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      A Second Chance Christmas Romance

      JOY

      I never planned to come back to Pine Ridge, especially during Christmas. But when a blizzard forces my rental car into a ditch on the way to a company retreat, I find myself face to face with the one man I never forgot.

      Winter Evans. My first love. The boy I abandoned without explanation. Except he's not a boy anymore, he's the successful, confident man who now runs Cedar Lodge, the place where we first fell in love.

      And I'm trapped here, with him, during what they're calling the hundred-year storm.

      His green eyes still see right through me. His touch still makes my heart race. But the hurt between us is as deep as the snow piling up outside.

      WINTER

      The last person I expected to rescue from a snowstorm was Joy Matthews. Ten years ago she disappeared from my life without a word.

      Now she's back, stranded at my lodge during the worst blizzard in a century. Still beautiful. Still haunting my dreams. Still the only woman who ever made me feel like I was enough.

      But I built a life here after she left, rebuilt this lodge from near-bankruptcy into a destination that families flock to. I've moved on. At least, that's what I keep telling myself as I give her the last available room.

      The storm traps us together, in the town where we fell in love as teenagers.

      I told myself I'd never trust Joy again. But as Christmas approaches and the snow keeps falling, I'm starting to wonder if fate brought her back to Pine Ridge for a reason.

      Maybe some first loves deserve a second chance; even ours.
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      "No, no, no..." I groan when the rental car I'm driving slides further than I'm prepared for. My entire body clenches, and I grip the steering wheel as tightly as I can. With a lot of luck, I gather it back up, and then tap the gas, swallowing down the anxiety that's been living in my throat for the last forty-five minutes.

      "This is the stupidest thing I've ever done," I whisper to the empty passenger seat.

      Outside, thick snowflakes are starting to come down, and according to the temperature gauge on the dash, it's dropped ten degrees in the last five minutes. The GPS says that I'm still an hour and a half out from Aspen, and my stomach drops as I see the sign announcing that I've entered Pine Ridge.

      "Good old home sweet, home," I blow out a breath.

      I haven't been back since I graduated high school, and left this town in the rear view like my ass was on fire. I never turned to the past, even when I really wanted to.

      The snow coming down in the headlights is making it harder and harder to see the road. I look down for a split second, and when I glance back up, there's a deer dashing in front of me. Even though I know I shouldn't, I slam on the brakes and white-knuckle it as I take the ditch closest to the road.

      Although I was going much slower than I normally would've been, I still come to a stop with a loud thud. My body lurches forward with the impact, and I take a few moments to check in. Make sure I can move all my limbs, and that I haven't hit my head. As I'm taking stock, there's a loud beating on the window that makes me jump and scream. I haven't passed another soul in the past thirty minutes.

      "Are you okay?" The question is muffled, but I can still make it out.

      Nodding, I struggle to open the door. "I'm fine, but I don't know how I'm going to get out of this ditch," I groan as I push myself out of the driver's seat.

      "Storm's coming. This is just the front edge of it. It's just getting started."

      The man grasps my hand, and that along with the voice hits me like a freight train. "Winter?"

      He stops, and looks down at me. The same green eyes that I looked into for hours as a teenager are right there in the dim light coming from the interior of the car. "Joy?"

      I nod, swallowing roughly. "Yeah."

      He stiffens, and nods to a truck that's idling behind my rental. "We're a couple miles from Cedar Lodge. We need to get there before this gets wound up all the way. They're calling it the hundred-year storm."

      Lucky for me, I put boots on before I started this journey, and they're saving me as we trudge through the snow. "What about my stuff?" I question over the roar of the wind.

      "Let me get you in the truck, and then I'll grab whatever you have."

      I nod, but I'm sure he can't tell. The snow is deep, almost up to my shins already. When I take a step and my boot punches further down that I expect it to, causing me to stumble, Winter reaches over and picks me up. I haven't been in his arms in ten years, and the same feeling I had as a teenager envelopes my entire body. Before I know it, I'm pushed up into the passenger seat, the hot blast of the heater warming my frozen bones.

      "Where's your stuff?" He asks, his voice muffled by the gaiter he wears around his face and neck.

      "Trunk. There's a suitcase and a laptop bag. I need both if you can grab them."

      He makes a noise, and then turns back out into the storm. Closing the door, I take a moment to still the shuddering of my breath, calming the galloping momentum of my heart. When I've stopped shivering, I glance around the interior, taking note of the green lights, and the bottle of Sprite sitting in the console.

      Winter always drank Sprite.

      I guess some things never change.

      The back door on the driver's side of the quad cab opens, and I see my belongings being shoved in. There's a part of me that wants to tell him to be careful, and there's another part of me that knows I should probably shut my mouth.

      The door closes, and then he comes to the driver's side and lifts himself up into the seat, taking off his gloves and the gaiter around his mouth. He sniffles, cheeks red from the cold. "What the hell were you doing out in this? You've been reckless previously, but I didn't take you for wanting to commit suicide."

      The annoyance in his voice takes me by surprise. It's been years since this man has been annoyed with me, and honestly, I don't feel like I deserve it now. "You have no idea what kind of situation I'm in, Winter. You lost the privilege of knowing that years ago."

      He glances over at me, those green eyes guarded. "Then why don't you tell me why you decided to take your life in your hands tonight?"

      Swallowing roughly, I lick my suddenly dry lips. "I'm supposed to be at a retreat for work right now. My flight to Denver was delayed because of all this weather. I had to stay an extra day to finish work on a project, so everyone went out before me. If everything had worked out the way it was supposed to today, I'd already have been there. Instead, I was trying to get there."

      "Your job shouldn't have you out in this weather to begin with. It'll be slow-going. So hang on, and don't make small talk."

      "I remember, you have to concentrate to drive in the snow."

      He grins over at me. "Oh so you do remember something about me?"

      "Of course, we were together for five years," I say the words like he shouldn't be surprised.

      There's a tension in the cab of the truck, almost as if there's a string pulled taut between us. "You'd never know considering you didn't reach out once after you left Pine Ridge."

      I don't have anything to say to that accusation, so I look out the window and press my lips together. Best for me to say nothing than to say something that might make us argue. Instead of speaking, I grab my phone out of my purse and start checking messages.

      "Service sucks out here. Good luck."

      "Aren't you just a ray of sunshine?" I cut my gaze over at him.

      "Lost that sense of humor I used to have when you stood me up the night before you left Pine Ridge."

      There's nothing for us to say to one another, so I turn back to my phone, and try to live with the molasses speed with which my messages are loading.

      "Hang on," he says as he grips the steering wheel and hangs a left into a driveway.

      The back end slides, fishtailing on us, but he gathers it up, then hesitantly presses on the gas. When the tires grip, we slowly head into the darkness. I want desperately to ask where we're going, but I don't dare.

      As we pass under a wooden sign that reads Cedar Lodge, I realize where we are.

      The place where Winter and I fell in love so many Christmases ago. The place I swore I'd never go back to again.
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      This night has turned into a clusterfuck if there ever was one. I'd had to go into Pine Ridge to make a last-minute supply run because of this storm that's bearing down on us. It's not like it doesn't normally snow in mid-December here, it's just that the storm developed quickly and is dumping a lot more than we're used to this early in the season.

      My chest squeezes with pride as I park outside of main lodge, in a parking spot that proclaims I'm the manager.

      "Winter," her soft voice questions in the stillness of the truck. "Do you run this place?"

      It would be easy for me to lie to her and downplay my role here, but I'm proud of it. I've worked hard; pulled this place out of what was going to be bankruptcy, and made it a destination that many want to visit. "I do," I answer, not sure of how to put all of that into words. Glancing over at her in the light of my dashboard, I give her a grin. "Not too bad for a juvenile delinquent who couldn't get a job at Burger King our senior year of high school, huh?"

      She opens her mouth twice, and then shuts it before saying anything. "A lot seems to have changed around here."

      "It has," I agree, but I don't give her anymore than that. She lost that right when she left and didn't bother to check in even once. "C'mon, let's get inside. I have one room left, and it's got your name on it."

      She looks tired as she glances back at her suitcase. "Do you think anyone will able to come and pull me out tomorrow?"

      A chuckle works its way out of my chest. "Honey, they're forecasting this storm might last up to four days, and then we're gonna have to dig out. You aren't going anywhere, anytime soon."

      She almost looks like she might cry, but shakes her head, and then gives me a small smile. "Thank you for all your help. I really appreciate this."

      "No matter how we left things, Joy. I'm not about to leave you out in a snowstorm when I have the means to give you a place to stay." I drum my thumbs on the steering wheel. "Sit tight, I'll grab your bags, and then come over and get you. No sense in both of us getting soaked and cold."

      Wrapping my coat tightly around my body, I tug my beanie further down on my forehead, and duck out into the whipping wind. It's a fight to get the door open and grab her luggage, but I manage before trudging around to her side, and help her out. Together we fight through the snow, and end up in the lobby of Cedar Lodge.

      We stand there, panting, trying to push the snow off our jackets.

      "You okay, Winter?" I recognize the voice of my night manager, Carol. "The storm's really starting to pick up out there."

      "Yeah," I agree. "We should have one more room left, right?"

      "We do, last one," she confirms.

      "Joy needs a room, go ahead and give it to her." I nod toward her. "She slid into the ditch on the highway, and she ain't getting out until all this calms down." I motion for Joy to step up to the counter. "It's on the house, she's an old friend."

      Joy turns to me, with her mouth open, no doubt ready to argue. "It will be a company expense..."

      "One room being given away for a few days isn't going to make or break the books. If it will, then we shouldn't be in business. Give me the key," I reach over the counter and snag the key card. "C'mon, I'll walk you up." Grabbing the handle of her suitcase, I drag it along behind me as we walk over to the elevator.

      "Thank you," she says as we step onto the elevator. "You didn't have to do any of this, and you didn't have to be nice about it either."

      I shrug, because I don't want to examine that any further. "You're welcome. I didn't know it was you when I stopped, but that wouldn't have prevented me from doing it."

      When we get to the third floor, the doors open, and we step out. Walking down the hall, I come to a stop in front of the door and swipe the keycard. We go inside, and I
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