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DESCRIPTION

	 

	Aspen’s life in California hasn’t turned out quite as she imagined it would. Her marriage and bakery both  ended in failure, but at least she has Roy, her seven-year-old son. When she unexpectedly inherits her aunt’s house in Bourneville, Montana right before Christmas, she decides to take Roy there and show him the enchanting Christmases her aunt gave her as a child. With the help of Cruz, a local lumberjack, and other friends she makes along the way, she begins to wonder if maybe a life in Bourneville (and with Cruz) isn’t exactly what she and Roy need. 

	 

	Cruz has always thought of himself as a simple man. He has his cabin in the woods, his dog, and a job that gives him the freedom to be himself. He likes it that way. However, when he meets Aspen, he suddenly finds himself thinking that maybe his life has room for more…wants more. Determined to help Aspen make this Roy’s best Christmas ever, he finds his frozen heart thawing as they embark on a Christmas journey full of magic and promise. 

	 

	Maybe, with a little help from Santa, all their Christmas wishes will finally come true.  
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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	Aspen

	 

	I look at the clock on the wall of the bakery. It’s our last day of business. Ten more minutes to go. Ten more minutes until my dream ends.

	Shelley, the front counter clerk, comes to stand beside me. “Are you gonna be okay?”

	I look at her, knowing my eyes say it all. “I will be. I’m just glad you found another job to go to so quickly.”

	“You know,” Shelley says as she grabs her jacket from behind the counter. “Just because this didn’t work out, it doesn’t mean you should stop trying. You’re an incredible baker. It’s not your fault that the new landlord is a jerk. Doubling the rent? Seriously?” She comes over and gives me an encouraging hug. “The right opportunity will come along. You’re too good at what you do to work for anyone else while they get all of the credit.”

	“I hope you’re right,” I reply, giving her a wan smile. “We were just getting cranked up and developing a steady clientele. It hardly seems fair.”

	“Life rarely is.” Shelley stops at the door as she’s about to leave. “Are you sure you don’t want any help packing up tomorrow? I really don’t mind. You don’t even have to pay me.”

	I shake my head. “I think I can handle it.” The truth is I’m afraid I won’t be able to put on a brave face. Today was hard enough. I know tomorrow will be worse.

	“You’re going to keep in touch, right?”

	I nod, trying to muster a smile. “You bet!”

	After she leaves, I lock the doors and take out the cash drawer and sales tape, my final count for the bakery. It seems like it was just yesterday when we opened for business. In fact, it has been just over a year. My great love in life has always been baking. I consider wedding cakes to be a tasty work of art. They’re my favorite challenge. I hope I can keep that line of business going while I figure out what to do next. I just wish I could have had a little longer to try and make things work with the bakery. Instead, I guess I can rack this up along with my long list of other failures.

	As I count the drawer, I glance over at the picture of Roy I keep next to the register. His sandy hair is a little too long in the picture, almost covering his bright blue eyes. I had forgotten it was picture day at school when it was taken. Otherwise, I would have taken him to get a haircut. Maybe with the bakery closing, I’ll be able to focus more on him. I’ve been working myself to the bone day and night with the business, time I should have been spending with him. At seven, he’s too young to understand that I’ve been doing it to build a better future for us. I hope when he’s older he won’t resent me for it.

	Carolers walk by the front of the shop. Somehow, it feels wrong for it to be Christmas. Outside, the temperature is a mild 62 degrees. Instead of fir trees decorated with lights, it’s palm trees. Instead of cold and snowy, it’s warm and sunny. Definitely not like the Christmases I had as a kid. People are still walking around in shorts even though it’s the first week of December. That’s Anaheim, California for you, though. It just plain feels wrong!

	It’s just as well. For all intent and purposes, I plan to skip Christmas this year. What’s the point, after all? Roy will be going to stay with Scott. I can’t begrudge him that, though. It will be the first Christmas Roy’s had with his father since the divorce five years ago. Roy is so excited. It’s all he’s been able to talk about for the last two weeks. Part of me wishes I could have waved a magic wand to fix my marriage, give Roy the father he so desperately wants and needs. I’m not really sure that’s Scott, though. He’s not much better at being a father than he was a husband. Roy loves him, though. He’s such a good kid. He still sees the best in everyone, still believes in happy endings. I wish I could have his childlike faith, but life has a way of whittling away at that over time.

	A light tapping noise sounds on the glass door. I look up to see a man standing there. He motions for me to let him in, but I point to the closed sign and shake my head. Undeterred, he holds up some papers and mouths something I can’t decipher. Sighing, I go to unlock the door and let him in.

	“Can I help you?” I ask him curiously.

	He takes off his hat to reveal his balding head. His round spectacles and suit give him a serious demeanor. “Are you Aspen Rogers?”

	“Yes.” Now my curiosity is up.

	“I’m Gerald Thompson. You can call me Gerald. I’m the attorney handling the estate of your late aunt, Wilma Gallagher.”

	The words hit me like a ton of bricks. “What happened? I didn’t even know she was sick.”

	“She passed away from a heart attack a month ago,” he says quietly. “It was all rather sudden.”

	I take a seat at one of the tables, absorbing what he just told me. “Nobody called to tell me. Was there a service?”

	He shakes his head. “She didn’t want one. It was one of the specific requests she made in the event of her demise. Perhaps a few of us, maybe a lot of us, did raise a glass in her honor. Hopefully, she won’t come back to haunt us for that. Knowing Wilma, if she decided to haunt you, she would do it up right,” he says with a sentimental laugh.

	I sit there for a moment, guilt rolling over me in waves. The last time I spoke to Aunt Wilma was last Christmas. I should have done better.

	Gerald takes the seat across from me, placing some papers on the table. “As I said, I am handling your late aunt’s estate. Her primary asset, her house, she has left to you. I have a few papers that you need to sign. Other than that, the house is yours.”

	My head is spinning. “She left me the house?”

	“From what I understand, you are her only living heir,” he says as he begins to hand me documents with tabs on the side indicating the need for my signature. He grins slightly. “The whole town is really going to miss her. She was hell on wheels from start to finish. She and I went to high school together.” He pauses, his eyes softening with memories. “I had the biggest crush on her. She had fiery red hair and a temper to match. She was dating the high school quarterback, though, so I had to behave unless I wanted to be stuffed into a locker.”

	“The way you describe her, I’m surprised she never married.”

	“Her boyfriend went into the Army and was shipped off to Vietnam.” He pauses. “He didn’t make it back. I don’t believe she ever went out with another man after that.”

	That explains a lot. I used to ask her why she had never married. She would always get this faraway look on her face and tell me that wasn’t the hand she’d been dealt with. She’d then make one of her crazy jokes, and we would move on to something else.

	Once I’m finished signing everything, Gerald stands up. “I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing. If you come out to Bourneville, let me know. My wife and I would be glad to have you over for dinner sometime.”

	“That would be nice,” I say smiling. “I haven’t been to Bourneville in years. I always loved it as a little kid.”

	He grins. “If you can make it for Christmas, the town really does it up right. The tree-lighting ceremony is the next weekend. After that, it’s full-on Christmas. We may be a small town, but we do Christmas big.”

	Once Gerald leaves, I place the cash in the safe in the back. I’ll deposit it tomorrow when I pack up. Right now, I just want to go home. I can feel the beginning of a headache at my temples.

	As I get in my car, my phone rings. It’s Scott. I prop the phone on my shoulder as I start the car. “Hey, Scott. What’s up?”

	There is a moment of silence on the other end. “I’m not going to be able to keep Roy for Christmas.”

	It’s a good thing he can’t see me. I can feel the angry blood heating up my face. I should have known. “It’s all he’s been talking about. I hope you have a good reason.”

	“I’ve started seeing someone new,” he says. “She wants to spend Christmas in Vail and go skiing. We’ll be busy doing adult things. Besides, it’s still pretty new. I don’t want him to get the wrong idea.”

	“Oh. So now you care what he thinks?” I say, my voice ripping with sarcasm.

	“Aspen, don’t be like this. I would if I could. It’s just that Carol isn’t really into kids, and…well, Roy can be pretty needy sometimes. He’ll be miserable if he’s with us. He’ll be happier spending Christmas with you.”

	“What you really mean is that you will be miserable if he’s there. Can’t you go after Christmas? Surely your date can wait.”

	“It’s a special event. She goes every year with some of her college friends. She doesn’t want to be the only single in the group.”

	“Sounds like she’s a bit selfish, knowing you have a son and all.” I am working hard to keep my anger in check. The fact is, Scott is going and no amount of reasoning

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
