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      Every Christmas Eve at twilight a ghost appeared in front of the old Colorado blue spruce in Auclair Memorial Park.

      Not just any ghost, but the ghost of Elise Auclair.

      No one ever questioned that it was Elise.

      According to the legend of Whiskey Springs, Elise waited there for her one true love.

      They made a promise to meet there, but he never returned.

      So she came back every year. Year after year.

      Waiting…
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            BENJAMIN SMITH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Today

      

      

      

      “You have got to be—” I bit my tongue. “A week?”

      In my eight years as a pilot, I had never once had a flat tire on an airplane.

      Until today.

      After grabbing a quick hamburger at the edge of town, I’d come back to the airport, a generous term for what was little more than a runway, just outside the small mountain town of Whiskey Springs to run through my preflight checklist and do a walk around.

      A flat tire.

      Normally a flat tire would be no problem. But here at this airport they had no way to fix a flat. No replacement tires or even the right kind of valve for me to fix it myself.

      So I had to wait. A winter snow storm was keeping any kind of courier from getting through. It didn’t help that the holidays were here.

      I called everywhere and everyone I knew who might have any kind of solution.

      Opening my iPad, I checked the weather. Snow. And not just snow. Heavy snow.

      A winter storm warning.

      This storm had not been in the forecast.

      Maybe on one of the obscure ones that I checked on occasion, but not the National Weather Service. Not on NOAA.

      A freak snow storm, they were calling it.

      And I just happened to be sitting here with a flat tire.

      Less than one week until Christmas. My sister’s wedding in Houston. On Christmas Eve.

      I gave some serious thought to flying anyway. Knelt down on the tarmac and ran my hand along the deflated nitrogen tire. I was certain it was the valve stem, but there was a puncture hole near it, too.

      Standing up, I looked toward the mountain peaks, snow clouds clustered around them. Definitely snow in the high country.

      The wind, much stronger than it had been when I had landed, whipped at my coat. Definitely stronger than it had been just over an hour ago. I pulled off my hat and tossed it inside the cockpit then climbed inside.

      My mentor, Noah Worthington, had drilled safety into my head above all else. A reckless pilot is a dead pilot he would say.

      I made the phone calls I needed to make. Ordered what I needed to order. When the weather cleared my tire would be on the way. Then I got to work busy finding myself a place to stay.

      All the major hotels were booked. The weather, of course. And on top of that it was a week before Christmas.

      Everyone recommended the Auclair House, a bed and breakfast on the north side of town.

      Unable to find anything online about it, I called the number the guy at the Holiday Inn gave me.

      The young lady who answered the phone claimed to have one room left. I made a reservation with my credit card, called an Uber, and headed in that direction.

      The Uber driver was chatty. Although I wasn’t in the mood, I heard every word he said.

      “That’s the Whiskey Springs Saloon,” he said. “Started the whole town right there. It was a boarding house, an entertainment house, and a saloon all at the same time.”

      It looked rather small to have served all those purposes, but it had a fresh coat of paint and some plate glass windows that obviously had been added later. It had obviously been taken care of over the years.

      It was dead center in the middle of town, so it looked like the town had spread out around it, like he said.

      “On the left over there is the park. It’s only been a park for about a hundred years or so give or take a few decades. It started off as one of Bailey Auclair’s favorite places to come and paint.”

      “Who’s that?” I asked when he took a breath.

      “Famous artist. You’re not from here,” he said, not even pausing for confirmation. “That Colorado blue spruce has been there for probably eight hundred years.”

      “Looks like it,” I said under my breath, but he heard me and sent me a look.

      “It’s a short walk from the park—The Auclair Memorial Park—to the Auclair Bed and Breakfast where you’ll be staying. You should walk down there. Most folks appreciate it.”

      “The Auclairs are a big name around here.”

      “They weren’t the first ones here, but they made their place here in town, as well as having property on the other side of the park.”

      “Impressive,” I said, a little curious in spite of myself about this Auclair family.

      “You’ll see their name alongside Dr. Alexander Avery’s. He was a major founder of the town.”

      “What did the Auclairs do?” I asked.

      “Only two of them ended up staying in town,” he said. “For different reasons. The girl stayed the longest.”

      He stopped the car at the curb in front of a rather large two-story house that was definitely old. I preferred the modern conveniences of hotels over the older bed and breakfasts. Room service. Televisions. Plenty of hot water.

      “We’re here,” the driver said. “Told you it wasn’t far from the park.”

      I only had a small overnight bag with me. The one I always kept in the plane with me. Just in case. Didn’t have any winter clothes in there though, so I was going to be making a shopping trip downtown tonight or in the morning.

      Fortunately it was a short walk to town so I could easily avoid having to call a driver.

      “Doesn’t look like much on the outside,” the driver said. “But it’s nice on the inside. Been kept up to date.” Seems the Uber driver was a mind reader, too.

      Now that I was here I started thinking just how nice it was going to be to have a few days to myself. I had a lot of alone time to think in the cockpit, but being able to walk around, look at different things, that was long overdue.

      There was only one definite downside. I had to call my sister. Let her know I wasn’t going to make it to her wedding.

      I’d never tell her, but there were worse things than missing a wedding with two thousand guests. Maybe not two thousand, but might as well be. I seriously doubted she’d even miss me other than maybe at picture taking time.

      The Uber driver had told me the truth. The inside of the house was elegantly furnished. Decked out in Christmas colors of crimson and silver. A huge fir tree took up one quadrant of the living room that served as a lobby, festively lit with thousands of clear twinkling lights. Red and silver wax coated pine cones. And glass balls of all sorts.

      I wondered what was up with the wax coated pine cones.

      “Mr. Smith,” the girl I had talked to behind the counter greeted me.

      I nodded.

      “Welcome to the Auclair Bed and Breakfast.” She smiled. She was most definitely not from here. She had a southern accent that I could spot a mile away. I had an aunt from Alabama and I would put money on her being from there. Birmingham maybe. Or Auburn.

      “Do you have more luggage?” she asked.

      “It was an unplanned trip,” I said.

      “Right. You’re the pilot,” she said.

      “That’s right,” I said. “Word travels fast.”

      “Small town,” she said, with a little shrug. “Your room is on the second floor just up the stairs and to the right. You’ll have a great view of downtown from there. And if you listen on a clear night, you can hear music coming from the saloon.”

      “Do I need to fill anything out?”

      “Nah. It’s a bed and breakfast. Not a big chain hotel.” She smiled. “Besides, your credit card went through so you’re good.”

      She slid a key across the counter. “Breakfast at six. Or you can have something sent up later.”

      “I’ll just have something sent up.” After I got off the phone with my family, I was going to need some sleep.

      “Just call down when you’re ready for breakfast,” she said. “Have a good night.”

      It was only four o’clock in the afternoon. As I went up the stairs decked out with flocked green garland wrapped around the bannister, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      Four chimes, the last one hanging in the air as I reached the second floor.

      It felt like a whole lot later though, especially with the early evening darkness settling in.

      I went inside my room, sprawled across the bed and kicked off my shoes.

      Maybe I’d just take a nap before making my phone calls.

      After about half a minute, my phone started vibrating.

      With a groan, I sat up and loosened my tie.

      There was a letter on my nightstand, my name scrawled across the front in a girlish handwriting.

      Nice touch, I thought.

      I picked up the letter. It was sealed, so I checked my phone messages first.

      NICOLE: Saw the storm on the Weather Channel. Please tell me you’re on your way back to Houston.

      Might as well get the worst of it over with. Rip off the band-aid.

      ME: Bad news. Had a flat tire in Whiskey Springs. But I’m ok.

      I added that last part in there just to temper her reaction. Normally Nicole thought of others before herself, but with her wedding being in merely days, I knew that was not going to be the case.

      Thought bubbles.

      Since I really didn’t want to know what she had to say right now, I set my phone on the nightstand, face down. It wasn’t like I could do anything about it. Stranded was stranded. My family knew it was a hazard of being a private airplane pilot.

      I laid back on the bed and unfolded the letter addressed to me.

      

      Dear Benjamin,

      I know you had to go. That you had no choice.

      I’ll just say it. Please come back.

      If you believe… If you believe in us…

      Meet me at the park at Twilight tonight. Christmas Eve.

      I’ll be there. Waiting for you.

      No matter when. I’ll be there.

      Please don’t leave me here without you.

      Yours forever,

      Elise

      

      Feeling like I had intruded on someone else’s personal correspondence, I quickly refolded the letter and put it back on the nightstand.

      Smith was a common last name. Benjamin Smith not so much.

      But this was obviously a mistake.

      I would take it downstairs later. Give it to the girl behind the desk.

      Let her find out who it really belonged to.
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      I hummed to myself as I arranged decorations in the display window.

      My shop had the only display window in Whiskey Springs and I was rather proud of that fact.

      My little store had only one window, to the left as you walk in the front door, so I needed lots of candles to keep things bright.

      It didn’t matter that my display window was little more than a window seat with a wide shelf, it was still a store front window and I treated it as such.

      I decorated it with two oversized handwoven reed baskets with rope handles. One overflowing with red wax coated pinecones and the other overflowing with silver wax coated pinecones.

      After backing up and studying it for a moment, I tipped the baskets over, arranging the pinecones to look like they were spilling out.

      I added a couple of books and rounded it off with a frilly straw hat I’d ordered from a dressmaker in Boston.

      As for the pinecones, my sister, Bailey, had started the whole thing last Christmas during a terrible blizzard.

      Her husband, an innovative man had given her the idea and Bailey had run with it.

      The best part was that my little shop was the only place around here to buy the wax-coated pinecones.

      Personally, I liked the two colors, red and silver, together for Christmas enough to adopt them for my own decoration theme in my own house.

      The Christmas tree in one corner of my shop was festively decorated with some of those silver and red pinecones. Silver and red ribbons and bows cascading over it. And glass balls that had come from back east. Everything on the tree was for sale.

      Someday we wouldn’t have to order things from back east. Someday Whiskey Springs would be big enough that we would have everything we needed right here. That was, at least, my hope.

      I went back behind the counter and straightened a glass jar filled with little peppermint sticks. Took one out and popped it in my mouth.

      Everything looked ready for business, so I unlocked the front doors. Less than one week before Christmas. A good time for my grand opening.

      Today was opening day. I was a little bit nervous, wondering how many customers I would have. Several townspeople had stopped by while I was getting everything ready and they had all been encouraging. All of them agreed that Whiskey Springs needed a shop like this.

      I sat behind the counter and watched the morning traffic outside the front of my shop. People walking here and there. Horses and buggies passing by. A stagecoach rumbled past, leaving town.

      After about an hour of not having any customers, I went into the back room for a drink of water.

      The shop had been merely something I wanted to do. Not something I had to do.

      I’d enjoyed the planning, the shopping, the setting up.

      Now it was mine.

      The downside of that was that I had sunk most everything I had into it. So now I was committed.

      Still, if not a single customer walked through that door, I had done what I wanted to do. And yet it had taken on an importance of its own.

      As the youngest of five siblings, that had not been easy. All of my sisters and even my brother had their own ideas about how I should live my life.

      Get married and have a family. That was, of course, the most popular suggestion, but it was expected of all young ladies. I wasn’t going to just willy-nilly pick some man and marry him for the sake of getting married. I had my own thoughts on that one.

      Start a school and teach. Whiskey Springs had no school and, granted, it would have satisfied my entrepreneurial spirit, but teaching was not my passion. Neither were children. I didn’t dislike children, I just didn’t necessarily like them.

      Work as a seamstress and do sewing for people. Sitting alone all day sewing for people might have meaningful for any of my other sisters, but not me. I liked people. I liked having people around to talk to. That was one of the reasons I had opened this store. My three older sisters had married and moved out, leaving just me and my brother. My brother, Colton, had a wandering spirit so he was rarely home. That left me there alone.

      Long ago, back when we lived in Mississippi, I’d seen a painting of a department store in London that had a lovely front display window. That image had stayed with me and I’d often imagined what it would be like to have own shop window to decorate.

      The little bell tinkled alerting me that someone had walked into my store.

      Delighted, I hurried back out to stand behind the counter.

      A handsome man stood there, just inside the door, looking around.

      All in black, he was wearing a long wool coat, leather gloves, and a warm cap. He held a red shopping bag in one hand.

      “Hello,” I said, with a smile. “Welcome.”

      “Hi,” he said, looking at me with a rather perplexed expression.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said, his gaze flicking over in the direction of the Christmas tree.

      “Is it for a Christmas gift?”

      He turned and looked into my eyes.

      “A wedding gift,” he said. “For my sister.”

      I grinned. “She’s getting married? That’s wonderful. When?”

      “Christmas Eve,” he said.

      “That’s exciting,” I said. “What a wonderful day to get married. It’s my favorite day in the whole year.”

      He just looked at me.

      “Do you want help or do you just want to look around?” I asked.

      I honestly had not expected my first customer to be a man. I didn’t know much about how men shopped, except for my brother Colton. And I
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