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

    

  


  
    
      From the Cover:

      

      Can a Christmas miracle bring two broken hearts back together?

      

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

      

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

      

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

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Ashley wanted to sob. It wasn’t only the reminder of her grandmother and her childhood home, but the love that had never really died because she’d had no closure. Sam had never told her why. Her heart was still with him. And now to go back and face it all again? She couldn’t. She just couldn’t.
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      The long thin board belched from the planer into Sam Patterson’s waiting hands. As project manager at Building Company 101, the local lumberyard in Wonderland, he wasn’t usually the one standing at the end of a machine. He had an office, but he hated pushing papers. Planning jobs took mental prowess, which he enjoyed – working on job sites kept his mind busy and his body active. But day-to-day paperwork was a never-ending grind. So he’d offered to come out and work in the shop when they were short-handed, just for a change of pace.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yeah, it sold yesterday.”

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

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

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

      “You okay, Sam?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “All the time.” His eyes twinkled again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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