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      “Did you just say the house is up for auction?”

      How quickly they went from thank-you-for-your-service to you-have-one-hour-to-remove-your-property. Cade was sure he had whiplash the moment he sat down in the fake leather chair that was meant to be comfortable. But the cold material just seeped into his bones.

      Or maybe it was the conversation. Coming home from a tour in Afghanistan to his grandfather’s funeral only to learn that the house he had grown up in was being auctioned off was more than a blow.

      “Uh, yes, that’s right.”

      “How can this happen without my consent? I got this letter saying that my grandfather gave the house to me in his will.”

      “You were not here for the reading and—”

      “Yes, I was doing a tour in the Middle East. It was a bit hard for me to get here for the reading.”

      “I understand. We normally make accommodations for this type of thing but…your grandfather’s estate needed to be handled quickly.”

      “Why?”

      The lawyer glanced down at the paperwork he’d pulled out of an envelope. Cade could see his lips move as he read the lines. “Here.” The man pointed to the page.

      Cade leaned forward and glanced at the line the lawyer pointed to.

      “He didn’t pay his taxes?”

      “For the past eight years. The town has been patient and only issued the demand recently.”

      “You call ripping the rug out from under me when I just got into Sweet patient?”

      “There is a lot of interest in the property. The town feels now is the best time to recoup the loss. Unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “You come up with the back taxes and fees owed to take the property out of delinquency. Once that happens, you’ll be free to do the repairs and get an occupancy permit for the house.”

      “Why would I need that? My grandfather lived in that house for something like fifty years.”

      Mr. Miller dropped his gaze to the paperwork. “Fifty-eight. He was quite young when he purchased the initial home and then he purchased the property surrounding and in the back of the house.”

      “He wanted a place for the horses.”

      “There are no horses there now. And the barn is in disrepair. In fact, it’s been condemned. Or in the process of being condemned. It’s not safe.”

      Cade’s heart fell to the floor and regret filled him. “I didn’t…I had no idea.”

      “Your grandfather was quite old already when he moved to Billings to live with his niece, Margaret.”

      “Peggy.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “He called her Peggy. I never met her but he’d talk about her.”

      “Right. Anyway, she paid the taxes herself for the first year, and then there was nothing afterward. I’m sure she was overwhelmed herself.”

      He shrugged his understanding. Outside the window, the sound of someone yelling across the street to someone else pulled at his attention. It was snowing again. He hadn’t seen snow in years. Normally, it would have brought out a playfulness in him as it did when he was younger. But the bitter taste in his mouth from the news just delivered soured his mood.

      “So my only recourse is to pay the back taxes?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And how much is owed?”

      Mr. Miller suddenly looked uncomfortable. “You’ll have to go to the town hall and speak with the tax collector to get the exact payoff figure. But it’s in the neighborhood of…sixty thousand dollars.”

      Cade Owen gripped the leather arms of the chair he was seated in and lurched forward. “What? How can that be? I thought all the property details were handled while I was overseas?” 

      “This is it. The good news is there is no mortgage on the property. You won’t have to deal with transferring a mortgage.”

      “No mortgage is good, but sixty-thousand in back taxes? How did it get that high?”

      “There are some late fees and some interest due. It adds up quickly when a property is delinquent and it was delinquent for several years. We sent letters but perhaps they got tied up in the mail.”

      “All this time?”

      The lawyer shrugged apologetically. “They may have been sent to your old address in Kentucky.”

      His stomach sank at just the thought of his life in Kentucky. “I haven’t lived in Kentucky in over ten years.”

      Clearing his throat, Mr. Miller added, “The will was drafted some time ago so it is likely the old address was used. Given the circumstances, you may be able to work out an arrangement to get some of the late fees and demands taken off the bill. Lois sometimes does that in special cases.”

      “Lois Arnold?”

      Mr. Miller smiled and leaned back in his chair for the first time since Cade had arrived. “That’s right. You know her?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that I know her. It’s been a long time. She used to ride my grandfather’s sleigh every year with her husband. I remember she used to bring cookies for us. They were damned good cookies as I recall.”

      “Yes, she still makes them for the police/firefighter fundraiser every year. Sadly, Burt has since passed. But Lois is still dedicated to her job at the town hall.”

      “She probably doesn’t remember me.”

      “You’d be surprised. Lois knows everyone and everything about this town. We have a few old-timers like Lois who can always be counted on to remember the past.” He chuckled. “Even if some things are worth forgetting.”

      Cade leaned back again and gazed out the window to the busy street. The snow would turn to slush and the ice would make it hard to walk. But people in Sweet prepared for this. He’d been living in a desert for the past three years.

      “Do you have the keys to the house? It’s been a long couple of days traveling to get here and I’d like to get some sleep.”

      The lawyer cleared his throat again, this time averting Cade’s gaze. “I do, but there are conditions.”

      He sputtered. “Such as.”

      “You can’t stay at the house.”

      His eyes widened. “Why on earth not? It’s still my grandfather’s house, right? I mean, until the auction?”

      “Yes, it was his house. Not yours. The house had gone into default before your grandfather had passed. So the deed is held up in limbo in Owen’s name. It’s one of the reasons the town moved to get the property sold at auction and get it out of probate. No one likes a messy property transfer.”

      “Yeah, I get that but it was my grandfather’s house.”

      “And your grandfather has passed. There are no living legal owners of the property until this tax/auction issue is cleared up and a new deed can be cleared. Or until the taxes are paid in full and probate can be completed. Legally, you aren’t allowed to stay there. But I can call for a police escort to bring you there to retrieve any belongings you may have. Anything of value.”

      It had been so long since he’d been to Sweet that he couldn’t imagine there was anything at his grandfather’s house that he personally owned. But there were things that belonged to his grandfather. 

      “Did I get willed the contents of the house?”

      Mr. Miller nodded. “That’s why you can get some time to go through it. The contents of the house have nothing to do with the deed.”

      “Have the officer pick me up here as soon as you can arrange it.”

      He got up from the chair and lifted his bag over his shoulder.

      “Where will you be?” the lawyer asked.

      “Sleeping on the floor of your waiting room.”

      “It may take a while to get an officer who is free to stop by.”

      “That’s okay. I haven’t slept in two days. When I wake up, if the officer isn’t here, I’ll head to the town hall to speak with Lois Arnold.”

      “She’s off on Mondays.”

      His shoulders sagged. “Then you’re stuck with me until the law arrives.”
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      “Are you coming home for Christmas?” The familiar annoyance in Sally Macomber’s brother’s voice hit her like it always did. Like a nail across a chalkboard.

      “You know I can’t leave now. The auction is right after New Year’s. My phone is ringing off the hook.”

      “You say that every year.”

      “What? That my phone is ringing off the hook? No, I don’t. My phone rings maybe five or six times a week from November to April. Real estate is dead here until the snow clears.”

      “Do you blame people? Who wants to trudge through six feet of snow.”

      “It’s not six feet. Normally.”

      She braced herself. Charlie wasn’t going to let this go. He never did.

      “Isn’t that the excuse you give us every year for why you can’t come home for the holidays?”

      “That’s different. I hate driving to the airport and risking my flight will be canceled because of a blizzard. It’s just easier to visit during the warmer months.”

      “When you are busy.”

      “Yes. No. I never really get busy here. This year is different. Why are you being so difficult?”

      “Stop whining.”

      “I’m not whining.”

      “Yes, you are. I haven’t seen my baby sister in four years.”

      “That’s not true, we—”

      “Video chat doesn’t count. I want to give my baby sister a hug.”

      “I’m your only baby sister.”

      “You’re still younger than me.”

      “I know. You never let me forget it.”

      She ran her fingers across the top of her chest as a familiar squeeze made it hard for her to breathe.

      “This will be the last Christmas. I promise. If this auction goes the way it’s looking it might, I won’t have to wait for the house to sell to move back. The commission will be enough.”

      “I told you I’d give you the money.”

      “No. Mom and Dad didn’t want me and Mark to move out here to begin with. It’ll be like salt on an already open wound if I have to borrow money to come back home with my tail between my legs.”

      “It won’t be like that.”

      “Next year. I promise,” she said as she glanced out the window toward the sound of a commotion on the street. Leaning toward the window while still seated in her office chair, she pushed aside the white cotton curtains she’d purchased when she’d first arrived in Sweet. Back when she was just starting things up and didn’t have much money. She’d always intended to replace the curtains but never did.

      “What on earth?”

      “What did I say?” Charlie asked.

      “Not you. Look, I have to go.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      Rolling her eyes, she said, “No. I just have to see what is going on outside. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      She disconnected the call on her cell phone and placed it on her desk. Then she stood by the window and tried to see what was going on.

      Her stomach dropped. “No. No way. This is not happening today!”
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      “I’m sorry, Mr. Owen, but I have to lock up the barn and seal off the area with tape. There’s no telling when this barn will collapse.”

      “What? I just got here.”

      “We can give you a few more minutes in the house if you want. Maybe your grandfather left a watch or some jewelry in his room or something you may want to keep.”

      “But my grandfather’s sleigh is in the barn. What am I supposed to do with the sleigh?”

      The officer’s mouth dropped open and then his eyes widened. “Burn it?”

      Cade’s stomach dropped until he tasted the bile filling his throat. A flood of memories filled his mind about all the times he’d ridden in the sleigh as a kid. “It’s not firewood, it’s…”

      “Broken. It’s a wreck. I’m sure you probably remember it differently, but look at it. What can you possibly do with this sleigh? I can call my brother-in-law. He does side work in junk removal.”

      “Junk? This isn’t… Please, just give me a minute to call someone to tow this out of the house.”

      “Well, you can put in on the street, but Officer Lawrence will just come by and give you a ticket. He’d just tow it somewhere. It’ll solve your problem. Honestly, you should just leave it here and let it go when the house is auctioned off. Let it be someone else’s headache.”

      “This sleigh isn’t a headache. My grandfather used to give sleigh rides to the kids every night from Thanksgiving to New Year’s when I was a kid.”

      The guy’s face brightened. “Yeah, I remember my mom mentioned she went on it once as a kid.”

      He sighed in defeat as he peered out at the street.

      “Officer Lawrence? That wouldn’t happen to be Jay Lawrence, would it?”

      The guy shrugged. “He likes to give tickets. Gave me two speeding tickets in three months. It almost cost me my license. You don’t want to mess with him.”

      “Is that right? Could you help me move this out to the street?”

      “Did you not hear what I said?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re still going to take your chances he’s not on duty?”

      “Yes. I’m not leaving this sleigh here.”

      The guy looked at the sleigh with eyebrows pulled together tight. “I can get a tractor to pull it out, I guess. It may take a while though, and I can’t…”

      “There are wheels under the sleigh. We can roll it out.” He could tell by the way the guy’s shoulders sagged that all he wanted to do was lock the door and leave. “What do you say? It’s the quickest way to get rid of me.“

      The guy turned and scrutinized the sleigh. He knew that all he saw was a broken-down hunk of wood that was dusty and smelled of the garage. He had no idea what this had been and what it could be again.

      “Look, I’ll help you move it out to the road. But you’re going to have to deal with Officer Lawrence yourself. I don’t want any heat from him.”

      His spirits lifted just a notch. “You got it!”

      They worked together, each on one side of the sleigh. It hadn’t been used in years so the sleigh was rusty and the wheels were locked and stubborn for a few minutes before they finally began to move. They left one hell of a scrap in the dirt. And despite the fact that it wasn’t as easy a move as he had promised, the guy didn’t complain. When they finally got it out to the street, maneuvered it to the side of the road, he said a woman storming toward them from across the street.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You can’t keep that here.”

      “By that, you are referring to my grandfather’s sleigh?”

      “You really didn’t have to remove it. I’m sure whoever wins the auction on the house will have it hauled to the dump.”

      Anger surged through Cade. “Dump? Lady, don’t you know what this is?”

      “My name is Sally. Sally Macomber.

      “And my name is in my grandfather’s will stating that I am the rightful owner of this property. I shouldn’t have had to move this sleigh at all.”

      She scrutinized the sleigh with drawn eyebrows the way the man had done. 

      “Wait.” She pulled out her smartphone and started scrolling through it. “You’re Cade Owen?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry about your grandfather. Really I am. But your grandfather’s lawyer sent multiple letters to you regarding the property and the back taxes needed to keep the property current.”

      “I was a little busy stationed in the Middle East.”

      She took in the fatigues he wore beneath his jacket.

      “Thank you for your service.”

      “You know if I hear that one more time just as someone gives me bad news, I don’t think I’m going to believe you.”

      She started to say something and then stopped as if she’d thought better about what she’d been about to say. After a few seconds, she said, “The letters went unanswered so the town took the next step and has scheduled an auction to recoup the back taxes owed.”

      “So I heard.”

      “You shouldn’t bother with any of this. If there is anything valuable in the house…perhaps you could tell me and I can arrange for one of the local law enforcement officers to give you a few minutes…”

      “Already done. I want the sleigh.”

      “This? What on earth could you do with this…” She took in the condition of the sleigh. Her lips pursed together and her eyes narrowed as if she were straining to find a kind word.

      He put her out of her misery. “My grandfather used to give sleigh rides every night between Thanksgiving and Christmas to people in town. This town. Don’t you know that? There are pictures of Christmas down this main street all over the library and in just about every restaurant or business in town. Hell, you can’t even search this town online without seeing at least one picture of my grandfather and the sleigh.”

      Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. Her lips were enticing in a way he hadn’t thought about a woman’s lips in a while. He hadn’t exactly had the occasion to do it while deployed overseas.

      “This is the sleigh in those pictures?”

      “Yes. It’s a classic.”

      “It’s broken down.”

      He shrugged. “It needs a little work.”

      “A little?”

      His shrug was a little more exaggerated. “Yeah, it’s a bit more weathered than I remember from the last time I saw it.”

      “When was that?”

      He tried to think back to the last time he’d been here. His grandfather had been living with his brother and niece for a while, which was a blessing since he’d been insistent he didn’t want to go into a nursing home as his own parents had. But even before he’d moved, Cade hadn’t been back to his grandfather’s house since he’d been…

      “It’s been a while. Fifteen years or so?”

      She nodded. “I figured. The house has been empty for at least eight years. I’ve been living here in Sweet for nearly as long and I don’t remember sleigh rides. I think I would have remembered you.”

      Her gaze bore into him with a sudden flare of intensity that was fleeting. She quickly averted her gaze pretending to look at a car that was way down the road as if it were about to pass them. It didn’t. It turned down a side street.

      “You can’t keep this here,” she insisted. “I have people coming out to take
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