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        Second Chance in Snowfall by Fiona Keane

      

      

      Elle knew she could always go home, but when she and her teenage son move back into her childhood home and she takes over the family business, winter brings a change of plans and a storm of nostalgia that encourages a second chance with her high school sweetheart.
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        Turn the Page by Jasmine Luck

      

      

      Widowed Londoner Grace Clarke is surfacing from her grief to realize a long-held dream: her online bookshop in bricks and mortar. She’s not looking to find love again, concentrating instead on renovating her new store. Chance throws carpenter Ryan Cho into Grace’s path. He’s creative, kind, and makes her laugh, and before long, she’s hired him to assist with the building work. But maybe he could fit into her life in more ways than one. As Christmas approaches, will Grace be ready to start a new chapter?
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        Making Spirits Bright by Kate Chambers

      

      

      After the unexpected loss of her grandmother and partner-in-crime, Dori Powell seems set to spend Christmas in the dark, decorations tucked away along with her memories. But when her neighbor Jack, who’s been pining after her for years, notices a distinct lack of festivity from across the street, he sets about bringing the spirit back to Dori. With their small town to help, can Jack bring joy back to the feisty little bookseller?
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      Malcolm watched the trunk hatch close, slinking into his seat while Elle walked around the back of the car. A rush of ocean air swirled into the car when she opened the door and flopped onto her seat, taking a moment to catch her breath before buckling her seatbelt.

      “I would make this drive at least once a year with your grandparents when I was little,” she offered, noticing Malcom wrap his arms around his knees that were pulled so close they grazed his chin.

      “But you’d have a home to go back to,” he uttered.

      “Buddy,” Elle stroked Malcolm’s wavy blond hair, “don’t you remember what I say? We always have a home wherever we’re…” She nudged her son’s shoulder when he hadn’t answered.

      “Together,” Malcolm finally added. “But everything we know is here.”

      “You know plenty about your grandparents’ farm,” she rebuked. “It might not have waves to surf, or carryout at midnight, but I think we’re going to be really happy up there.”

      Malcolm rolled his head to rest on his knees and see Elle. “I guess snowboarding can be like surfing.”

      Elle’s smile filled with hope. “That’s my guy.” She leaned over to press a kiss to his forehead, then started the car.

      The drive to her parents’ house in Washington was what Elle and Malcolm needed, a journey to soften the concept of moving from Malcolm’s childhood home. No matter how many shifts Elle took on after her husband left, she couldn’t maintain the expenses associated with life as a single parent on a nurse’s salary.

      She had savings, but that was locked away for Malcolm, and the money she made from selling their house was untouchable in her mind. San Francisco had been Russell’s dream and even though their hundred-year-old house, with enough character to star in its own novel, was where Malcolm took his first steps and where they’d spent countless lazy weekends as a happy family, it was also where Elle signed her divorce papers… Elle just couldn’t stay. It might’ve been irrational to uproot, to let go of a dream, but the one thing she and her twelve-year-old son needed more than anything was family, and that’s who awaited them in the charming town of Snowfall, Washington.

      It was a fourteen hour drive that quickly turned into sixteen hours with stops for bathroom breaks, fast food, and coffee. It was perfect, though. Elle and Malcolm talked and, most importantly, he did the talking. Elle shared stories about Malcolm’s dad as a kid, how he had once broken his wrist on her family’s farm, warning Malcolm not to work in the forest alone. He loved every detail, eager to hear each memory as they grieved and planned for what was next.

      It was just after ten when Elle left the freeway and slowed to navigate the dimly lit roads that wove toward Snowfall.

      “It seems like a weird name for a town,” Malcolm observed.

      “You’ll understand in a few weeks when we can’t even open the front door,” Elle chuckled. “I’m sure grandma has a picture somewhere of me buried in a snow pile just like we have of you in sand at the beach.” Malcolm looked at his mom, offering a sleepy smile. “There it is,” she stated.

      “Looks the same,” Malcolm replied, taking in the main gate of the farmhouse’s driveway. Heavy evergreens drooped over the gravel drive once they entered the code and wheeled forward.

      “I don’t think you could pay grandma a million dollars to change anything about it,” Elle joked. Her parents had done plenty of craftsmanship over the years to adjust the home to their growing family, but Frosted Pines Farm was a museum to a time long since passed.

      A string of lights, some flickering and some completely out, hung in rows above the wraparound porch, lighting the way as Elle and Malcolm stepped from their parked car toward the house. The front door swung open before they got to the front steps, Elle’s mom bursting out with her arms wide open.

      “I thought you’d be in bed,” Elle remarked, although her heart softened to feel home. Malcolm was already swept into a hug from his grandma, having dropped his backpack on the steps for Elle to scoop up when she climbed to meet them.

      “I wouldn’t miss this homecoming for the world,” her mom replied. “Neither would your sister and that troublemaking man of hers. They’re inside, waiting for you two.”

      “Troublemaking? Uncle Jeremy?” Malcolm rolled his eyes, rushing inside. Elle’s mom opened her arms again to hug Elle, who had already felt like the past life was so far a distant memory.

      Amie, Elle’s younger sister, stirred something in a pot at the antique stove in their parents’ kitchen when Elle and their mom joined. Amie’s husband was telling Malcolm spooky stories about fictional woodland creatures to watch out for, earning a swat to the back of his head from Malcolm’s grandma.

      “Oh, Maggie,” Jeremy teased. “I just want the boy to be prepared.” Jeremy lifted his eyebrows when he’d turned back to Malcolm. “I’ll teach you when the ladies aren’t looking.”

      Amie carried two mugs and the steaming pot, pouring hot cocoa into the mugs on the table. She offered one to Malcolm, who looked at Elle.

      “Get used to it, kid.” Elle smiled at her son. “That’s how they treat everyone up here.”

      “There’s something to be said,” Elle’s mom agreed, grunting as she settled into a chair on the other side of Malcolm, “for coming home.”

      Watching her family dote on Malcolm, sharing stories of the farm and the family business, and then showing him to his bedroom, Elle shed some of the stress of why they were even there. Fatigue came heavily once she realized they were okay, and she followed the sounds of her family upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      

      It started out like any magical morning of her childhood, with birds singing the farm awake and the smell of breakfast swirling up from the kitchen. Rolling over in bed, reality hit. Snowfall was the opposite of anything in California. Elle slept in one of the rooms her parents had reserved for guests, giving Malcolm her childhood bedroom with the view of the mountains. Her new room had an attached bathroom and a larger closet, with a window that overlooked the backyard and a long driveway that wove through the pine-dotted farm.

      “Coffee,” Amie announced, knocking on Elle’s door. She climbed out of bed, sleepily crossing the room to greet her sister. “You look like crap.”

      “Thanks.” Elle took the cup, inhaling the fresh scent. She followed Amie’s gaze to the pile of her luggage while sipping. “I’ll clean it up, eventually.”

      Amie chuckled, folding her arms. “You don’t have much time. Mom will need you to help with the,” she waved her hands like a rainbow in front of her, “ever popular Frosted Pines Farm solstice celebration. It’s your turn, California girl.”

      “I’m happy to.” Elle nudged her younger sister’s shoulder. “Just promise me we’ll still get to steal some of the shortbread cookies.”

      “Oh,” Amie grinned, “there isn’t a chance in the world we’re letting go of that tradition.” Amie settled onto Elle’s mattress while Elle changed out of her pajamas, pulling on a hooded sweatshirt and jeans. “Do you mind if Jeremy and I take Malcolm out for the day? We were thinking about showing him the town, and maybe it would give you and mom some time together.”

      Elle agreed, knowing her son would have a fabulous time with his aunt and uncle, and also selfishly wanting to have a moment to breathe. After breakfast and warning Jeremy not to show Malcolm how to fight a mountain lion, Elle followed her mom into the dormant orchard.

      “It’s not the same,” she explained, her fingertips grazing brown stems begging for spring, “but I think your dad would be happy about it. If he were here, he’d be telling me to fertilize more, or to put mulch down, and I always told him that none of that mattered. No matter what we did,” she chuckled, “the grapes came back happy enough to be made into a wine that made people even happier.”

      “I can’t believe it’s been a year already,” Elle uttered. “Life changes in an instant, doesn’t it, Mom?”

      Maggie bent to scoop a pile of leaves from around the trunk of a grapevine, clutching her knee as she stood. “You have to make every moment count, sweetheart. Don’t we both know it?”

      “Yeah,” Elle uttered. She tried to not to focus on Russell and what could’ve been, learning that staying in the past would prevent her and Malcolm from the future they deserved. Of course, her heart had broken, but she had filled the chipped spaces with family. Moving back to her childhood home to help Maggie manage the family business while giving Malcolm a fresh start was the perfect distraction and repurpose of her heart.

      They walked the orchard together, as Maggie updated Elle on everything about the cider, wine, and lavender. She mentioned to Elle how Malcolm might enjoy creating wreaths, gasping when she recalled something that would bring a rush of nostalgia.

      “I forgot to tell you I had an order from Erin.”

      Elle knew what her mom was getting at, but she wasn’t a fan of Maggie resurfacing the failed past, so she played ignorant. “Who?”

      “Honey,” her mom chuckled, “your childhood best friend’s mom.” Maggie’s blue eyes sparkled as she looked away, knowing Elle wouldn’t believe her faked indifference. “Not that there’s a reason to catch up with their family soon, or anything.”

      “I’m not buying your bait, Mom.” Elle followed her mom around the last row of grapevines to a wide space where all paths connected. She remembered dancing there as a child when her family hosted weddings, helping her dad place the pavers that let her bounce off into the rows of lavender, but it differed from decades ago. An enormous pergola covered most of the space, its pillars anchored next to ancient evergreens. Rows of string lights hung in a delicate pattern, their bulbs covered with snow as it fell.

      “They claim it’ll be just a dusting,” Maggie interrupted Elle’s observation. She caught the way Elle glanced around the space, using it as a chance to mention the plan for the upcoming solstice celebration. Jeremy and Amie had done most of the marketing and arranged food venders, while Maggie had hired some local high school students to help make wreaths and other items from their farm. The solstice celebration was Snowfall’s event of the year, but Elle hadn’t been to one since Malcolm was a toddler.

      Shivering as the flakes thickened, she sat on a bench under the pergola, not too far from the entrance to one of their smaller barns. It once housed her dad’s equipment, but now that Frosted Pines Farm let guests cut their own trees, they needed fewer tools and the barn was mostly cleaned out.

      “Just tell me what you need me to do,” Elle offered. “I’m sorry that I don’t even know what that might be. It’s probably second nature to Amie, and I’ll just mess up something.”

      “Don’t you talk about my baby that way,” her mom playfully warned, joining Elle on the bench. “You and Amie are different. She was too afraid to leave, and you were too scared to stay. You both did what was right for you. The celebration sort of runs itself these days,” Maggie offered, wrapping an arm around Elle. “I greet people, try the new cider Jeremy makes,” she chuckled, “and the rest is really vendors we contract with now. Your dad thought we were making a mistake by not doing everything ourselves a few years ago.”

      “I remember. He called me fuming after a fight with Amie.”

      Maggie’s scoff quickly rolled into laughter. “That old grump. He might’ve been fuming at first, but the first two parties after Amie’s changes bought us a bathroom remodel and that trip to meet you in Hawaii, so he got over himself pretty quickly.”

      Elle let out a deep breath, settling into her mom’s hug. “Thanks for letting me come home, Mom.”

      “It’s always here for you, dear.” She squeezed Elle into a hug, holding on to her until Elle moved. “I’m going to go see about making Malcolm some chocolate chip cookies for dinner. You take what time you need out here, and then we can talk about you making the rest of the wreaths for me.”

      The following afternoon, Elle borrowed a pair of Maggie’s snow boots and wandered into the pines with a small handsaw and steaming thermos of coffee. Alone in her thoughts, her cheeks tingling with frost, Elle considered everything she could from her life in California to how she wanted to raise Malcolm in Washington. He seemed just as relieved as Elle to be there. His friends were just a text or video message away, but Malcolm hadn’t spent much time talking with anyone in the two days they had been there. Instead, he helped Jeremy cut down some trees as well as help his favorite uncle bottle goods for the solstice celebration.

      That night, Elle listened eagerly to Malcolm’s stories about being in the forest with his uncle, and how he fixed a measurement mistake while Jeremy prepared berry jam that would’ve been a mess, and Elle’s heart settled into their new world. It was a magical place, just like it had been for her.

      When she woke the next morning, she found a note on the kitchen table from Maggie.

      Elle Belle,

      We took Malcolm to the u-cut for the morning to teach him a thing or two about the family business. I’ve left scones in the oven for you. Some customers are picking up their wreaths today. Just answer the door and hand them theirs from the box on the front porch. See you after lunch.

      Love,

      Mom

      Elle hadn’t finished reading the letter by the time the doorbell rang. Its sound echoed throughout the large house, ringing in her ears as she quickly poured and sipped a cup of coffee on her way to answer the door.

      “Good mo—” Elle choked on her coffee, coughing as it scorched her throat. It hadn’t been the flavor or pace with which she swallowed that caused the fit, but the six-foot tall time capsule standing on the porch.

      “Elle?”

      “Mm-hmm,” she replied, biting her lips. She hadn’t seen Casey Hayes on her front porch since she was nineteen years old and, except for the fleeting flecks of gray in his dark golden hair and smile lines around his blue eyes, he hadn’t looked like he aged in that time at all.

      They were stuck, awkwardly silent, neither sure if a hug or handshake was the best way to greet your high school sweetheart after a lifetime apart. Casey slipped his hands into his sweatshirt pocket instead.

      “It’s been… Wow,” Casey uttered, a laugh slipping through. “Sorry. I’m just picking up two wreaths for my mom. I had no idea you would be—How are you?”

      It was a loaded question in Elle’s mind. She took a moment to sort through the box of wreaths and found one labeled with Erin Hayes’ name and phone number, thinking back to her mom’s comment from their walk around the property, when Maggie suggested there wasn’t anything to catch up with Erin about. Except for the fact her famous son was back in town.

      “How’s Catherine?” Elle answered, lifting the wreaths and standing, hoping that asking about her childhood best friend, and Casey’s little sister, would settle the painful knot creeping into her chest.

      “Boy,” he sighed, “if I had a dollar for every time someone asked me about my sister, I’d be pretty damn rich.” Casey’s laugh filled her mind. “She’s great. She married a French guy who treats her well, so I can’t complain.”

      “We all know you wouldn’t let her marry a creep,” Elle agreed, smiling. Handing Casey the wreaths, she noticed there wasn’t a ring on his finger. Maybe he had also tried to hold a marriage together and had been divorced. “I wish we had stayed in touch,” she thought aloud, “so you could’ve stopped me from marrying one.”

      Casey reached for the wreaths, tentatively holding his warm palm over Elle’s hand. “I would’ve stopped you from marrying anyone once upon a past life, Elle.”

      His touch was enough to make Elle forget everything for just a second, until it hit her like whiplash that her high school sweetheart was there, cupping her hand. Coming back to reality, Elle pulled her hand back, letting Casey take the wreaths, and she took a step toward the front door, picking up her coffee cup from the box of wreaths.

      “Anyway,” she wasn’t sure what to do, “tell your mom I said hi.”

      Casey scratched his head with his free hand. “I’m heading down to the u-cut to grab a tree for her and see your mom. I don’t know if she knows I’m here.”

      “Was there a front-page article about it?” Elle teased, blushing when he rolled his eyes and smirked. “Sorry. I’ve just never shared a wreath with a celebrity. How does this work?”

      “I’m still me,” he rebuked, “so you could let me take you out for coffee and we can catch up.”

      “Catch up?” Elle inhaled a shaky breath. What hadn’t happened in the years since she had last seen Casey? She took another sip of her coffee, watching his stare fix on hers. “There’s more inside.”

      Casey took his eyes from Elle for a split second, glancing behind her into the house. Memories flashed in his mind, from sneaking in with Elle after everyone had fallen asleep, dinners with her family, helping her parents on the farm, and the time Elle’s mom caught them kissing in the orchard. Their relationship was everything they could have asked for in a first love, even though their promise to remain friends once they broke up hadn’t lasted. Life moved quickly and gave or took what it wanted without warning.

      “I was sorry to hear about your dad,” he told her, feeling guilty when he caught sadness wash over Elle’s face. “Thinking about going in there brought a lot back. He would’ve chased me out with the hose if he caught us in there alone.”

      Elle smiled at the memory. “He did that one time, and it’s because he thought you were Amie’s boyfriend. Remember him? The football guy.”

      Casey groaned. “Twenty years later, yes.”

      “She married him.” Elle covered her mouth as it widened with laughter while Casey leaned against the porch post, gaping. “I know. He’s not the same guy as he was. He’s actually,” she thought of everything Jeremy had done for Malcolm in just the last few days, let alone his entire life, “a remarkable guy.”

      “Well, Elle Belle,” her childhood nickname slipped naturally from his lips, and she tried to hide how it warmed her heart, “I can’t wait to hear everything. I hate to have to take a rain check on the coffee,” he bit his bottom lip, noticing Elle’s posture shift, “but I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      Once they said goodbye and Elle returned inside, she leaned against the door, wondering why it had turned into a time machine. Making sure she wasn’t experiencing a post-stressful-move delusion, she turned to peek out the curtain in time to catch Casey climb into his SUV. As the engine started, Elle wondered what it was like to drive a car that fancy through the mountains and how long its New York license plates would be around… And why did she care?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHAPTER THREE

      

      

      

      Amie and Jeremy came over the following morning and Elle woke to them already busy in the house. Malcolm was outside with Jeremy, loading chopped firewood into a wheelbarrow. Amie was ready at the bottom of the stairs with a cup of coffee.

      “You read my mind,” Elle told her, grateful to take the cup. “Where’s my little man? I hardly saw him last night.”

      “He’s outside, learning to be a man of the woods,” Amie joked, motioning for Elle to follow her into the kitchen. “He also asked for a lumberjack breakfast, so I have,” she waved to the kitchen island, “enough bacon, pancakes, and eggs to feed a small army.”

      “Or,” Elle laughed, “just enough to feed a twelve-year-old boy. Where’s Mom?” It felt like Maggie had vanished as much as Malcolm. “I wanted to talk to her about something, but I didn’t hear her come home last night.”

      “She didn’t,” Amie mused, hiding her smile behind a cup of coffee. “She and the garden ladies went wild after their dinner last night.”

      “Oh?” Elle mindlessly attended to Amie’s story while watching Malcolm out the window, waving when he noticed her and grinned. She could see less of him than when she first came down, as the snow fell fast and heavy. “Does she have her snow tires?”

      The door to the back porch flew open, swirling gusts of snow pouring in as Malcolm stumbled in. He dropped his gear in the nearby mud room, explaining to Elle with excitement about how much wood he had chopped.

      “I could run this farm in my sleep,” he added, plopping onto a chair at the kitchen table. His blue eyes widened at the sight of Amie’s feast. “Mom, we are never leaving.”

      “That’s sort of the hope,” Amie encouraged. “Now, eat.” Malcolm thanked her and didn’t waste a second, switching between bites and sharing stories of his adventure before the sun had even risen.

      It was hard for Elle to see what he was referring to outside, with the sky gray and speckled with a swelling snowstorm in any direction. Maggie arrived not long after Amie and Elle cleaned up breakfast, dragging a branch with needles glistening with ice.

      “This darn thing tried breaking my windshield,” she announced, dropping it on the kitchen floor. Elle hid her disappointment in having just mopped the floor the previous evening. “But we’ll see who gets the last laugh when we’ve plucked and twisted it into garland.”

      Hours later, Malcolm looked for Elle in her room. He was wearing pajamas with a blanket wrapped around him. Calling out for her, he found Elle deep in the small attic hidden in her closet.

      “You’re not going to believe what grandma has in here,” she marveled, crouching through the doorway and over boxes in the closet. “What’s going on, buddy?” She cupped her son’s cheeks, feeling his forehead and looking into his glossy eyes.

      “It sounds really scary outside.”

      “But,” she pressed her cheek to his forehead, confirming with her mom magic if he was sick, “you’re feeling okay?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know. No.” Malcolm turned from the closet and dropped onto Elle’s bed, curling into the blanket wrapped around him. “It just,” he took a breath when Elle sat next to him on the edge of the bed, stroking his hair, “storms don’t sound like this back home.”

      Elle studied his face. Her big, brave mountain man was still her little guy, even if he was months shy of being a teen. She wondered if the storm had given pause to the momentum of excitement, with every day since they’d been there feeling like a holiday to Malcolm. That was what he needed, and what he and Elle needed together, but she understood, and that might’ve been why she was in the attic, looking to the past to distract from the present.

      “It does sound scary,” she affirmed, “but we’re safe. I promise. Whatever happens out there, this house has been here for over a hundred years, and it’s seen some wild things, Malcolm, and it’s still standing.” She neglected to tell him about her dad fixing the roof after one wild rainy season, or the elk who broke a window. “Besides, everything seems scarier when it’s new. Even if it’s familiar.”

      Malcolm rolled his eyes up to meet Elle’s as hail pelted the thin windows. “Can I sleep with you tonight, Mom?”

      After Malcolm had fallen asleep curled against Elle, she battled the chorus of ice against the windows and lost, restlessly unable to drift off. Draping the covers over Malcolm, she quietly tiptoed from her room. The hall was dark except for a faint glow coming from downstairs, which she followed to see her Maggie hunched over a couch in the living room.

      “What are you doing awake?” Elle questioned, reaching for a blanket folded over the decorative ladder against the wall. She placed it around her mom’s shoulders, then sat next to her. Maggie sighed happily, but her furrowed brows told another story.

      “I keep wondering, sweetheart, how much longer I can keep this place going. I’m not getting any younger, and each winter feels worse than the last.” Elle listened as Maggie told her about concerns with wildfires, ice storms, and not wanting to let down her family and community.

      “We’re here, Mom,” Elle tried to reassure her. “And look, you can add making angry garland to your list of hobbies.”

      Maggie chuckled, twisting a branch in her wrinkled hands. “It smells delicious. It’s a shame it chose my car to fall on. I keep thinking each branch is,” the sound of snapping wood within her hands interrupted, “your ex-husband.”

      “Well,” Elle leaned back, sighing, “don’t hang it up then. Russell was never any good at decorating. Except when it was something to decorate himself with, I suppose.”

      “You’ve never lost your father’s wit,” Maggie teased, nudging her daughter’s shoulder.

      Elle watched Maggie twist more branches together, the fans of pine needles resembling the wreaths.

      “So,” Elle reached for some branches, snapping dead needles from the wood, “how long were you going to wait and tell me about Casey being here, too?”

      Maggie tensed when a blustering wind rattled the windows. “That’s right,” she finally replied, chuckling. “He came to the u-pick. I almost had to pry your sister away from staring at him cutting down a fir.”

      “Mom,” Elle groaned. “Why is he back?”

      Her mom shrugged, placing the twists of garland in her lap. The blanket dropped from her shoulder when she turned to answer Elle. “Probably the same reason as you.”

      “Helping his mom run the family business? Divorced? Single parent? Which reason?” Elle inquired, mocking herself. “Everything was so different when I first left here, Mom.”

      “Oh, Elle. It changed for us, too. Even if we never left. But you can always come home, no matter the time or what’s come between. I imagine it’s the same for Casey. I don’t think he has a wonderful son like Malcolm, though.” Maggie tied off the end of the garland and brushed it from her lap. It hit the floor with a gentle thump that was muffled by the raging storm. “My grandson is one of a kind. I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you’re both here.”

      Elle helped Maggie drape the new garland on the fireplace mantle. She was always envious of her mom’s ability to create something beautiful from nothing, and so quickly. Elle could barely finish a project she started before being distracted and moving to the next thing. It was torture to finish painting her kitchen cabinets for that very reason. The only thing making her move was actually moving out.

      The lonely light flickered, causing Elle to tense. She was used to blackouts from recent wildfires in California, but remembering a storm from her childhood that caused the power to go out for a month had her in knots. They’d lost almost everything that spring, when an unexpected ice storm destroyed their seedlings and young orchard. She wondered what would have happened if her parents hadn’t been able to use their savings to get through that year.

      “What’s the forecast?” she asked, following Maggie to the window. They couldn’t see anything outside except the ice feverishly pounding against the glass.

      “I don’t trust those. They’re never right.” Maggie turned, placing a hand on her daughter’s cheek as the lights flickered again. “I gather we’ll be teaching Malcolm to shovel in the morning.”

      There was no telling where the horizon was the following morning, with everything a blinding, blustering sheet of white. Elle rolled over in bed, hoping to check the time on her phone, but it was dead. She checked the charger, making sure it had been plugged in overnight, which it had. Malcolm rushed into the room as Elle sat up, his grin wide.

      “Mom,” he exclaimed, practically jumping, “we’re snowed in! Grandma said you’ll show me how to use the tractor to plow the road.”

      “Huh?” Elle groggily asked, checking if she was awake or if her mom really promised the preteen that he could operate machinery. Rubbing her eyes, she climbed from bed and flicked the light switch. “There’s no power?”

      “Isn’t it so cool? Grandma has enough batteries, candles, and jam to keep us fine for like a month,” Malcolm replied. “Plus, it doesn’t snow like this in San Francisco, so I’ll get to learn how to snowboard.”

      “Where, honey? We’re on a farm in the middle of a forest.”

      “On top of a mountain,” he chimed, grinning at his mom. “I bet I could fit into some of grandpa’s boots.”

      Elle shook her head, focused on the fact the power was out. She rushed to get dressed and pulled Malcolm along as she went downstairs to find Maggie pacing in the kitchen. Malcolm was too oblivious in excitement to notice worry etch its mark on his mom’s face.

      When Maggie heard their footsteps, she greeted them. “I’d ask for you to get some firewood, but I’m not sure the door opens.”

      “This is so awesome,” Malcolm squealed in the background. He bounced from door to door, rattling knobs that refused to budge. Elle pulled the hood of her sweatshirt over her head and groaned.

      “Mom, you don’t have a generator?”

      “It’s too much to get one installed,” Maggie argued, waving her hand. “I asked Jeremy to look into it once, but we’ve just gotten by doing things how we’ve always done them.”

      Elle wiggled the doorknob that should’ve opened to the porch, looking up at Maggie. “How’s that working out?”

      “You don’t have to be disrespectful,” Maggie replied, folding her arms. “Now, there are shovels in the closet, and some extra warm outerwear for you two. Start at the back door, shovel yourself to the shed, get the tractor moving, and tell me what it’s like out there.”

      “No coffee?” Elle pouted, remembering the power outage would’ve taken away her chance at a morning cup.

      “Just water or wine now,” Maggie chuckled, lowering her hands to her hips. “We should save that, though. I wouldn’t be surprised if some neighbors come up to check on me. They do that too often these days.”

      “Rightfully so. I’ll extend my gratitude.” Elle left Maggie and Malcolm, wherever he was, to rifle through the closet near the back door. She fit in her mom’s parka, grateful for the fur-lined hood, as well as an extra pair of boots and mittens. There were two shovels, but Malcolm didn’t come when she called out for him, so she decided she could try on her own.

      The door opened inward and snow fell in a small avalanche onto her feet. Because of the porch roof, only about two feet of snow swept into a dune, so Elle could march through it until half-way to the barn, where she had to shovel herself free of nearly thigh-high snow. It felt like hours later when she made it to the barn, but that was only because Elle was freezing and she hadn’t worked out that much in years.

      The barn door also opened inward, so she didn’t have to battle the snow to get inside. Stepping onto the cracked concrete, the space only lit by the glow of white behind her, Elle looked around in the dark for the tractor and its plow attachment. It sounded like each move she made was met with an echoing creak elsewhere in the barn, like the old building mocked her efforts. When she pulled a tarp from the tractor, a cloud of dust swirled into the air.

      “Elle?” someone called for her.

      She spun around, coughing from the dust. Squinting, she tried to make out the silhouette in the doorway. “Casey?”

      He lowered his hood and looked above Elle. “Do you hear⁠—”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHAPTER FOUR

      

      

      There wasn’t time for Casey to finish, as he rushed over to the tractor and pulled Elle from beneath the rafters that gave way under pressure from the heavy snow. They slammed against the hard floor; the wind knocked from both of them. Slowly blinking through the dust and falling snow, Elle listened to Casey’s heart pound through his thick coat. He cradled Elle on top of him while his back ached from the impact. The sounds Elle heard while rummaging quieted, clearly having been a warning from the roof that she ignored.

      Elle’s cheeks reddened as she lifted her head from Casey’s chest and looked at him. “What are you doing here?” His closed eyes tightened, and he slowly shook his head. “Oh, my god, Casey. Are you okay?” Elle rolled from him, his arms flopping onto the ground at his sides.

      “Yeah,” he uttered after what felt like forever to Elle as she contemplated what she knew of how to handle medical emergencies. He slowly opened his blue eyes, looking into Elle’s.

      “Liar,” Elle told him. “You pulled me from beneath a falling roof and landed on concrete. You’re probably broken. I broke you, Casey.”

      “I guess,” he groaned, rolling onto his right side, “we’re even.” Elle swatted at him when she caught his smile. “I’m fine,” he lied. “The roof isn’t. Neither is,” he peered around Elle, “the tractor.”

      Elle hadn’t noticed Casey grasp her hips until he removed his hands and she suddenly felt weak. Moving her right leg over him, she kneeled at his side, brushing his hair from his eyes.

      “Are you going to nurse me back to health in this roofless barn, or do you think you could⁠—”

      “Mom?” Malcolm called for Elle, distracting her from Casey. Elle told Malcolm to stay outside because, with her luck, more of the roof could fall. Although, she couldn’t help wonder if it was more than luck that brought Casey to help her.

      “That’s Malcolm,” she whispered to Casey as she reached for his arm, lowering herself to be an anchor as she ushered him to stand. “He’s my son.”

      “I can’t wait,” Casey seethed in pain as he stood with Elle, taking a second to catch his breath, “to meet him.” Elle glanced at Casey, looking up at his blue eyes outlined by the wrinkles of a smile that hadn’t faded through his pain. “You don’t have to tell him how, once upon a time, his grandma kicked us out of this very barn, of course.”

      She playfully smacked his chest, rolling her eyes as she marched out of the broken barn with Casey leaning against her. Malcolm’s confusion melted into recognition the instant he saw Casey’s face.

      “Dude!” Malcolm shouted, paying no attention to his mom practically carrying the six-foot sack of muscles. “You’re Nightwave, the superhero.”

      “Mal, this is Casey. He’s a,” Elle considered the best way to continue, considering Casey had been her future so long ago, “friend of mine from high school.”

      Casey pulled back his arm from around Elle’s shoulder, attempting to stand on his own while rubbing his back. It hurt more than he shared, but he couldn’t let down the kid who recognized the character he played in a movie series.

      “It’s great to meet you, Malcolm. Your mom told me a lot about you.” Casey offered his hand, shaking Malcolm’s in greeting. He stood in awe, watching his mom talk to the Nightwave. “Do you mind running ahead and asking your grandma if she has any coffee?”

      “But,” Malcolm pointed behind them, “the roof. Mom, are you okay? Shoot. Of course you are! Nightwave rescued you! Oh, my god. I can’t wait to tell my friends.” Malcolm beamed, his smile brighter than the blinding snow. Blinking, he shook his head so much that his hood fell off, and he tumbled through the dune of white toward the house.

      “There isn’t coffee,” Elle informed, adjusting her coat zipper at her chin. “Our power is out. Mom told me it’s only wine or water. Although,” she grinned, “I bet my there’s still a secret stash of my dad’s rum in the attic.”

      Casey’s laugh filled the air, a beautiful hum swirling with the falling snow that left Elle longing with nostalgia. He continued to chuckle, his wide smile melting Elle, while he said, “God, Elle. We had the best childhood here.”

      Her excitement faded, the reminder of passing time ripping her from reminiscence. “So, what made you show up at just the right time to save my life?” Elle looked behind them at the barn, watching snow cascade like a gentle avalanche through the gaping hole in the roof. She couldn’t think of what that meant for the celebration, but mostly because she couldn’t feel her face anymore. The wind picked up, its menacing fingers tugging trees and blowing blinding flurries.

      “It’s weird,” Casey agreed. “The universe is messing with us. Anyway,” he ran a glove-covered hand over his hair, “my mom’s power and water are out, so she practically demanded that I check on your mom who, of course⁠—”

      “She suggested your mom could come here,” Elle paused, her heartbeat picking up when she looked up and her eyes met Casey’s, “and bring you. You know we don’t have power either.”

      “But you do have the biggest fireplace and loads of provisions.” He shrugged. “Slumber party?”

      Shivering as she wobbled back into the house, Elle knew Malcolm would be over the moon with excitement to have Casey there, as if his new life in Washington couldn’t get any better. Maggie was pulling an empty basket from the laundry room when Elle opened the front door, stomping off snow and hanging her coat. The house was warmed by the fireplace nearby in the living room, and Elle stopped to take in the warmth, distracted by Casey cupping his hands on her shoulders.

      “Let me in,” he whispered in her ear. Elle blinked from her moment and realized she hadn’t given him enough space to enter behind her in the small foyer. She headed to the kitchen, yelling back to him that he needed to be checked out, which sent Maggie and his mom rushing into the room.

      “What’s going on?” Casey’s mom panicked, looking over Casey when he followed Elle into the kitchen and leaned against the island counter.

      “Nothing.” He waved away her concern and chuckled as if it weren’t a big deal.

      “What happened to you two?” Maggie gasped, grabbing Elle’s shoulders. Her squeeze made Elle flinch in pain. Landing on Casey had softened the fall, but her body ached from the impact. Glancing across the kitchen at him, she considered Casey and how perfectly his golden hair hung over his cocked head while smiling at her, as though he hadn’t just acted like a real superhero in the barn and saved her. The deepening of his stare, outlined by lines of his grin, tingled her heart, leaving Elle to wonder if she hadn’t also been knocked down by the impact emotionally as well as physically.

      “He’s lying,” she interrupted how Casey described what happened in the barn. “He might’ve broken something.”

      Casey pulled off his sweatshirt, unknowingly teasing Elle when his t-shirt lifted to reveal his stomach. As he tugged it back down and folded his arms, Elle froze, her mouth parted and throat dry.

      “He’s seen a lot worse,” Malcolm added, entering the kitchen as the distraction Elle needed from gaping at Casey. “He’s flown from an exploded tank, fallen from a skyscraper. You know, usual superhero stuff.”

      Casey tousled Malcom’s blond waves. “Buddy, that’s only in movies. I’m a regular guy.”

      “Not to me,” Malcolm objected. Casey appreciated Malcolm’s adoration, already thinking of how he could rise to Malcolm’s expectations. He could see a lot of Elle as a little kid in Malcolm after the few moments they shared, especially the excitement and sparkle in their eyes. Elle considered Casey had already proven to be more than a regular guy, and she excused herself to catch her racing heart.

      Standing at the window overlooking the backyard and winding drive, not knowing where the pavement ended and forests began as everything was white. The bright glow from outside and warm fire nearby provided enough light while the power was out, but Elle worried about how long it could last, hoping time would fly and cleaning up would be easy to do before the solstice celebration.

      Elle’s back throbbed, but she pretended she would be fine, just like she had done with everything as of late. Listening to laughter from the other room, the warm sound of Casey’s voice as he entertained Malcolm with stories of the acting career he’d succeeded in after leaving Snowfall, Elle relaxed. That moment, despite not knowing what damage remained outside, made everything seem okay.

      After Maggie and Casey’s mom prepared brunch for everyone, Maggie handed Elle a large crate and directed her to bury perishables in a snow pile outside. The afternoon sun barely warmed the snow into a mix of sleet and flurries, causing every step to be slick. Elle carried the crate toward the broken barn, hoping to check it out in a new light. Waddling over the slick ground, Elle examined around the broken structure. The roots of an ancient evergreen rose from the ground, a wall of brown towering over the snow. Elle buried the food close to the barn and went inside, hoping to find Casey for help. She heard Malcolm’s laughter coming from elsewhere, joined by Maggie and Casey’s mom, but she couldn’t find Casey. Still bundled in her coat, Elle mounted the stairs.

      “Case?” she called out, poking her head in each room with no result. The bathroom door opened as she stood frozen with her hand on the doorknob.

      Casey chuckled, waving his hand in front of Elle’s gaping face. “You good, babe?”

      Elle blinked, knowing if she moved her gaze from his face that she’d probably faint. Casey adjusted the towel tied around his waist and smirked, nudging Elle’s shoulder. She watched the droplets of water slowly slide over his bare shoulders.

      “So,” she blushed, “it isn’t movie magic effects. You really look that way.” Casey rolled his eyes, folding his arms across his chest. Elle was burning up inside of her heavy coat. “I mean,” she continued, her nerves settling, “if I was paid millions to exercise, I’d look pretty good, too.”

      “You’re serious?” he questioned, raising an eyebrow. “It’s pretty steamy in there, but I think the mirror still works.” Casey tipped his head toward the bathroom. “You should look at it.”

      “I need your help,” she confessed, ignoring his flirting. “The entire back wall of the barn is down.”

      “You want me to lift it back up or something?” Casey mocked, laughing as he walked down the hall to a guest bedroom. “That would be the movie effects.”

      Elle followed, continuing to explain the damage she’d found outside. Casey recognized her concern and pulled some black sweatpants on before dropping the towel to the floor, relieving Elle just a little. A loud bang echoed into the bedroom, stopping their discussion as Elle rushed out of the room and down the stairs to the outside just in time to watch another enormous tree fall.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHAPTER FIVE

      

      

      

      Casey wasn’t far behind, running outside in only his sweatpants and unlaced boots. He followed Elle across the property, behind the barn they were in earlier, and through the space covered with the pergola toward the snow-covered orchards.

      “Elle!” he shouted for her in warning, grabbing her from behind as a third tree slowly toppled onto the barn that stored their inventory for the solstice party. His powerful arms held her firmly against him, and Casey felt her heart pounding through the thick fabric of her coat.

      “That’s everything!” she cried, turning within his grasp. She looked up at Casey as though her eyes were pleading for him to fix it and, in his mind, he would’ve done whatever he could to take that pain from her.
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