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Praise for Restoring Christmas


“Restoring Christmas is a tug at your heart, laugh out loud, wonderful read for Christmas!”


Debbie Macomber, #1 New York Times best-selling author


“I absolutely loved Restoring Christmas and love Cynthia’s captivating writing style. The book was filled with all the things you want in a Christmas story: charming characters, beautiful reminders of the best holiday traditions, and a plot that keeps the tension building all the way to the end, which is—like Christmas stories of old—filled with wonderful and satisfying surprises. Keep the tissues handy. Highly recommended.”


Dan Walsh, best-selling author of The Unfinished Gift and Remembering Christmas


“Reading Restoring Christmas is like settling in with a plate of frosted cookies and a cup of hot tea on a snowy afternoon—perfectly satisfying. While it’s a short novel, the characters are nicely developed and the story well-paced. There are enough twists and turns to keep the reader guessing and an ending that’s likely to cause a few happy tears. Restoring Christmas is sweet without being sappy, charming without being cliché, and faith-filled without being preachy. Get your Christmas fix today!”


Sarah Loudin Thomas, author of the Inspy Award-winning Miracle in a Dry Season


“This charming Christmas story should come with a warning label: BEWARE: You will not want to stop reading once you begin. Cynthia Ruchti has done it again, introducing the reader to a delightful cast of characters and spinning an endearing story of restoration and love. I give it 2 thumbs up!”


Kendra Smiley, conference speaker, author, and radio host of Live Life Intentionally


“Come in from the cold, wrap up in this tale, and sit back as your heart fills with hope right along with Alexis, Gabe, Elsie, and the Fieldstone House. A master builder of stories, Cynthia Ruchti has taken the splintered edges of life, gathered them close with grace, and using her trademark tools of symbolism and character, constructed a refuge of healing to find shelter in this season. Restoring Christmas glows warmth into the darkness of winter with soul-deep themes, heart-stealing sparks between characters, a thread of mystery to intrigue and inspire, and just as the title promises, the restoring joy of Christmas.”


Amanda Dykes, author of the critically-acclaimed Bespoke: A Tiny Christmas Tale


“Sometimes restoring an old stone house is merely the means to reveal and restore hurting souls. Let the engaging Restoring Christmas open your heart to the beauty of both Christ’s coming and your own restoration. A wonderful read!”


Gayle Roper, author of Sea Change and Special Delivery


“Thank you, Cynthia Ruchti, for creating another delightful fiction experience. As a fan of old houses and makeover stories, I was enthralled with this story of a home renovation that restores hope and the spirit of Christmas along with an old stone house you’ll want to call home. A touch of humor, a thread of romance, and the backdrop of a snow-blanketed Wisconsin town makes Restoring Christmas the perfect December read . . . or all year ‘round.”


Becky Melby, author of the Lost Sanctuary series


“Ruchti’s well-chosen words drew me into the story until I believed I was there, entangled in the graceful subtleties, the humor and heartache. The love.”


Davalynn Spencer, author of The Wrangler’s Woman


“Yes, the Christmas holidays can be difficult. How many of us are walking around in need of a restored Christmas? Hope restored? Our past converted into something more suitable for how we live today? You simply must read the unfolding of this satisfying and sweet romance from exquisite storyteller, Cynthia Ruchti. I can’t believe I cried at the end . . . but restoration is like that sometimes.”


Lucinda Secrest McDowell, author of Dwelling Places; encouragingwords.net


“Cynthia Ruchti’s Restoring Christmas restores my hope in a season challenged by false expectations. I laughed aloud, spurted some tears, and rejoiced throughout the memorable book. Fabulous characters, witty writing, and a winsome plot combine to create the perfect Christmas read. Good for your heart and your hope levels.”


Jane Rubietta, international speaker and author of Finding Messiah and Worry Less So You Can Live More


“Restoring Christmas made me laugh out loud as well as cry in the same paragraph! Cynthia’s mastery of dialogue allowed me to fall in love with Alexis and Gabe and cheer for the healing necessary in Elsie’s heart. By the end of the book, Hope House was not just a place in a book but a destination I wanted to go to. I am already planning on buying Christmas gifts for all of my book loving friends.”


Becky Turner, National Managing Partner for The Barnabas Group and global business and spiritual “fixer upper” specialist


“Cynthia Ruchti writes directly to the heart of women. Her characters face life in ways that instantly endear and engage readers. Restoring Christmas shows how challenges and restoration go hand-in-hand in such a way that you won’t want to put this book down. Cynthia Ruchti truly delights!”


Cristel Phelps, bookseller


“The key to award-winning author Cynthia Ruchti’s special talent is to transform the ideal depiction of Christmas into a truly restorative story that evokes the real meaning of Christmas with charm and eloquence. She takes the meaning of ‘restoring Christmas’ to God’s higher, deeper meaning. I highly recommend Restoring Christmas to read each Christmas season!”


Dianne Burnett, former fiction editor for Christian Book Distributors


“I was not prepared for the depth that Ruchti plumbs into each character, scene, and description. Every word is hand-picked to build the themes of control and letting go, listening or doing, covering or celebrating flaws, and the impossibilities that only God can overcome. Cynthia hits her stride in Restoring Christmas, her best yet. Readers will be wanting to hire Alexis and Gabe for their next restoration project, which I hope Cynthia already has planned!”


Wanda Erickson, Regional Library Director


“Cynthia Ruchti writes fiction that touches people’s hearts. Her work is often as significant as what professional counselors do in their therapy sessions to heal people’s emotional wounds. I highly recommend her novels.”


Dr. Judith Rolfs, author and licensed family counselor
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And from the window
Candleglow
Reflected in
New-fallen snow
Recalling a Christmas
Long ago
So very long ago
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CHAPTER ONE
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ROASTED CHESTNUT LATTE? How can that be a bad thing?


Alexis Blake shuffled forward in line as two of the three customers ahead of her finished paying for their beverages. The only person left now in the chasm between her and coffee stepped up to place his order. A defensive linebacker–sized guy with espresso-colored hair curling over his collar. Alexis caught sight of the chalkboard boasting the Caffé Tlazo breakfast special of the day. Wild mushroom and crispy shallot quiche. Not her typical organic yogurt and blueberry quick-fix breakfast. And not what she expected from an unpretentious café in an unpretentious town along the western shore of Lake Michigan.


Algoma. She rehearsed it in her head for the sake of any sensitive locals: Al (as in Pal) GO-muh. The town might have shared Lake Michigan with Chicago more than two hundred miles to the south, but it had little else in common with the metropolis. Alexis hadn’t seen much more of shore-hugging Algoma than what edged the road that brought her to town. The highway wove through farmland and orchards, slowing her down with interspersed villages clustered around a cheese factory, winery, or connection to the “Old Country.”


She’d sat at the stop sign in Algoma too long where Highway 54 decided it was done, the highway creators as startled by the view as she was, apparently. The road teed with a wide-sweeping vista of Lake Michigan and the curious, skinny, red lighthouse at the tip of the breakwater. Turning south at the tee would have taken her toward Kewaunee by way of Alaska. The town, not the state. North led to the heart of her destination, home to the most important client she’d never met. Would soon meet. Right after Alexis signed the contract with the videographer.


After a flood of email exchanges, she was about to meet the local videographer who could either propel her career forward or ruin it.


While she waited for the linebacker to finish gabbing with the barista, she checked the clock on her phone. Fifteen minutes. She had fifteen minutes to place her order and get settled before George Langley arrived. Not much breathing space, but the drive from Green Bay, across the stubby base of Wisconsin’s thumb, took longer than expected. As had picking out an outfit that said “confident but approachable.” She unbuttoned her wool coat. Late October. Too warm for wool. Too cold for a lighter jacket.


Alexis scanned the customers already seated. As eclectic a mix as the artsy décor. Nobody matched the description of the George Langley she’d seen on the website, a man with silver hair, distinctive bushy eyebrows, and sparkling deep-water eyes.


The chatty guy in front of her turned after slipping a dollar into the tip jar and headed toward the small, mismatched tables scattered throughout the compact café. A room that looked as if it had lived an earlier life as a screened-in porch held additional tables and chairs—slate-topped wrought iron, patio-style.


No. No, no, no. The ex-football player chose the one table he couldn’t have, the one by the windows in the southeast corner. The spot where she and George were destined to plot out the next eight weeks of her life, and maybe longer. Maybe the next eight, ten, twenty years, if the audition video went well. No. This guy could not have that table.


She corrected the details of her fumbled order—her fault—focused on the task at hand, added more to the tip jar, and launched herself toward the corner table.


“Excuse me, sir. Would you mind moving to another spot? I’m meeting someone here.” She tapped the slate tabletop with her index finger. “Here.”


“No can do.”


Nice smile. Nice try. “I’d really appreciate it. I’ve never met the man before and . . .”


“Blind date, huh? Breakfast blind date?” He nodded as if contemplating. “Uncommon, but not unwise.”


A waitress set a blue-green and chocolate brown pottery mug in front of the irritant. The foamed milk on top sported a design that looked like a cross between a heart and a fern leaf. Classy touch.


“It’s a business meeting,” Alexis said, pulling her laptop case off her shoulder as if that would convince him.


“Me, too. Here. Right”—he tapped with his index finger—“here.”


“Couldn’t you just—” She surveyed the room. “There’s an empty table in the other corner.”


“Yes. I’m sure you’ll be completely comfortable there for your ‘business meeting.’”


Was it so hard to believe she was a professional? Well, on her way to becoming a professional? She removed her coat and slipped it over the back of the chair she wanted. The chair she intended to occupy. That ought to convince him. Her “confident yet approachable” black suit jacket and sweater paired with her favorite copper statement necklace ought to let him know she was there for serious discussion, not romance.


The linebacker leaned forward. “You connected with him on the Internet, didn’t you?”


“Technically, yes. But not in the way you’re thinking. He’s—”


The man shrugged. “Sometimes it works out.”


Was he trying to cheerlead for her dating life? Or volunteer to be her life coach?


“And sometimes,” he said, leaning back, “you wind up with a man totally different from what you expected.” He sipped his coffee drink and dabbed at the resulting foam mustache with the cloth napkin. It was still wrapped around his eating utensils.


Alexis sighed and glanced at the entrance. No one matching the face, age, or graying hair of the videographer had arrived yet. She still had time to—


“Why don’t you wait here?” He pulled out the chair draped with her coat. “I don’t have to move. You can still connect with what’s-his-name. Win-win.”


She stood her ground, weighing the idea.


The barista approached with her roasted chestnut latte. “Where do you want me to put this?”


“Miss Blake is joining me here.” Moustache Man tapped the table. “Right here.”


That smile. That “is he serious?” smile—wait. He knew her name? Oh. The tag on her laptop case. “Fine. Yes. I’m sitting.”


She took a third chair rather than the one offered and wrapped her hands around her mug, seafoam green with a drizzle of coppery glaze near the lip. Handcrafted mugs. Interesting. If the coffee was as good as it smelled, she might find this a frequent stop during her term in Algoma. But first—


“You’re not George Langley.” Definitely not. But those eyes. She’d seen them before.


“He’s my dad.”


“That’s who I’m meeting. I’m Alexis Blake. I’m hiring him to do a project for me.” The dot-to-dot connecting lines swerved between points. “I don’t have to tell you that, do I?” Not the smooth introduction she’d planned. “He’s coming, isn’t he?” So much hinges on this. Please tell me he’ll be here any minute.


“No.” He took another sip of his coffee and made room for the server to set down his meal order, and a duplicate of the plate in front of Alexis.


Quiche. The man eats quiche.


“My dad is unavoidably detained.”


Oh, no.


“For the next three or four weeks. Maybe six.”


“What? What are you saying?” The production schedule couldn’t afford a three-day delay, much less three weeks.


He sat with his head bowed a moment, then said, “Blew out a disc in his back last night loading camera equipment into the van. We didn’t know how bad it was until he called from the medical center an hour ago.” He spread what looked like blackberry jam on the rustic toast that came with their quiche. “They’re still deciding whether to do surgery or not. But in any case, he’s unavailable for a while. I’m Gabe, by the way.”


“I’m devastated. Pleased to meet you.” As good as it smelled, breakfast would not sit well in her stomach. Ever again. Yes, Aunt Sarah, I came by the title Drama Queen honestly. I earned it.


“Well, Devastated, I hope you don’t mind choosing a new nickname. I’m here to fill in for my dad.”


“I know you meant that to sound comforting, but—” She got as far as picking up her fork. No further. Her mind raced ahead to the disastrous possibilities. George Langley came with credentials and videography awards. Gabe Langley came with . . . jam on his shirt. “You have a little something right”—she pointed to the spot—“there.”


“Now, see? If I’d worn my flannel lumberjack shirt, it would have blended right in.” He swiped at the dark blob with his napkin.


Flannel. Lumberjack.


“Miss Blake . . .”


“Alexis.”


That irritatingly bright smile stole across his face again. “Let me assure you I’ve had more than a little experience behind a video camera. Hey, Kevin!”


From across the room, a young man with tasteful highlights and an unnatural tan waved back. “Gabe.”


“Did I or did I not do a magnificent job filming your wedding this summer?”


“Magnificent. As of today, Melissa and I are still married.”


“And there you go,” Gabe said, as if that settled it. “Try the quiche. It’s great.”


The conversation had gone on too long. “Gabe, I appreciate your willingness to fill in for your dad. But I’m not sure you understand what’s at stake.”


“I think I have an idea. You’re restoring an old house in the area and you need someone to film the process.”


“Yes, but it’s not just for my own use.”


“I know that. I read the contract.”


“Which your father was supposed to sign today.”


The too-bright face darkened. “Miss Blake, I do know how to sign my name.”


The sweater was a bad decision. Heat radiated underneath it and crept through the neck opening to her fevered cheeks. “Please don’t think I’m dismissing your”—she glanced toward the happily married Kevin—“obvious talent. But I need a professional for this project. If it goes well, I have an opportunity to lock in a spot on next year’s Restoring Christmas special on the Heart-and-Home Channel. Can you imagine what that could do for a designer’s career? It could lead to my potentially having my own show. Me.”


“And if it doesn’t go well?”


Sure. Call me out on the risk I’m taking. That’ll win points. “Then the costs incurred for the construction, decorating, filming, everything are my responsibility. And I’m back to being one of Chicago’s least-known, least-experienced, no-name wannabes designing sunrooms and the occasional bathroom makeover. ‘Would you like polished chrome or nickel faucets on your soaker tub?’”


“Oil-rubbed bronze. But that’s just me.” He opened the flap on a leather pouch leaning against the table leg between them. “Does this put your mind at ease?”


His business card? Anyone could print a decent-looking business card.


“Read the fine print,” he said, then looked away, as if embarrassed that he’d asked it of her.


“You won a Telly Award?”


“Two. I didn’t want to brag, so I . . . just said ‘Telly Award winner.’ Besides, ‘two-time Telly Award winner’ would make the card look . . . crowded. Don’t you think? From a design perspective?”


What option did she have? The man with jam-stain on his long-sleeved T-shirt or give up the dream. She’d be hard-pressed to find a replacement willing to devote eight weeks of long days working for half the normal fee but the “potential” promise of industry recognition if Alexis’s project won the slot on Restoring Christmas.


It was Gabe, offspring of the man she wanted to hire, or nothing.


“Your name wasn’t on the company website.”


“My dad’s the genius,” he said, pushing the last bite of crust to the side of his plate. “I’m merely the undergenius.”


“You’ll have to work on your self-esteem issues, Mr. Langley.” She teased her food with the tip of her fork.


“It’s a tax liability issue. And I’m okay with that. Until my dad retires and the business is turned over to me—if I keep my nose clean, so to speak—I work for him. Humbling, but good. I couldn’t ask for a better boss.”


They ate in silence, reserving their comments to the food.


How would Gabe Langley feel having her for a boss? One way to find out. “When you’re done, let’s go meet the home owner, then.”


“That wasn’t too painful, was it?”


“Yet to be determined.” Alexis pushed away from the table and snagged her coat from the back of the chair.


“Do you want a to-go box for that?” As he stood, he pointed to her uneaten breakfast.


“No. I haven’t checked in yet, so I don’t know if my room has a fridge and microwave.”


He helped her into her coat. “Where are you staying?”


“Shoreview? Bayview? Lakeview. Something like that.”


“You just listed the names of most of the motels within a hundred miles of here.” His laughter sounded like a comedian’s favorite audience member. Loud. Strong. Genuine.


“What projects won you a Telly?”


He held the door for her and waited while she pulled on her gloves. “A couple of commercials I did for cable TV.”


“What were they about?”


“You don’t want to know.”


“I think I do.”


“Which direction is your car?” he asked.


“I parked on the street.”


He hesitated. “I’m around back.”


A muscle at the base of her neck tightened. “Gabe, what were your Telly Award–winning commercials?”


“Pat’s Pond Scum Protection.”


What could she read in the tilt of his eyebrows? Was he joking again? “No. Really.” Any miniscule calm she’d retrieved scooted out of reach.


He punched a button on his key fob. A faint beep signaled he’d successfully unlocked his vehicle. “Really. Pond Scum Protection.”


“Well, then . . .”


Eight weeks until the final scene at Christmas. Eight weeks that had seemed so short earlier that morning now stretched light-years into her shaky future.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“THAT’S IT?” GABE SLAMMED THE DOOR of his van and joined her on the gravel at the gap in the low-slung fieldstone fence at the front edge of the property.


“Don’t say it like that.”


“Like what?”


“I think it’s charming.” Alexis took a picture of the scene with her cell phone. Then another.


Gabe lifted his video camera to his right shoulder. “Didn’t say it wasn’t. You might want to”—he reached with his left hand to smooth her hair.


“You’re filming already?”


“Initial reaction footage. Act natural. And don’t look at me. I’m invisible.”


If only. “Gabe, we haven’t talked about the video style I’m looking for, the kind of footage that will be useful, the parameters the Heart-and-Home executives laid down for this project . . .”


“Take a few steps up the driveway.”


“Gabe.”


“Wasting good light here.”


Something told her she would be a well-practiced sigh-er before this was all over.


“Keep walking, Alexis. That’s good. It looks like you’re a prodigal daughter returning home.”


She glared at him over her shoulder.


“Try that again, but without the attitude.”


Eight weeks. Eight long weeks. Some counted the days until Christmas with sweet little advent calendars. Alexis would count them by numbers of fried nerve endings.


She turned to face the house again, a long driveway and a meandering creek between her and her architectural and design challenge. The photos she’d seen hadn’t been able to capture the way the house seemed both lonely and inviting at the same time. Two-story fieldstone that showed age and strength in one package. Low porch roof indicated lower ceilings inside than most modern construction. An opening in the stone foundation led, no doubt, to a stone-cold cellar. And an off-center front door mimicked the front elevation on the second floor. Three windows, unevenly spaced, rather than the symmetry expected from mid-American farmhouses. One window was missing a shutter. Already on her task list for the construction team.


“Do you think that bridge will hold more than a horse-drawn carriage?” Gabe stood at her side, his camera lens sweeping the landscape.


“I imagine it can,” Alexis said, “since that’s probably how the owner got her SUV across the creek.” She tapped him on the shoulder and pointed toward the vehicle hiding all but its backside behind the house. “Not exactly what I expected a woman in her seventies would drive.”


“As opposed,” Gabe said, “to the woman in her—late twenties . . . ?” He focused the lens on her face.


“Close enough.” Both his estimate and his nearness.


“. . . who drives that sweet ride.” He panned behind them to her pumpkin spice sedan.


“My Aunt Sarah’s. She claims she ordered the metallic copper.”


Gabe’s head emerged from behind the camera. “Yeah, that’s not copper. Or metallic.”


“We know. My BMW is in for repairs. What? You doubt I drive a BMW?”


“No.” His eyes danced. “I’m surprised a BMW needs repairs.”


Alexis drew a full-lung breath. “So that three-week thing for your dad is nonnegotiable, right?”


“Alexis . . .” He turned his attention away from her. Was he more sensitive than she thought?


“I apologize. I’m a little on edge, considering what’s at stake for me.” She hugged her coat tighter around her.


“Can you imagine how she feels?”


“Who?” Alexis followed the path of his gaze.


“The woman staring at us from the porch.”


A quick breath this time. “That must be Elsie.”


“Lick your lips.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Capturing the moment the designer meets the home owner. And . . . action!”


“MRS. RAYMOND . . . it’s such a pleasure . . . to finally . . . meet you.”


“You don’t work out much, do you? That little walk up the driveway made you breathless, did it?” The slight woman, dressed in a puffy quilted vest that might have kept her warm but accentuated her too-thin arms, pursed her lips as if tasting raw rhubarb for the first time.


Maybe instead of auditioning for the Restoring Christmas special, Alexis should shift gears and work on a Peace on Earth special. “I’m . . . we were in a hurry to meet you. This is Gabe Langley, the videographer.”


He waved from behind the camera.


“Best get your vehicles off the road—that autumn mist thing and the utility van,” the woman said. “You’re blocking traffic.”


Traffic? They hadn’t heard or seen any other vehicles on the side road since they’d arrived. And it was clearly pumpkin spice, not autumn mist. “We’ll do that. Is there room enough to park behind the house?”


“I should hope so.” Elsie crammed her hands into her vest pockets. “Watch for the chickens. That’s all I ask.”


They headed back down the driveway and across the bridge. Silent for the first hundred feet.


Gabe cleared his throat. “We may need to do some careful editing on that segment.”


“We may wind up with no usable footage by Christmas Eve.” The truth of her statement made her mouth go dry.


He laughed. “Oh, ye of little faith.”


“Oh, ye of too much.”


“Enough to know this will be an adventure. I’m up for it. Are you saying you’re not?”


She let his words hang unanswered and sought temporary solace behind the wheel of her “sweet ride.” It needed cinnamon. And whipped cream. And she needed a crash course in patience.


Alexis knew better than to convert that need into a prayer. Who knew how God might choose to answer that one? He’d apparently thought Gabe Langley fit into the category of Answers to Prayer.


The Curiosity in the van behind her backed up so she had room to maneuver through the opening in the fieldstone fence and lead the charge up the hill to Elsie’s place, Alexis’s project. Alexis’s expanding predicament.


“You can come through here,” Elsie called as they exited their vehicles. Even from that distance, the deteriorating back door she held open found a spot on Alexis’s to-do list.


“Leave the camera equipment in the van for this first visit, Gabe. She might feel more comfortable.”


“Got it, boss.”


Yes. It was possible to mentally roll your eyes without physically rolling them.


“Hey, boss?” Gabe stood motionless.


“Hmm?”


“Is that a . . . a working outhouse?”


Alexis glanced at the wood and stone structure tucked among the trees at the edge of the backyard. “No. That’s the chicken coop.”


“Oh.”


She heard the relief in his voice. “That’s the outhouse.” She nodded toward a near twin of the first structure. “Notice the well-worn path?”


“You’re okay with that?” he whispered as they neared the back door.


“Top of my list, Mr. Langley. Top of the list.”


Elsie Raymond ushered the two through a narrow back entry lined with an assortment of boots and shoes. “Hang your coats here, if you want.”


They found empty hooks along one wall and followed Elsie into her kitchen.


“I made tea.” She spoke the words as if daring them to say they didn’t like tea.


“Tea sounds great,” Alexis said. She eyed Gabe. They chose two of the ladder-back chairs tucked around a square table in the middle of the larger-than-expected but sparsely furnished room.


“Love a good cup of tea,” Gabe agreed. His height and bulk—not pudginess, definitely not—more than filled the chair.


“Didn’t say it was good.” The corners of Elsie’s lips curled upward. She had a sense of humor after all. The woman poured from a red enamel teapot with a sturdy black handle and filled three matching red mugs before sitting. “I have sugar, if you want it. But I’d have to get up for it.”


“I can get it.” Gabe stood, the legs of his chair scraping against the hardwood floor. “Where?” He found the sugar canister and pulled open drawers until he found spoons.


Alexis caught Elsie’s amusement.


“You going to need that much, young man? I do have a sugar bowl there on the counter.”


Gabe smiled. “I might need more than one cup of tea.”


Elsie nodded. “Well, then . . .” Her sentence led nowhere. Until, “My father used honey in his tea. When he . . . lived with me.”


Alexis experimented with several opening phrases in her mind. None sounded like a professional introduction to the discussion they needed to have. So she settled for, “I appreciate your willingness to participate in this Restoring Christmas project, Mrs. Raymond.”


“Elsie. Might as well call me Elsie.”


“How did you first connect with the Heart-and-Home production team? I wasn’t told how you and your house were chosen.”


Elsie sipped her tea. “A friend of mine entered my name in their contest. She took pictures when I was getting something out of the garden. Sent them in without my knowing.”


Gabe stirred his tea. “Is she still your friend?”


“Gabe!” Alexis was going to have to start looking for another videographer. Maybe Sturgeon Bay had someone. Or Green Bay. The distance wasn’t that much different. Mileage costs would kill the budget, but . . .


“It’s a fair question, Alexis.” Elsie smoothed her hands over the tabletop as if she could feel its wrinkles with her own. “I kept her as a friend. I just don’t talk to her much anymore. She feeds the animals when I’m gone.”


“Aren’t you excited about the prospects of having your home brought more up to date, get a few repairs taken care of, and have it professionally decorated for the holidays?” Alexis watched Elsie’s face for a hint of enthusiasm.


“I don’t mind the repairs. But this”—she lifted the handle on the red teapot—“is about all the decorating I’ve done for Christmas since I moved here. Ever since my boys—” She pursed her lips again. “Don’t do much entertaining for Christmas.”


“Maybe you will this year.” Alexis looked to Gabe for backup.


“Are you sure you’re comfortable with having us invade your house like this, Mrs. Raymond? Miss Blake, me, the construction crew . . .”


Big help. Big, big help, Gabe.


Elsie pursed her lips, the action deepening the lines around her mouth. “I wasn’t expecting to be comfortable with it. But it needs doing. I have to do it.”


“I can’t pretend it won’t be interruptive, Elsie.” Alexis laid her hand over Elsie’s. “But we’ll do our best to keep things from getting too chaotic. Are you sure you don’t want to take the network up on its offer to pay for a motel or send you to stay with a family member until we’re done with the messy jobs?”


Elsie slid her hand from underneath Alexis’s. Her posture stiffened. “I have to be here. To supervise.”


“That’s kind of my job,” Alexis said.


“And who else but me will supervise you?”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“SHE MUST HAVE USED UP her quota of gratitude for the month.” Alexis stared at her phone, but it offered no comfort.
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