working toward this exact moment for the last four years, at least. They were about to embark on the natural next step of their journey toward becoming small still distillers.

“Hell yeah,” Will said. “You know how it goes. You’re the brains, I’m the brawn. Together, we’re going to give Donny Weaver a fuckin’ run for his money.” With a laugh, he added, “But not for at least another year or so.”

“And we’ll be able to get enough people on board to help harvest?” Tom asked, mentally running the numbers again. Knowing how much of an outlay this distillery was going to be, he couldn’t forget to factor in some additional labor costs. 

The play-by-play guy on the television yelled when someone scored a goal. Will flicked a glance in that direction, but even that bit of good news couldn’t distract him for long. “We’ll figure it out,” he said, turning back to Tom. “Even if it’s me and you out there to start. Hell, I’ve got five brothers with wives and kids. I’ll put all their asses to work.” He tipped back the remainder of his shot glass. “Even the babies!”

How Will’s parents raised six boys would forever be a fascinating subject to Tom. Coming from a family of two, with just one older sister, a house with that much testosterone must have been chaos from sunup to sundown. For years at a time. He shuddered at the thought.

“We’ve also got to find a local supply of apples, plums, and, obviously, maple syrup,” Tom said.

Will’s legs bounced like he was waiting for a starting gun to sound. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll find all that stuff. I’ve done a little looking around and we should be able to work with some farms in New York and Vermont. There’s even a couple in New Hampshire if we need them. Whatever it is we’ve got to have, we’ll find it. And, hey, who knows? Maybe you can buy a few bar stools and take advantage of the liquor license you already have and don’t use.”

Will knew that was a sore spot and he chose to poke it anyway. “Seriously?” Tom said.

“What? You’ve got the license. You’ve got the bar. All you need is someplace for people to sit, and they might actually use it.”

Tom bristled, his shoulders getting tighter by the second. “Yeah,” he said. “But who the hell’s going to work it?”

Will threw his hands in the air, obviously exasperated. “Who knows! Hire someone. Or open once a week for a few hours and do some wine tasting. Then when the distillery’s up and running you can add the whiskey too.” He dropped his head back, stared at the ceiling. “Why are you so against doing more with that place? You could make a killing over there.”

The idea of more customers sounded good in theory, but with the winery, the distillery, and then throwing in the potential of a tasting room, Tom was quickly running out of hours in his day. He left his job back in Boston because he’d burned out on it—big time. The niggling worry snuck into his brain that he might be courting the same disaster all over again. 

On the flip side was all the learning he’d get to do. Adding the distillery to his current business was a puzzle he couldn’t wait to dig into. But would it be worth the headache of an increased customer base? There were just so many things to think about.

Slow-moving tires crunched over the snowy gravel of the dead-end road outside. Aside from Tom’s house and the winery next to it, he also owned the small ranch house directly across from the winery. About six months ago, he had rented out the house to a woman and her two kids. Whenever there was traffic on the road at night, it was always them and he’d learned to ignore it. 

Will, on the other hand, never missed an opportunity to take a peek when he heard the car drive up.

“You expecting company?” Will asked. Approaching the window, he pulled the heavy curtain back to get a better look.

“Just you,” Tom said. “And since you’re already here…”

“Don’t be a smartass.” Will angled his head, staring harder out the window.

Tom shook his head. “Why don’t you just ask her out?” Will’s crush on the woman across the road was a secret to nobody—except the woman across the road. “She seems like a nice enough person.”

Visibly shocked, Will dropped the curtain back into place as he turned to Tom. “I’m not asking her out. I’ve never even talked to her.” He pulled the curtain open and peered out the window again. “Besides, that’s not her.”

From his seat on the couch, Tom said, “Yeah? Who’s out there then? Some other guy finally ask her out because you’re too chicken shit to talk to her?”

“Fuck you, dude, I’m not afraid to talk to her. I just haven’t happened to bump into her yet.”

It didn’t matter that Will was at the winery or Tom’s house at least three or four times a week and they’d seen her out there countless times. Tom laughed as Will craned his neck to keep watching his neighbor’s visitor, most likely hoping it wasn’t some guy. 

“Ha!” Will said, throwing a satisfied glance over his shoulder. “Fuck you again, it’s not a guy. It’s a girl.”

Finally standing to watch the goings-on outside his window, Tom followed Will’s line of sight to a woman approaching the small house across the street, her silhouette outlined by the yellow front porch light. 

“She’s kinda bundled up,” Will said. “But she’s got hips and probably a nice ass from the looks of it.”

Pulling Will away from the window with another laugh, Tom said, “Brother, you can’t even ask out the one woman you like. Take a breather from adding new ones to the list.” He grabbed the whiskey bottle, topped off both their glasses, and sat back down to watch the rest of the game, relieved to be done with the conversation about expanding his business. 

“Who do you think she is?” Will said, without removing his gaze from the television. “You don’t think Nicole’s into girls, do you?”

Tom almost choked on his drink. “Jesus, Will, just say hi to the woman the next time you see her. She’s out there with her kids all the time.”

His eyes fixed on the screen, Will ignored Tom’s suggestion. Instead, he asked, “How come you never asked her out?”

Tom rested his head against the wall behind him. “You mean aside from the fact that she’s my neighbor and technically my tenant? Or the fact that she has two kids? Oh, and let’s not forget about my track record with women being zero for one.” He tipped his glass and emptied it in one mouthful. “And one failed marriage is more than enough for me.”

Will skipped over Tom’s comment about his failed marriage to Heather and focused on one of his other reasons. “You really aren’t interested because she’s got kids?” he asked. “I think kids would be pretty cool.”

To say he spent exactly no time thinking about his neighbor would be an understatement. They said hello to one another occasionally, and she had been into the winery for a bottle of wine a couple times or to drop off her rent check, but there was never any spark of anything between them. 

She was polite. He sold her a bottle of wine or accepted her check. End of story. The only time he spent thinking about her at all was when Will showed up and wouldn’t stop talking about her.

“Kids are fine, I guess,” Tom said. “I got nothing against them.” Since he had to work in the morning, he stuck the cork back into the whiskey bottle. “Just not really interested in any of my own.” At one point, he and Heather had talked about having kids, but that was before his abrupt career change from bio-tech researcher to small town vintner, and their subsequent divorce. 

He had always thought of the move as a way out of his career burnout, but rather than understand how miserably unhappy he was doing that kind of work, she often accused him of simply giving up on their life together, and she’d said she wasn’t willing to do that.


      [image: ]Once the final buzzer sounded and the game ended, Will took off, leaving Tom to think over everything they’d talked about that night. As he walked by the living room window, he couldn’t help but take a peek across the road. The new car was still in the driveway, meaning his neighbor’s guest was probably there for the night. 

Not that it mattered. What happened over there was none of his business. Whoever the newcomer was, she meant nothing to him. Even if her silhouette was intriguing, making him think she probably did have a nice ass. It was still none of his business who she was or why she was there. He had enough to worry about.








  
  
Carson




Despite sleeping in a bed that wasn’t her own, Carson had slept well and the warmth and coziness of the pile of comforters had her clicking snooze a few times before the aroma of coffee wafting in from the kitchen was too much to withstand. 

“Cell service isn’t the best here,” Nicole said as she scribbled directions to the kids’ school on a piece of notebook paper. “And don’t forget to follow the line of cars around to the front of the building. I already left a message with the front office, so they won’t think you’re trying to steal my kids or anything.” The relief on Nicole’s face was a welcome change from the tension Carson had seen there the night before. “You’re sure you don’t mind picking them up so I can stay at the shop a little later?”

Carson waved away her sister’s concerns. “As long as nobody thinks I’m kidnapping these two and I don’t get arrested, the rest of my day will be cake.” She winked at Lucy, who stood by the door with her backpack on, holding Drew’s hand. “Right, Luce? We got this.”

Lucy smiled and nodded, so Drew did too.

Once Nicole and the kids left, Carson finished her coffee, then spent a couple hours getting some work done. Anderson would be checking in most days, if not every day, and she didn’t want to give him anything to complain about.

Reopening a browser window, she did a quick search through a few different website hosting providers, none of which looked particularly difficult to set up. Most of them had built-in functionality for opening an online store that could be up and running within an hour. 

Feeling confident in her ability to get Nicole set up with a retail site before she returned to Savannah, Carson ate a quick bowl of cereal, threw on some warm clothes, and headed out to the garage to get started on her big day of decorating.

Stepping into the attached garage, she suddenly understood why Nicole parked her car in the driveway. Piles of boxes and plastic bins, loads of black trash bags and random art supplies filled the entire space where the car should be parked. She steeled herself for the work that lay ahead of her. 

Carson thought about texting her sister to find out which of the containers held the Christmas lights but decided against it since she wanted it to be as much of a surprise for Nicole as it would hopefully be for Lucy and Drew.

Not wanting to completely invade her sister’s privacy, she felt around a few of the trash bags, which all felt soft but heavy, like they were filled with blankets or off-season clothes, and moved them off to the side of the garage to make some space in the middle from which to sort decorations.

A couple of boxes had been labeled with heavy, dark marker in handwriting she didn’t recognize as Nicole’s. Clearly, Ian had labeled the contents of those boxes. His books and CDs filled one box while some hand tools and random crap filled another. 

Barely quelling the urge to carry those boxes to the back yard and set them on fire, she shoved them along the wall next to the trash bags and continued her search for Christmas lights. 

Having not had much luck with the cardboard boxes, she decided to start opening and looking through the plastic bins. Along the back wall, a steel shelving system had been loaded with bins and she scanned them to see if any had been labeled with their contents. With the exception of one on the very bottom labeled Nicole’s Art Stuff, the rest were as much a mystery as Nicole’s taste in men. 

Storing the Christmas lights on the bottom shelf would have made her life far too easy, so she wasn’t surprised when all she found there were some old baby clothes, more art supplies, and a container with what looked like Ian’s shoes. Why the hell Nicole had so many of Ian’s belongings was beyond her, but it wasn’t her place to throw it in the garbage can any more than it was her place to use his things to start a bonfire that might finally warm her frozen bones. 

But it wouldn’t take much to convince her.

Shoving Ian’s things to the side, she made space to place one foot and hoist herself up to grab hold and yank down a bin. It was surprisingly heavier than she expected it to be. “Shit!” she yelled as the weight of the bin launched her backwards from her perch and sent her sprawling onto the concrete floor, crashing onto her hip with a painful thud.

After slowly getting back to her feet, she gingerly moved her leg, checking to make sure she hadn’t broken anything. Certain she’d have a bruise on her ass cheek by the end of the day, if not by the end of the hour, she briefly entertained the thought of going back into the house for an ibuprofen, or four, and skipping the whole decorating the house thing. Until she saw what spilled from the bin onto the floor beside her, and her heart lifted.

Dark green strings of lights lay tangled in a big ball, some wrapped among green, plastic garland, and some in tight messes of chaos. Her quick high crashed as she realized how much work it was going to be getting all those strings separated out.

With a sigh, she set to work. After what felt like an hour, she managed to get one whole string freed from its captivity and hurried to get it out to the front yard. She would have run it out there, but her hip was aching so much it was more of a fast hobble. Which wouldn’t have been so bad except she tripped over another of Ian’s boxes and, with another loud curse, crashed down onto her knees, not using her hands to catch herself so she didn’t break her recently liberated string lights.

“I am too freaking old for this,” she said, pushing herself up to standing and brushing dust from her pant legs. With one foot she swept the contents of the box into a pile, not caring if she broke things that belonged to Ian, but careful not to break any bulbs. As she squatted down to shove Ian’s belongings into the box, another bin caught her eye from the third shelf up on the right. Santa. That looked promising.

With one bruised hip and two smarting knees she navigated the maze of Nicole’s garage, gently stepped onto a lower bin and reached for the Santa box. Pulling it down without any additional injuries, she laid it on the floor and smiled when she saw the contents; several coils of rope lights and a sign that read, Santa! Stop Here! 

Taped to the inside of the lid were the instructions for setting up a landing strip on the front lawn for Santa Claus. In Ian’s scrawl were written the words, “Front yard! Next year!”

“I can do you one better. Jerk,” she said as she read the directions, then stood, grabbed a ladder, and took her newfound treasures to the yard.

Getting the ladder situated safely against the house took longer than she anticipated but once she was sure it wasn’t going anywhere, she climbed up, put the rope lights on the roof and tossed up a box of clips to attach them to the shingles. 

Carson had never been afraid of heights but climbing on the roof in twenty-five-degree weather with a stiff breeze was perhaps not her favorite thing. But if Ian wasn’t there to do it, someone would have to, and with Nicole working and their father on the way to Aunt Peggy’s house in Pennsylvania, that someone would have to be her. 

With a deep breath for extra courage, she popped a quick antacid and climbed up onto the roof, crawling slowly on sore knees, dragging her decorations along with her.

“There’s a reason I have a crew to do this stuff,” she mumbled as she crawled to the far end of the house, making a mental note to thank her crew profusely when she got back to Savannah… assuming Anderson didn’t actually follow through on his threat of firing her if even one thing went wrong on the two events she’d left in Vanessa’s charge. But that was a problem for another day.

Creating the landing strip would have gone faster if her fingers hadn’t been stiff from the cold, but even so, it looked pretty cool. The low slope of the roof made a perfect landing spot for the big man when he made his appearance, and the strips of red and green lights would no doubt excite the kids. 

She’d been feeling pretty good about herself until she realized she’d neglected to bring up an extension cord to plug it all in. 







OEBPS/images/99c0525e-84c2-4ae7-a565-cdd0386f2e5e.png







