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  This book is dedicated to everyone who loves to read on snowy days. Sit back with a hot beverage, warm socks, and this book. 

Let the flakes fall where they may.
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  Chapter 1

Snowflakes swirled and tapped on the windowpanes of Spruce Canyon Lodge, eerily asking to come inside. Frost along the edges of the glass gave a winter wonderland ambience to the banquet hall where a huge Christmas tree sat in the corner. Gifts circled the base of the tree, adding a bit of mystery and anticipation about what they might hold inside. It was Christmas Eve, a special and sacred time. 
But for Ashley Chen, this Christmas Eve was dark and ugly. She sat staring out the window, the organza billows of her wedding dress piled around her like the snow drifts that were forming on the deck. Her long-planned wedding was in ruins. Buried under two feet of snow and a mound of betrayal.
The storm had partly spoiled her wedding. The worst blizzard in the last forty years hit the Colorado mountains last night. Wedding guests were stranded in Denver because of icy roads or at home because of cancelled flights. Both of her sisters had made it to Denver on the last flights in, but were stuck at their parents’ house, unable to drive to the lodge. The groom’s brother couldn’t fly in from the East Coast. 
Soft footsteps sounded behind her. If she ignored them, maybe the person would go away. She didn’t want to see anyone. She didn’t want to be pitied. She didn’t want someone trying to make her feel better.
Her fingers caressed two beads on her bodice, fighting the urge to rip them off. Her wedding was off. Why shouldn’t the beads be off too? Her anger might be assuaged if she gave them a mighty pull and flung them across the room. If she hit whoever was walking up behind her, the person might get the hint that she wanted to be alone.  Her dark mood was about to force her into action.
“Ashley?” 
The gentle voice of her uncle patted her bruised ego. Her favorite relative was the one exception to her rule. His wisdom was welcome any time, except now.
“Where is everyone?” he inquired. “We shouldn’t let the weather postpone the wedding. Everyone necessary is here. Bride. Groom. Preacher.” He let out a light cackle. “Let’s get this show on the road!” He clapped his hands together and laughed. 
Gritting her teeth lest she breathe fire on her favorite uncle, she kept staring out the window hoping to absorb some of the chill to calm her anger. He deserved an answer, but the words she would have to speak would make the nightmare real. 
She looked up at her Uncle Don. Her clueless Uncle Don. He’d gone to the trouble to get his online certificate as an ordained minister so he could marry them. His efforts had been wasted.
Letting out a sigh that almost took tears along with it, she explained, “Uncle Don, the wedding is off, but not because of the weather. It’s off because there’s no groom and no maid of honor.” She swallowed the growing lump in her throat. “Brandon ran off with Jessica last night.”
The elderly man teetered as if knocked back by an invisible fist. His hand went to his heart. Ashley stood up and held on to him so he wouldn’t fall. The last thing they needed was an elderly gentleman with a broken hip. Pulling out a chair, she helped him sit in it.
His hand shook as he reached for her hand, pulling her down into the chair beside him. “They—they ran off? Together? And left you here? Are you sure?”
Brandon’s Dear-Jane note lay on the table and she pushed it toward him. Uncle Don could read the news for himself.
Standing up, she put her hands on the frosty window and leaned against it. The cold glass quickly fogged up where her hands and her breath touched it. She put her forehead against the pane. The damp cold seemed more real than what she felt inside. Her groom and her maid of honor were out there in the storm. Somewhere. Together. She hoped they were stuck in a snowbank. And she hoped they were cold. Biting cold so they’d be hurting like she was.
As her forehead numbed with the cold, she stepped back from the window. Pulling a mascara-blackened tissue out of her strapless bodice, she wiped her eyes. The action removed more of the mascara so painstakingly applied two hours earlier. She rubbed several dark splotches on the lacy bodice with manicured fingers. An hour ago, the spots would have mattered. Now, nothing mattered.
A murmur of distress mixed with sympathy signaled Uncle Don had finished reading the note. He made funny sounds while not saying anything. Ashley knew his mind was churning while looking for the right words. He often did that when he wanted to say something profound or important. He was like her wise grandfather, and she valued what he had to say. Except for now. No words could soothe her heartache.
“Ashley…” he began.
She closed her eyes and turned to face the window again, fighting to remain respectful. He was her elder and deserved to be heard even though she really wanted to run weeping to her room.
“…I’m sad for you. My heart hurts for you. But it’s also happy. For you to have married that man—the one who took away your happiness on a whim—if you’d married him, your life would have been miserable. I never want that for you.”
Biting her bottom lip, she struggled to hold the emotion back that was threatening to send her into an ugly crying jag. She tensed her stomach muscles. A few seconds of rigidness helped her regain her composure.
“Thanks, Uncle Don. If you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone.”
Old-man sounds drifted to her ears as he lifted himself from the chair. A strong hand clasped her shoulder with a tight squeeze. No words needed to be spoken. His strength and sympathy came through his touch. 
He sniffed as he stood beside her, looking out the window. A moment of silence drifted between them. “I don’t want to seem insensitive,” he said in a higher voice than usual, “but if there’s no wedding, we should pack up and get back home before we’re snowed in here. Look how fast it’s falling!” With one last squeeze of her shoulder, he rushed out of the room.
Ashley stared out the window again. In the whiteout conditions, nothing could be seen. Only felt. It felt cold. Empty cold. Inside her, the fire of disloyalty kindled by her two best friends was being doused by the dread and fear of facing the Colemans, Brandon’s parents. Their room was down the hall from hers. She had to get home before she was stuck here with them. And Joe. Just thinking his name made her insides cringe. The thick white scene of the blizzard suddenly made her feel claustrophobic. 
The scent of burning wood came from the stone fireplace in the corner of the large room, causing her to turn to look at the flames. Stockings hung from the mantle and a large wreath hung above them all. A leather sofa in front of the fireplace invited her to sit and warm herself on its cushions. Behind the sofa, white-tableclothed tables with unlit candles and fine china sat ready for the wedding party’s luncheon. 
She turned away from the inviting warmth in front of the fire to face the other way. The giant, ornately decorated Christmas tree stood beside an evergreen-bough arch where she and Brandon would have stood to be married. A bundle of mistletoe hung from the center of the arch. The ceremony had been so romantic last night during rehearsal. Now it taunted her, rebuking her for loving someone who didn’t deserve her trust.
Reminders of her ruined wedding were everywhere. She covered her face with her hands. Her house was full of wedding presents and Brandon’s furniture. She wanted away from it all but had nowhere to go that wasn’t full of his memories or his stuff.
The note that broke her heart lay on a table. Brandon’s best man, Joe Griffin, delivered it to her this morning. She narrowed her eyes, trying to make it burst into flames. Wishing for that superpower didn’t make it come true. She didn’t need x-ray vision to see the words in the note. Brandon didn’t want to go through with the marriage. Their time together had been fun, but he realized he didn’t love her. Not like a wife. He loved her like a sister, and it would feel funny marrying his sister. He’d found real love in the arms of Jessica. 
Jessica. Her life-long friend who had always stood by her. Their long history bound them together as more than friends. It had made them sisters so naturally she’d asked her to be the maid of honor. Strange title for someone who no longer had any honor. She bit her bottom lip to steady her quivering chin. 
With trembling hands, she picked up the letter. Joe’s demeanor when he delivered it had made matters much worse. The unpleasant man had almost recited it, like he helped write it, and laughed after he was done reading it. 
Joe was a thorn in her side. Ever since he and Brandon became friends, things had not been the same. Brandon seemed more interested in pleasing Joe than pleasing her. The two of them hung out at places that she didn’t approve of and stayed out to all hours. Joe explained it away as sowing wild oats before being chained to a wife. Ashley didn’t like the kind of farming he and Brandon had been doing. Brandon’s sudden impulses to do things before he was married cast the first shadow. It was like he regretted his decision to propose to her. He became a little distant, but she credited it to cold feet. All grooms had cold feet, didn’t they?
Her mother told her it was sacrilegious to have a wedding on Christmas Eve. They’d argued about it, but Ashley was resolute. Christmas Eve was the best time to get married. Joy was part of the season, and the holiday break made it easy for their close friends and family to come. It was the perfect time to celebrate the birth of a new family.
A gust of wind shook the building, and she turned to look at the white outside. God must have agreed with her mother. He didn’t seem too pleased with her Christmas Eve wedding plans either. 
Uncle Don was right. She’d better get on the road, or she’d be stuck here with the Colemans and the wedding arch. But first, one thing had to be done. Crumpling the hurtful note, she ran to the large fireplace in the corner where the flames waited to consume it. Lifting her arm to throw it in, she heard a small voice behind her.
“Are you a princess?”
Ashley spun around, searching for the source of the question. No one was in the room with her. Maybe she was imagining things. Maybe it was the voice of her childhood self. She’d wanted to be a princess all her life. She’d chosen the wedding gown because it looked like a dress she’d seen in a Disney movie. Another memory floated out from a hidden place. A cast-off dress of her mother’s used to trail behind her as she pretended to be Cinderella. She’d swirl and dance around her imaginary ballroom until she was breathless and dizzy. 
Her youthful memories took over her thoughts and took her away from her present self. Reaching down, she lifted the side of her full skirt and pirouetted like she had as a girl. She was a princess on the ballroom floor, dancing with her Prince Charming.
“You ARE a princess!”
The voice was closer and drew her out of her daydream. Ashley looked around and saw one blue eye peering from behind a chair near the banquet hall entrance. The voice belonged to the lodge owner’s daughter, Molly. On several previous visits to the lodge, the girl would magically appear out of nowhere with a knowing look in her eyes. The little spy could be found all over the lodge, absorbing everything she could. Little seemed to get past her. 
Ashley motioned for the child to come out.
The five-year-old girl edged her way around the chair. Her long blonde hair hung over her eyes as she tugged at the hem of her Christmas sweatshirt. She pointed at Ashley’s head, “You have a crown!” 
Reaching up, Ashley touched the tiara that held her veil. A one-sided smile moved her face. “Hi, Molly. I’m not—"
A gasp and a puzzled look came across the child’s face as she tipped her head. “Why do you have black eyes?”
Ashley hurried to a table to get a napkin to wipe the mascara away. Rushing to the table where her three-tiered wedding cake sat in its sugary splendor, she grabbed a paper napkin to wipe the running mascara away.  Keeping her back to the child, she murmured, “Um, my makeup got messed up.” She wiped her eyes more, then turned around. “Better?”
The child nodded and skipped over to Ashley. “May I touch your crown?”
The child’s pleading eyes warmed the cold emptiness inside Ashley. Taking the child’s hand, they walked to the large leather sofa in front of the fireplace. “Let’s sit here.”
The girl bounced up and sat on the edge of the sofa. Her eyes were wide with wonder as she stared at every fold of the voluminous skirt.
Reaching behind her, Ashley pulled the long veil around her so she could sit. She pulled part of her skirt over Molly’s legs when she sat beside her, lighting up the blue eyes with delight. The girl felt of the fabric between her fingers and stroked it like a treasured pet.
The girl’s inquisitiveness of the fine fabric made Ashley smile. She pulled out several bobby pins before pulling the tiara off her head. Finger-combing and twisting the girl’s long tresses into a knot on top of her head, Ashley applied her small pile of bobby pins to the girl’s coif. Little hands were feeling around the top of her head so much, Ashley had to tell her to sit still. A squeal of dream-come-true wonder filled the banquet hall as she slid the tiara on the girl’s head and spread the veil across her shoulders. The girl was transformed into a princess.
The veil drug on the floor as Molly jumped up and spun around, holding the edges of the veil out with her arms. “Look at me! I’m a princess!” 
Motioning to the girl, Ashley said, “Come, let me help you so it doesn’t drag on the floor so much.” She wrapped the long veil around her shoulders, providing both a crown and a lacy play dress for the occasion. “There. Now you can get around better with your crown, Princess Molly.”
“Am I as beautiful as you?”
Imagining how she must look with red eyes, splotchy face, and smeared makeup, the question was an easy one to answer. “You are much more beautiful than I am.”
Molly ran and twirled around the floor in front of the tables. Her laughter rang through the once dreary room, filling it with the happiness of a child granted a wish.
Ashley sat back in the sofa, losing herself in the child’s innocent dance. The girl knew nothing of heartbreak or betrayal. To her, the world was simple and good and all about princesses. She used to be that girl. Carefree. Joyful. Happy. That’s how she expected to feel today, her wedding day. Instead, it was the day her dream died. 
Her vision blurred with too many tears. She felt around on the sofa and found the napkin again. When she had her emotions under control, she found the girl standing in front of her. 
“Why are you sad?” she asked softly. “You can have your crown back.” Her hands went to the tiara sparkling in the firelight. 
Quickly, Ashley reached out and put the girl’s hands down. “The crown is yours to keep. Wear it and play with it. I hope it brings you much more happiness than it did me.”
In a single moment, Ashley could see that it already had. The beaming child skipped away, the train floating out behind her like a cape.






  
  Chapter 2

Ashley faced the window of her room, watching the snow pile up while she tapped her toe. Her mother, Maggie, paced across the room behind her, alternating between ranting how Brandon wasn’t good enough for her daughter and weeping over the loss of all the money she’d spend on the wedding. She lamented that Brandon was too arrogant, too self-centered, too…too…not good enough. And Jessica. That girl had been like one of the family, she cried out as she wailed. How could she do this to them?  
Her parents had been crazy about Brandon before today. So crazy about him that they used their savings for a Mediterranean cruise to pay for the wedding. Ashley tried to talk them out of it. She had a good job and could pay for it herself, but her mother, adhering to strict customary rules, insisted that the bride’s parents pay for everything. They’d saved for years for this bucket-list cruise and now it was all gone. Down the tubes on a wedding and a man who was no good.
Ashley understood her mother’s rantings. She felt the same way. Inside her, confusion stirred her mix of emotions like a blender, yielding a strange concoction that was bitter to drink. Her mother’s grieving for the cruise only added to Ashley’s guilt. Their dream had been wasted on a flop.
Maggie’s voice dragged like sandpaper over Ashley’s insides. Putting her fingers in her ears







