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      Dear Reader,

      Welcome back to our cherished town! "One Hundred Merry Memories" is your invitation to reminisce with familiar folks and relive moments that made us all laugh, cry, and cheer.

      Writing this book has been like flipping through an old photo album, each page a snapshot of the people and events that make Aspen Cove so special. I've poured my heart into capturing these memories, and I hope you'll find the same joy in reading them as I did in writing them.

      So settle in and take a stroll down memory lane with me. Thank you for being such an important part of my journey.

      Happy Reading!

      Kelly Collins
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      Amanda Anderson sat at her small, cluttered desk, hunched over her laptop, attempting to find inspiration to write her novel. The city apartment was cramped, with the sounds of blaring horns, construction, and the general chaos of urban life filtering through the thin walls. She sighed, running her fingers through her messy hair, trying to block out the din and focus on her writing. No matter how much she tried, the words wouldn’t come.

      She glanced around her place, taking in the remnants of the life she once shared with Daniel. The stark white walls were adorned with mismatched frames, filled with memories of happier times. The potted plants she had tended to with such care now drooped, their leaves turning a sickly shade of yellow. What was a sanctuary was now suffocating.

      A wave of sadness overwhelmed her as she thought about the breakup. It had been a few months since he left, but the pain was fresh, like an open wound. The relationship had disintegrated, leaving Amanda emotionally raw and creatively drained. She couldn’t find the motivation to do what she loved most—write.

      Her eyes wandered to the window, where the city skyline loomed large, a constant reminder of the chaos outside her door. She longed for the peace that was so elusive in her current environment. “Maybe a change of scenery would help,” she murmured, unsure if she believed it.

      The cursor on her laptop screen blinked impatiently, waiting for her to type anything, but the blank page mocked her. She closed her eyes, trying to summon the characters and settings that had once come so easily. She imagined a quaint small town, nestled among snow-capped mountains, with charming cottages and friendly neighbors. The contrast between her imaginary world and the harsh reality was striking.

      Opening her eyes, she pushed herself away from the desk, standing up to stretch her stiff limbs. She moved across the room, while her orange tabby, Catsby, ran figure eights around her legs.

      “Hey boy, are you restless too?”

      Catsby wasn’t a meowing type of cat but a trilling one who let out a long warble as if to answer her question. The problem was that she didn’t speak feline, so she didn’t know if he agreed or disagreed.

      She walked over to the window and gazed at the landscape below. Cars were lined bumper-to-bumper, horns honking, people yelling. She leaned her forehead against the cool glass and tried to block the noise out.

      Her thoughts drifted back to her breakup; doubts and questions swirled through her mind, a cyclone of emotion that threatened to overwhelm her. She tried to calm herself by taking a deep breath, but the tightness in her chest persisted, constantly reminding her of the heartache that had become her new normal.

      Overwhelmed with the desire to escape the confines of her apartment, she grabbed her coat and slipped on her shoes. The brisk autumn air nipped at her cheeks as she stepped outside and wrapped her jacket tighter around her body. She roamed the streets of Chicago. As she continued to wander, she was drawn to a small park tucked away between towering buildings. It was a tiny oasis of green in the center of the concrete jungle, and Amanda experienced a flicker of hope as she entered its gates. The sounds of the city faded away, replaced by the rustling of branches and the gentle chirping of birds.

      She sat on a secluded bench beneath an enormous oak tree, breathing in the earthy scent of damp soil and fallen leaves. A calm covered her for the first time in an eternity. Surrounded by nature, she granted herself permission to exist without the weight of her worries and heartache.

      Sitting there, the seeds of a story began to take root. She envisioned a woman, similar to herself, seeking solace and inspiration in a small town far away from city life’s chaos. The town’s residents welcomed her with open arms, and she found the peace she’d been craving, a sense of belonging, and the possibility of love.

      Amanda smiled as it unfolded in her mind, her heart swelling with fresh hope and creativity. She knew she couldn’t stay in this park forever and would have to return to her apartment, but for now, she allowed herself to get lost in her fantasy. And it was just that because after Daniel, she no longer believed in love, fairytales, or happily ever after, but she could write them for others to enjoy.

      With renewed determination, she stood and returned to her place, her soul lighter and her mind filled with possibilities.

      At her desk, the sounds of the city outside her window seemed louder than before, a cacophony of noise that threatened to drown out her thoughts.

      With her fingers poised over her laptop’s keyboard, she tried to recapture the peace she’d experienced beneath the oak tree, but as she stared at the blank document on her screen, her frustration grew. The words that had been so clear and vivid in the park now escaped her.

      Discouraged, she closed her laptop and picked up her phone. In times like these, she needed her best friend, Meg. She dialed her number and waited.

      “What’s up, buttercup?” Meg joked in her usual carefree tone.

      “Ugh,” Amanda groaned. “This life of mine. I’m struggling right now.”

      Meg’s voice softened with empathy. “Let me have it. I’m all ears.”

      “It’s like one minute I’m walking, and suddenly, boom! I hit a wall, you know? Nothing brings me happiness anymore, and I can’t seem to get my creative juices flowing. What am I supposed to do?”

      Meg listened as Amanda vented. “Girl, I feel ya. Breakups are no joke. But I promise you things will get better. You’re strong, and you’ll get through this.”

      Despite Meg’s encouragement, Amanda was lost. “I want something that will point me in the right direction, you know?”

      Meg let out a warm laugh. “Hey, it’s time for you to get up and go. You can’t sit here in the remnants of your last relationship. I bet you still have his picture on the wall.”

      Amanda frowned. “It’s true. He’s still there.”

      “What you need is a major change. Let’s start with you purging Daniel from your life.”

      “But he was such a big part of it.”

      “And he’s gone. What about a vacation?”

      “I can’t go anywhere. I’m working on a novel.”

      “Are you? How much have you completed?”

      She looked down at her blank screen and typed, “Once upon a time….”

      “I have a few words.”

      “Liar.” She could almost see Meg roll her eyes. “‘Once upon a time’ doesn’t count.”

      “Yes, it does. Every fairytale starts with it.”

      “You don’t write fairytales; you pen romance.”

      “Same thing.”

      “He did a number on you.”

      “Geez, Meg, what guy takes you to the swankiest restaurant in town to tell you he’s leaving you?”

      “It happened in Legally Blonde.”

      She couldn’t argue. Her life had mimicked art right down to Daniel’s words, “Oh, you thought I was going to propose? How sweet.”

      “I’m never falling in love again.”

      “Not every man is a Daniel. You can’t punish the whole of the male species because the one you had was a douchebag. Get back on that horse, sweetie.”

      “I don’t know. But you’re correct about one thing. I can’t keep doing the same things and expect a different outcome.”

      “So do something completely out of character. Get a new apartment or come to Miami and live with me.”

      She thought about the hustle and bustle of Miami. “Similar problems, different city. Bigger bugs and gators. No thanks. Look, I’m turning off my lights and closing the blinds. Catsby is racing by me to lay claim to my pillow. Thanks for always having my back. I love you.”

      She hung up and looked at the wall of memories. Meg was right. It was time to purge the past. She dragged over the trashcan and tossed every picture with Dan in it. He was no longer a part of her life and had no business in her home.

      If she were being honest, it wasn’t him that she missed. It was this feeling of belonging to someone or something.

      A soft warble came from her room. Catsby was calling.

      “I’m coming.”

      She got ready for bed and pushed her cat from her pillow before crawling under the covers. When she closed her eyes, she said a silent prayer. “Please, give me a sign. Show me what I’m supposed to do next.”

      With that, she drifted to sleep, hoping tomorrow would bring her the answers she desperately needed.
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        * * *

      

      She awoke the following day, her conversation with Meg and the whispered devotion still fresh in her mind. Her mail slot opened, and a pile of papers hit the ground. Her eyes landed on a tattered pink envelope. The return address was from a B. Bennett, and the name immediately struck a chord in her memory. Brandy Bennett had been her pen pal when she was in seventh grade. They had written to each other for years, sharing stories of their lives and dreams for the future. But, like so many childhood friendships, they had lost touch.

      Curiosity piqued, Amanda examined the envelope more closely, noticing the numerous forwarding stickers layered on top of one another. She wondered why it had taken so long to reach her.

      Settling on the sofa, she peeled the labels away, revealing that it had been forwarded several times. She had moved around a lot after meeting Daniel until they had settled in Chicago a year ago.

      She opened the tattered envelope, pulling out several neatly folded pages. The handwriting was elegant, and as she began reading, she discovered it was from Bea Bennett, Brandy’s mother.

      Dear Amanda,

      I hope this letter finds you well, though I know it has been years since you last corresponded with my daughter, Brandy. My name is Bea Bennett, and I am Brandy’s mother. I wanted to take the time to reach out to you and express my sincere thanks for the kindness you shared with Brandy during your time as pen pals.

      I regret to inform you that Brandy passed away several years ago. She often spoke of the letters she exchanged with you. Your friendship meant a great deal to her. Even though you lost touch, I know she carried the memory of you in her heart.

      I’m now in the twilight of my life and have been reflecting on the people who have touched our lives. It's essential to acknowledge your role in Brandy’s and to offer you a token of my appreciation. Enclosed with this letter is the deed to a charming cabin in Aspen Cove. It is an amazing, small town that has provided comfort and a sense of belonging to those who have come to call it home.

      If you take a chance on Aspen Cove, you will find everything a person could ask for. Bring the paperwork to Doc Parker, who will help you settle into our little piece of paradise.

      Again, thank you for the kindness and joy you brought to my daughter’s life. I hope Aspen Cove can offer you the same serenity and happiness it has given many others.

      Warm regards,

      Bea Bennett

      

      Amanda held the letter in her hands with mixed emotions. She was heartbroken that Brandy had passed. Her life was cut so short. Despite the sad news, the page was filled with kindness and love. She couldn’t believe the incredible turn her life had taken. Excitement and intrigue welled up within her, making her wonder if this was the sign she had asked for.

      She said a silent prayer of thanks for the opportunity to have known Brandy and the gift her mother Bea had bestowed upon her at the exact time she needed a miracle.

      She carried the pages over to her desk, opening her laptop to research the town. Images of quaint, picturesque streets, charming storefronts, and cozy homes filled the screen, and it tugged at her heart. It was as if the place was calling out to her, inviting her to leave behind the chaos of the city and find solace in its peaceful embrace.

      Unable to contain her joy, she rushed to call Meg.

      “Oh my gosh! You won’t believe what happened!”

      “Whoa, calm down. Tell me what’s up,” Meg said.

      Amanda filled her in on the details of the pink letter, Brandy, and Bea Bennett’s generous gift. She spoke faster as she told the story, afraid she wouldn’t get it all out before she woke from a dream, or someone came to tell her it was all a mistake.

      “That’s incredible! It’s like fate or something—you asked for a sign, and the universe answered in spades.”

      Amanda laughed. “I know ... it’s so wild. I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything, but I think I’ll do it. I’m moving to Aspen Cove.”

      “Yes! Yes, yes, yes!” Meg cheered from the other end of the line. “This is going to be amazing for you—reinvigorating. A fresh start, a new adventure. I’m so excited for you!”

      She hung up with renewed determination and started planning her relocation to Colorado. She contacted her landlord, gave notice, organized her belongings, and made a list of all the things she’d need to do before leaving the city behind.

      She could already picture herself sitting by a roaring fire in her living room, the snow falling gently outside as she worked on her latest novel. At that moment, she knew Aspen Cove was where she was meant to be.
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      Jackson awoke early, his body still syncing with the military clock ingrained in him over the years. The golden glow of the morning sun streamed through the curtains, casting a warm light across the room. He stretched, his muscles protesting from the previous day’s work at Bishop’s Brewhouse moving cases of beer and spirits. A soft whine drew his attention to the foot of the bed where his loyal German Shepherd, Gunner, sat patiently, his tail wagging nonstop.

      “Alright, buddy, let’s go for our walk,” Jackson murmured, swinging his legs over the side of the bed, and standing. The worn wooden floorboards beneath his bare feet contrasted with the rough concrete and metal of the barracks he’d left behind.

      He brushed his teeth, dressed, and laced up his boots, while the memories of his time in the Army played like a slideshow. The grueling training, the strong bonds he’d formed with his fellow soldiers, and the harsh reality of the missions he’d been sent on. Among those he’d grown closest to was Bowie, a man who’d become like a brother to him. They’d been through the worst of it together and had come out the other side mostly whole.

      They exited through the patio door of his room at B’s Bed and Breakfast. Gunner bounded excitedly ahead as they stepped outside, the brisk morning air nipping at Jackson’s cheeks. The dog looked at the lake, which was already starting to ice over.

      “Not today, boy. It’s too cold.” Jackson zipped his camouflage jacket up to his neck and headed toward the heartbeat of Aspen Cove. The picturesque streets were bathed in the early light, making Main Street sweeter. The town was still asleep, everything quiet and peaceful, and a welcome change from his past life.

      As he walked, he couldn't help but contrast the serenity around him with the cacophony of his past life—where the air had been thick with the acrid smell of gunpowder, and the nights shattered by the relentless percussion of artillery fire. Here, the only battle was against the morning cold, and for that, he was grateful.

      The temperature was a far cry from the stifling confines of the barracks or the dusty, oppressive air of the war zones he’d been deployed to.

      He breathed deeply, savoring the scent of pine trees and the faint smell of sizzling bacon and pancakes from Maisey’s Diner.

      Gunner’s ears perked up at the sound of birdsong, his head tilting curiously at the melody that surrounded them.

      Jackson smiled at the simple joy his canine companion found in these small moments.

      His thoughts drifted to Bowie and the life he had built here. He married Katie, a woman with a heart as big as the mountains surrounding them and one belonging to Bowie’s former fiancée, Brandy. What were the chances of falling in love with the same heart twice? There was magic here, and Bowie getting injured in the war now seemed more of a blessing than a curse. It brought him back to the family business and allowed him to meet his wife.

      The Bishop brothers were why he was here. They provided a place for him to land and transition into civilian life. Bowie ran the family’s tackle shop, while his brother, Cannon, managed the local bar. The two businesses were situated side by side, becoming a popular gathering spot for the townspeople.

      Jackson’s work at Bishop’s Brewhouse was fulfilling in its way, but he couldn’t shake the sense that there was something more he needed. He missed the camaraderie and sense of purpose he’d had in the Army, the shared goals that bound them all together. It was a feeling he hadn’t quite been able to replicate in his current life.

      Jackson wondered what the future held for him. He knew he was lucky to have found a place like Aspen Cove where he could begin to heal and find his footing once more.

      The townsfolk had a way of providing what people needed before they knew they needed it, and he had faith that, in time, he, too, would discover his forever here.

      The town slowly stirred as they continued—the signs of life emerging with lighted storefronts. He could smell the first batch of muffins baking at B’s Bakery, mingling with the scent of woodsmoke from the chimneys of nearby homes.

      Jackson walked past the bait and tackle store and spotted Bowie standing in front, unloading a heavy wooden box from his truck. He stopped and waved. “Hey, man,” he called, approaching his friend. “Need some help with that?”

      Bowie looked at the crate and then back at Jackson, his grin widening. “I’d appreciate it.”

      The two carried it into the shop and set it down by the counter. “What’s in there, anyway?” Jackson asked,

      Bowie chuckled, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Just some supplies for the upcoming ice fishing season. It’ll be here before we know it. We have to get a hard freeze before they can ice fish, but I want to be ready.”

      Jackson nodded, understanding the importance of preparing for the seasonal changes in Aspen Cove. “Yeah, I can imagine it gets pretty lively here when that time rolls around.”

      “You bet.” Bowie clapped Jackson on the back. “But it’s also a great time for the town to unite. Winter is best enjoyed with cups of hot cocoa and long talks by the fire. It’s also when Maisey makes biscuits and gravy and her famous pumpkin pies.”

      Jackson smiled, appreciating how the small town came together during the various seasons. It was a far cry from barracks life. “Well, if you need help getting ready, let me know. I’m always here to lend a hand.”

      Bowie’s eyes crinkled as his lips lifted into a smile. “Thanks, Jackson. I appreciate that. But for now, enjoy your day. I’ve got this covered.”

      With a nod, Jackson left the tackle shop and walked across the street into Maisey’s Diner, the bell above the door announcing his arrival with a cheerful jingle. He took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar scents of home-cooked goodness.

      “Mornin’, Jackson.” Maisey’s face was creased with a lifetime of laughter lines, her weathered hands pouring him a cup of steaming coffee and setting it in front of his normal seat.

      “The usual?” she asked.

      “You know me too well,” he replied with a grin, sitting at the counter.

      While waiting for his breakfast, Jackson overheard the chatter of the locals around him. The conversation turned to the storm and the upcoming Thanksgiving Day feast the town had planned at the Guild Creative Center.

      When Maisey brought his eggs, pancakes, and bacon, she sat beside him. “What’s shakin’?” she asked.

      “Same stuff, different day.” Maisey always gave him an extra slice of bacon that he slipped to Gunner, who lay by his feet anticipating his treat. “Just working at the bar and hanging with Gunner.” He chowed down on his meal, still not accustomed to having all the time in the world to eat.

      “All work and no play makes Jackson a dull boy.”

      “There’s something to be said for a low-key life.” He’d had enough adrenaline rushes for a lifetime. Nothing got the blood pumping like an exploding IED or an air raid siren.

      “That there is,” Maisey agreed, patting his hand fondly before collecting his empty plate and heading back into the kitchen.

      Jackson finished his coffee and thanked Maisey then placed money on the counter and took Gunner out for their usual morning walk. Everywhere they went, people waved in greeting, acquaintances quickly becoming friends as time passed in Aspen Cove.

      He talked with Katie, who was setting up her holiday decorations. Gunner sniffed around happily, then looked at Katie with his give-me-a-treat look.

      “You already had bacon, buddy. You don’t get something at every stop.”

      Katie laughed. “Oh yes, he does. Do you think my pup Bishop comes for a visit and doesn’t get a goody?”

      Bishop was her and Bowie’s chocolate lab and one of Gunner’s fur friends. Katie rushed into the bakery and returned with a bone-shaped treat.

      “I tried a new recipe. This is peanut butter, and Bishop goes gaga for them.” She held out her hand in the command Gunner knew as sit, and the dog planted his back end on the cold sidewalk, patiently waiting for Katie to offer the goods. When she did, he took it from her hand and scarfed it up in seconds flat. He, too, was a product of army life and uncertain futures.

      Jackson looked at the greenery Katie was hanging. “Is Christmas a big deal here?”

      She smiled and then sighed. “I’m working on them. The first year I was here, they didn’t hang a single light, scrap of garland, or a wreath.” She peeked around him and pointed to the roundabout at the end of Main Street. “Don’t you think it would be amazing if we put a giant tree in the center with thousands of lights? We could have a lighting ceremony. Drink cocoa and sing carols.”

      Christmas had always been special for Jackson, even more so when he was in the army. When he was far from home, care packages would show up. These boxes, sent to "any soldier," were filled with letters, cards, and homemade goodies.

      Opening these packages felt like getting a hug from home. A pair of knitted socks wasn't just fabric; it was warmth in a cold barracks. A homemade cookie wasn't just sugar and flour; it was a taste of home, a momentary escape from the relentless demands of duty.

      Each item from those boxes lifted his spirits, especially when he missed his family and friends the most. They were simple things, but they meant the world to him when he was far away.

      “I think that would be great,” he said wistfully, looking away. “Doesn’t everyone want that?”

      She shrugged. “They do. They just don’t know it yet.”

      “Let me know what I can do,” he offered.

      She smiled, her eyes lifting, causing her brows to disappear under her bangs. “Oh, sugar, don’t offer if you’re not ready to follow through.” She laughed. “You know the saying ‘ask, and ye shall receive?’ That’s my motto in life—I’m all about the asking. If I ask, I expect the receiving part to follow.”

      Jackson left the bakery and crossed the street, his eyes meeting Marina’s from Cove Cuts as he approached. She and her daughter Kellen were in the process of decorating a window with holiday cheer.

      “Mornin’ Jackson,” Marina said. He smiled and kneeled next to the small girl. Pinned to her chest was a junior sheriff badge, and holstered at her hips were two plastic squirt guns.

      Kellen wrapped her thin arms around Gunner’s neck and squeezed, burying her face in the animal’s fur. Gunner nuzzled her cheek. She giggled and sank to her knees. Jackson grinned. Life didn’t get any better than this.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, Jackson strode into the warm, inviting atmosphere of the brewhouse, his boots clicking on the wooden floor as he approached the bar. The low hum of friendly chatter and laughter filled the air as patrons enjoyed their drinks and each other’s company. The smell of hops and pine cleaner drifted through the space. It was a weird combination but oddly comforting.

      Behind the counter, Bowie was pouring a pint of ale for Doc, his movements practiced and fluid. He glanced up and spotted Jackson, greeting him with a nod. “Hey, man. Good timing. Cannon’s out tonight, so I’m helping out.”

      Cannon, who ran the business, had been struggling lately. He was burning the candle at all ends with the schedule he kept. He stocked the bar during the day while trying to do maintenance work on the inn and care for his wife and son. Jackson imagined his presence at the inn didn’t make things easier. He always tried to be helpful but having someone underfoot in the house had to be tough. Especially for newer parents.

      “Bowie, I appreciate everything Sage and Cannon have done for me, letting me stay at the bed and breakfast,” Jackson began hesitantly. “But I can’t shake the feeling that I’m intruding on their family life, you know?”

      Bowie nodded, seeming to understand where his friend was coming from. “They’ve been happy to have you there, but it’s natural to want your own space.”

      “Would they receive new guests if I wasn’t there?” The wing of the house he was staying in had remained vacant since his arrival despite having several rooms to rent.

      Bowie shook his head. “They decided not to take on anyone until the little guy is older.”

      He figured as much. He wasn’t a paying guest and saw all the trouble they went through to make him feel welcome and comfortable.

      “Maybe it’s time for me to get out of their way.”

      Bowie glanced at him. "Jackson, I get it, I really do. You see the lengths my family takes to make you feel at home and you question your place. But know this, they don't see you as a burden."

      As Bowie spoke, his gaze wandered over to Doc, who occupied the last bar stool, nursing his beer. "If you genuinely wish to strike out on your own, I'll stand by you. In fact, Doc over there can help you find a new space to call home. Besides winning at tic-tac-toe, and lending an ear, he's got a knack for real estate. Oh, and if you're in the mood for tying the knot, he can officiate that too."

      Jackson wiped down the bar top, chuckling. “I’ll start laying down roots with a home. I’m not in the market for a wife.”

      Doc’s eyebrows rose as he said, “You don’t have to be, son. When the time is right, women have an instinct that lets them know you’re ready.”

      Jackson raised an eyebrow, amused by Doc’s comment. “Is that so?”

      “Absolutely,” Doc replied, his voice warm and wise. “When you least expect it, love has a way of sneaking up on you. Trust me, I’ve seen it happen more times than I can count.”

      The door opened, and a dark-haired woman entered. She looked around the room, eyes scanning the patrons before they settled on Doc. Jackson noticed her striking features and bright smile, and he found it difficult to tear his gaze away.

      “Excuse me,” she said sweetly, approaching them. “I’m looking for Doc Parker.”

      Doc beamed at her, extending a hand. “That would be me, ma’am. And you are?”

      “I’m Amanda Anderson,” she replied, shaking his hand. “I received this letter.” She pulled the pink envelope from her bag. “I was told to bring it to you.”

      Doc’s eyes widened with surprise as he took the envelope from her. “Well, I’ll be. I was wondering when another one would show up.”

      “Another one?” Amanda asked.

      Doc nodded. “Yes, Bea Bennett had a habit of sending those to folks she thought could benefit from coming to Aspen Cove. So, what brings you to our little town?”

      Amanda hesitated before explaining her situation and the unexpected gift from Bea. Doc listened, nodding in understanding.

      “Well, you’ve been given a wonderful opportunity.” Doc smiled. “I can give you directions. It’s up in the mountains, a lovely spot.” He drew her a rudimentary map, on a napkin, that would get her there.

      As Amanda started to leave, Doc, with a grandfatherly concern, raised an important question. “Now, Miss Anderson, have you arranged the utilities at the property? Power, water, and such?”

      There was a proud glint in her eyes. “Yes, I took care of all that before I left Chicago. I didn’t want to arrive and find myself in the dark, especially in an unfamiliar place.”

      Doc nodded approvingly. “That’s very wise of you. It’s always good to be prepared.”

      Amanda blushed at his comments. “Well, I try my best to plan.”

      Doc patted her on the arm. “That’s the spirit, young lady. It’ll serve you well here in Aspen Cove. Don’t hesitate to reach out if you need help or have any questions. We’re a close-knit group and take care of our own.”

      “Thank you so much.” Amanda’s eyes filled with emotion. She turned to leave, but not before giving Jackson a polite nod and a warm smile that made his heart skip a beat.

      As she left the bar, Doc looked to Jackson, his voice serious. “I’d like you to check up on her tomorrow if you don’t mind. I know for a fact that no one has been up to that property in years. It might need some work.”

      Jackson raised an eyebrow, curious about Doc’s request. “Why me?”

      Doc chuckled. “Well, you’re our newest resident, and it’s a bit of an Aspen Cove tradition to welcome newcomers and lend a helping hand. Besides, you never know what kind of connection you might form.”

      "Listen to you. Stick to your day job and leave matchmaker to the grannies in the next town over,” Jackson said.

      Each day, Doc visited for his ritualistic tic-tac-toe match, staking his daily beer on the outcome. Jackson, aware of the game's inevitable result, preemptively filled a frosted mug for Doc. The older man never lost, ensuring his daily brew was well-earned.

      “But as a neighborly gesture, you’ll check on her, right?” Doc lifted the mug and took a deep drink.

      How could he say no when Aspen Cove had welcomed him so warmly? He nodded. “Alright, Doc. I’ll look in on her tomorrow.”

      Doc licked the foam from his mustache. “Good man. I have a feeling you two will get along fine.”
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      Amanda steered her car down the winding mountain road toward her new home, the excitement bubbling inside her like champagne. The trees were dusted with fresh snow, their branches glistening, giving the landscape an ethereal glow. She could almost taste the peacefulness that awaited her.

      As she rounded the final bend, Amanda's heart leaped as the cabin came into view. But the sight that greeted her was far from the picture-perfect scene she had expected. The cabin's once-sturdy wooden exterior was weathered and gray, the windows dusty and cracked, and the yard was overgrown with weeds and wildflowers. The porch sagged under the weight of neglect, and the roof looked like it had seen better days.

      She blinked, trying to reconcile the reality before her with the images she had built in her mind. She had known the property might need some work, but she hadn't anticipated the extent of the disrepair. Her heart sank, and she experienced a flicker of doubt; had she made the right decision in moving to Aspen Cove?

      Despite her shock, determination coursed through her veins like a mighty river. She had come to the small town for a fresh start, and she wouldn't let the state of the cabin deter her. With renewed resolve, she parked her car in the gravel driveway.

      Catsby opened one eye as he lifted his head from the pillow in the passenger seat. He blinked at his surroundings. His tail twitched and curled around his body like a barrier against the outside world.

      "I know it's not much now, but we can make it something," she said, her voice filled with optimism.

      As if he understood her, he tucked himself into a tight ball and closed his eyes again.

      "Suit yourself." She stepped out of the car and into the mountain air, shutting the door and breathing in the scent of pine. A peaceful stillness encircled her—a quietness she could never experience in the city. Leaves rustled in a soft breeze, and birds chirped, providing a soothing soundtrack to her new life.

      She took in the detailed woodwork on the porch railings as she neared the cabin. Carved brambles and butterflies were proof to the care that had once gone into the home. Even in its current state, it had a certain charm, a sense of history and love embedded in its structure. Amanda sensed a connection to the place. They were both run down and left behind.

      She took a deep breath and approached the entrance, her chest tight with nervousness. What mysteries awaited inside? Was it the stone fireplace she'd been dreaming of or something far less pleasant? She wasn't sure what to expect, but she knew one thing: her heart was racing.

      She pushed the door open, and the hinges screeched in protest. The interior was dim, shadows waltzing on the walls. She fumbled for the light switch, holding her breath as she flicked it on. To her surprise and relief, the lights blinked to life, showcasing what she'd inherited. Trash and debris were scattered across the floor. Cobwebs hung from the exposed wooden beams, and dirt had collected on the floorboards. The furniture lay covered in sheets, concealing the shapes within, and a stale, heavy smell permeated the air, laced with mildew and disuse.

      She sighed, her shoulders drooping with the weight of disappointment. This was not the idyllic haven she had expected but rather a project requiring significant time, effort, and love to restore it to its former glory.

      Despite the overwhelming dismay, she noticed the potential beneath the dust and decay. The large stone fireplace would undoubtedly provide coziness on cold winter nights. Once cleaned and replaced, the windows would offer stunning views of the surrounding landscape.

      As she continued exploring the cabin, she heard a sudden rustling sound from the kitchen. Her heart rose to her throat as she stepped closer.

      To her surprise and horror, an enormous raccoon peeked out from a broken cabinet. Its beady eyes focused on Amanda as it chittered, hissed, and bared its teeth, clearly unimpressed by the unexpected intruder in its makeshift home.

      "Okay, okay, I get it," Amanda muttered, stepping back, and holding her hands up placatingly. "You think this place is yours." She stomped her feet, hoping to scare the critter away. In response, the raccoon lunged in her direction, and she turned and ran outside, slamming the door behind her.

      Her heart boomed while she took a moment to collect herself. This was her cabin, and she wasn't about to let a wild animal chase her away. It wasn’t a bobcat or a wolf—it was a raccoon. Certainly, she could best one of those. Taking a deep breath, she steeled her resolve and marched back, determined to reclaim her new home.

      Her eyes scanned the room, searching for the raccoon. With every shift of the floorboards, her heart quickened, and her senses went on high alert.

      "Okay, Mr. Raccoon," she murmured, praying her soft voice would result in surrender. "I don't want any trouble. All I want is to live here in peace."

      As she ventured further inside, she spotted the raccoon in the corner of the living room, its steely eyes watching her warily. She took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. "Hey there," she said, hoping to establish rapport with the creature. "I'm Amanda, and the cabin is my place now. I'd appreciate it if you could find somewhere else to be."

      The raccoon tilted its head as if considering her words but made no move to leave. Instead, it emitted a series of chattering noises as if replying to her in its language.

      She knew she couldn't let it stay but didn't want to harm it. She needed to coax it out of the space without getting too close. As she looked around, her gaze fell on a stack of old boxes piled against the wall. An idea began to form in her mind.

      "Alright, Mr. Raccoon," she said, tentatively approaching. "If you don't leave willingly, I'll have to get creative."

      As she reached for the top box, her hand trembling, she tried to calculate the best way to use the contents as a barrier between her and the raccoon. However, her plan went awry when she inadvertently knocked over the entire pile, sending them tumbling to the floor with a loud crash.

      Amanda winced, bracing herself for the raccoon's reaction. But instead of charging her, the creature seemed stunned by the noise, its attention now focused on the mess of items that had spilled from the fallen boxes.

      She took advantage of the raccoon's distraction and cautiously approached the pile. As she surveyed the scattered belongings, she realized that they were vintage Christmas decorations, their once-vibrant colors now faded with age. There were strings of old-fashioned glass balls, delicate snowflakes made from cut paper, and a pair of tarnished brass candlesticks, all nestled among the debris.

      With her eyes fixed on the raccoon, she extended her hand and picked up one of the ornaments, carefully turning it over in her palm. As she explored its intricacies, a sense of wonder covered her. The ornaments served as tangible links to the cabin's past, a reminder of the previous owner who had once celebrated the holiday season in this very space. It was a poignant realization that she had now become a part of the home's history, igniting within her a renewed determination to put her own mark on the place.

      She stared at the raccoon, still eyeing her from its corner. "Alright," she said, her voice firmer now. Pointing her finger toward the door, she continued, "I need you to leave. I have a lot of work to do, and I can't do it with you here."

      As if in response, the critter let out another series of noises before backing away and disappearing into the shadows of the next room. Amanda released a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding, relief flooding through her. She'd faced her fears and stood her ground, which was like a small victory in her quest for a fresh start.

      With the animal out of sight, she returned to the vintage decorations. She knew cleaning and restoring the cabin would be a monumental task, but discovering these treasures were a sign, a reminder of the magic the home once held and could hold again. As she gathered the ornaments into a box, she imagined the place transformed, filled with joy, light, and laughter.

      A screech came from the raccoon's room, followed by a flurry of fur racing toward her, forcing her to retreat outside.

      Exhausted and defeated, Amanda slumped against the outside doorframe, her arms crossed over her chest. She couldn't believe her first day in Aspen Cove had ended with her being bested by a raccoon.

      As the sun set and the temperature dropped, she realized she couldn't stay in the cabin until she evicted the tenant. With a heavy sigh, she gathered some old quilts from the trunk of her car and decided to spend her first night in Aspen Cove sleeping in the back seat. It wasn't the inviting evening she had imagined, but it would have to do.

      She wrapped herself in the covers and was serenaded by the distant howls of coyotes and the raccoon rustling inside her cabin. As she lay there, her thoughts wandered to her life back in the city, her friends, and the familiar comforts of her old apartment. She wondered if she had made the right decision to leave everything behind for a fresh start.

      Nestled in the backseat of her car, Gatsby purring beside her, she pulled the quilt tighter and closed her eyes. Her thoughts shifted from the day's unforeseen hitches to the blank canvas of her new life in Aspen Cove. She conjured images of future holiday celebrations, laughter echoing through rooms she'd yet to repair. As her lips curled into a small, almost defiant smile, a newfound conviction settled in. True, Aspen Cove's welcoming ceremony had been a raccoon eviction and an unexpected night in her car. But even so, something whispered in her ear—a hint of promise, a glimmer of possibility—that sometimes the most treasured memories are born from life's little detours.
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      As Jackson and Gunner neared Amanda's cabin, the state of disrepair struck him—untamed weeds, a weather-worn exterior, a roof in need of more than just a patch-up.

      Pulling into the driveway, he saw Amanda standing there, her expression a mix of frazzle and resolve.

      "Hey there," Jackson greeted, wearing a friendly smile. "Doc sent me to see how you're doing. Everything okay?"

      Amanda's face seemed to lighten at his words, though a heavy undertone remained. "Well, that's kind of him, and you too, obviously. I'm managing, given the... circumstances." Her gaze shifted to the woods. "Had to resort to nature's restroom. Spent the night serenaded by wolves and owls. Wasn't sure I'd greet the morning."

      Her tone made it sound like forest bathroom breaks were tantamount to life-or-death situations, offering Jackson a glimpse into the kind of night she'd had.

      "Problem with the plumbing?" Gunner left his side and went to stand by her car. His ears perked up, and he growled, low and menacing.

      "Hey, Buddy, what's up?"

      "He probably senses Catsby."

      "Catsby?"

      She sighed. "It's my tabby. His full name is The Great Catsby, but that's a mouthful when calling him, so it's just Catsby."

      He tapped his leg, and Gunner came back to his side. "About the plumbing. Is there an issue?"

      She shrugged. "I haven't got a clue. I haven't been able to test it out. I have a squatter in the cabin."

      "A what?" He knew what a squatter was but didn't understand why she was standing outside staring. "Why didn't you tell him or her to leave?"

      She stood up taller. "You don't think I tried?"

      "You should call the sheriff."

      She let out a small, rueful laugh. "I don't think this is up his alley. It's not a person but a raccoon. A mean, beady-eyed critter that came after me."

      Jackson raised an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued. "A raccoon, huh? Well, I've dealt with my fair share of critters. In fact, I've got a pretty funny story about a squirrel who managed to sneak into my tent when I was in the army, stationed in the desert. The thing stole my trail mix and had a feast on my sleeping bag while I was in it. When I woke and surprised it, it offered me a peanut with its outstretched hand before it scurried away."

      Amanda laughed, and the tension in her shoulders eased. "This animal doesn't appear quite as hospitable. All he's offering me is probably rabies or the plague."

      "Let's see what we're dealing with."

      Jackson told Gunner to stay while he and Amanda entered. Together, they tried to locate the raccoon's hiding place. As they moved from room to room, Jackson noticed how Amanda's face would light up with excitement every time she discovered something new or interesting about the cabin. She was clearly falling in love with her home despite the mess and the unwanted visitor.

      Finally, they discovered the raccoon huddled in a corner of the back bedroom, eyes wide with evident fear. Jackson sensed the animal was more frightened of them than vice versa. "Alright, little buddy. We don't want to hurt you, but you can't stay here," he said, lowering his voice to offer a calming presence. The raccoon responded with a chittering sound and bared its teeth, clearly not convinced.

      Amanda jumped behind him, holding on to his jacket and peeking around to see the raccoon. "It's ridiculous. I just moved here and am already having a turf war with a local."

      "What have you tried?"

      "I asked it to leave. I was quite patient and nice, but it refused. Then I knocked over a box of these amazing Christmas ornaments. It simply stared and left me to them while it came into this room."

      "Remember, to him, you're the uninvited guest. But don't worry, I'm here to help."

      Amanda's expression softened. "I appreciate that, Jackson. I do. I hope we can get this raccoon out of my cabin, so I'm not forced to sleep another night in my car."

      "Let's get to work then."

      Eyeing the situation, he began to piece together a plan. "Listen, raccoons aren't just cute faces; they're sly and can turn aggressive. Those claws can slice like knives, and a bite means a tedious run-in with rabies shots."

      "You speak like someone who's learned the hard way. Personal experience?"

      "Sort of. A friend from my military days tried to hand-feed one some Cheetos. Ended up with a bite and a series of gut shots."

      "Sounds like a lesson learned the hard way. Let's avoid bites, shall we?"

      Amanda and Jackson exchanged a determined look before embarking on their first attempt to get rid of the raccoon. They had armed themselves with brooms, hoping to shoo the crafty creature out of the cabin without getting too close.

      “Okay, on the count of three, we'll swing the door wide and start waving these around," Amanda whispered, her eyes wide. Jackson nodded in agreement, gripping his broom tightly.

      "One… two… three!" Jackson counted, and they swung open the door, furiously brandishing their wooden weapons.

      The raccoon, however, was unfazed by their efforts, tilting its head and staring at them with an almost amused expression. After several more futile attempts, Amanda and Jackson gave up, panting and laughing at their ridiculousness.

      "Alright, that didn't work," Amanda admitted, wiping the sweat from her brow. "We need a new plan."

      "Let's try luring it out with some food," Jackson suggested. "I've got some leftover jerky in my truck. Maybe the raccoon will go for that."

      With a nod of agreement, they set up the bait right outside the door, hoping to entice the raccoon to venture out of its newfound home. Along with Gunner, they hid behind a nearby tree, watching intently for any signs of movement.

      Moments later, the raccoon appeared at the doorway, cautiously sniffing the air before creeping toward the meat. As it was about to take it, Gunner bounded forward, barking, and scaring the raccoon away. It quickly retreated into the cabin, leaving Amanda and Jackson groaning in disappointment.

      "Nice try, buddy," Jackson told Gunner, patting him on the head when he returned. "But we need the raccoon out of the house, not even more determined to stay inside."

      Amanda sighed. "What if we create a path of noise? We could bang pots and pans, forcing it to move in our desired direction."

      Jackson considered her suggestion, nodding in approval. "It's worth a shot."

      They gathered a collection of noisy items from the cabin's kitchen. Positioning themselves at opposite ends of the room, they prepared to make as much of a racket as possible, hoping to drive the critter out of the cabin.

      "Ready?" Jackson called. His voice was barely audible over the sound of his own racing heart.

      Amanda nodded, her grip tightening on a large frying pan, causing her knuckles to turn white. "All set!"

      And with that, they began their cacophonous assault, banging pots and pans, yelling, and doing everything they could to make the raccoon leave. The raccoon, however, had other ideas, managing to evade their noisy onslaught by darting back and forth between hiding spots.

      Exhausted and without a backup plan, Amanda and Jackson collapsed onto the floor, their laughter echoing through the cabin. They had failed once again to rid the place of its unwanted guest.

      As they caught their breath, Jackson glanced over at Amanda, an affectionate smile on his face. "We may not have succeeded, but we sure gave it our best shot."

      She grinned back at him, her eyes alight with pleasure. "That we did. And who knows? Maybe the raccoon will decide to leave on its own."

      Despite their unsuccessful attempts, their shared experiences created a bond between them.

      They were about to give up when Gunner entered the room and took matters into his own paws. With a determined look in his eyes, he bolted into the room, his barks echoing throughout the space.

      Suddenly, the raccoon darted out from its hiding spot, scampering away from the relentless pursuit of the protective shepherd. Gunner chased it through the cabin. The raccoon made a beeline for the open door, disappearing into the woods beyond.

      Amanda and Jackson stared in disbelief, unable to process the sudden turn of events. Their laughter bubbled up again, this time fueled by relief and astonishment.

      "Well, would you look at that," Jackson said, shaking his head. "Maybe we should've let Gunner handle it from the beginning."

      Amanda nodded. "I guess sometimes the simplest solution is the best one. Good job, Gunner."

      Gunner trotted back to them, his tail wagging as he received praise and affection from Amanda and Jackson.

      Jackson took in the cabin's interior and noticed a window missing. "We better get that covered before he decides to come back. I imagine that's how he got in."

      "Can they jump? Because that’s pretty high up." She walked over and looked outside. "Oh, there's a wooden barrel right under it."

      "It's like an invitation." He moved into the living room and noticed the stack of boxes. "Would you like me to cover it up? You'll need to get a glass company out here soon, but I can use some cardboard for now."

      "I'd appreciate that."

      Jackson went to his truck and got his toolbox. He imagined duct tape and a few nails would do. He took in the condition of the cabin again and knew Amanda would require a lot of help.

      As he worked on covering the broken window, he asked, "Is the place what you were expecting?"

      She looked around the room. "I'd be lying if I didn't say my fantasy was different from my reality, but with hard work, I think it can be exactly what I need."

      He taped the cardboard to the frame and stepped back. "This should hold until you get someone out here."

      "You're pretty handy. Do you have any experience taking a disaster and making it less so?"

      "Are you trying to hire me?" He already had a job, but having twenty-four hours a day gave him lots of idle time, and he wouldn't mind working on something that filled his days.

      "I hadn't considered it until this moment. I can pay, not a ton, but we can work out a deal for something fair if you're interested.”

      He looked around the place. "It needs a lot. The porch is about to collapse, the roof isn't in much better shape, and while the interior looks mostly cosmetic, we might find bigger problems once we look deeper."

      "You're using the word we. Does that mean you're considering it?"

      His eyes opened wide and shone as if the little amber flecks in them were backlit. "As it turns out, I might be." He walked down the hallway. "I see there are three rooms. What are your plans for them?"

      "One will be mine, and the other an office where I'll work."

      "You work from home?"

      She smiled. "Yes, I'm an author."

      Jackson's eyes widened with surprise. "That's pretty impressive. What kind of books do you write?"

      "Romance, mostly, although recently I've been exploring other genres like women's fiction," she explained.

      He nodded. "That's fascinating. I don't think I could write a book."

      "It's not as easy as some people make it seem. And romance is the hardest because the story has many components. There's the hero's arc, the heroine's arc, and the story arc. Romance lovers are savvy readers and expect a central love story and an emotionally satisfying ending.”

      "You're speaking a foreign language to me."

      “Have you ever been in love?" she asked with a smile.

      Jackson shifted, averting his gaze from hers before looking back. He'd never been good at relationships. "No," he said gruffly, clearing his throat and focusing on something else in the room instead of her face.

      "It can be wonderful or tragic," Amanda said.

      “Sounds like you have some experience.”

      “Mine didn’t end in a happily ever after, but I have loved, which is something.”

      Amanda's eyes fell on him, and they were filled with sadness. He didn't want her pity. "It's not a big deal," he said, glancing away from her and shifting uncomfortably where he stood. "I'm better at fixing things than I am at the whole relationship thing."

      “And apparently I’m better at writing love stories than living them.” She smiled. "Well, you have plenty to keep you busy here." She gestured around the cabin. "We should probably talk about what has to be done and how much I can pay you."

      Jackson took a deep breath and walked the perimeter of the room. "The porch needs reinforcing. The roof replacing. The windows need caulking—a lot of work needs doing here."

      He explained all the needed repairs and estimated the time it would take him to do them. When he was finished, Amanda leaned against the wall and crossed her arms.

      "This is going to be more expensive than I expected," she said. "I don't want to take advantage of you by offering too little money."

      "I asked about the rooms because I'm in a situation. I'm staying with my buddy's brother, but they have a new baby and fear I’m in the way. It wasn't supposed to be a long-term thing. I was wondering if I could trade skills for room and board."

      She stared at him like he'd grown a wart on his nose. "You want to stay in the cabin with me, and you'll work on my place for free?"

      He nodded. "And food too. You'll have to pay for supplies, but I can provide the labor."

      "What about Gunner? Will he eat my cat?"

      Jackson laughed. "No, he prefers kibble or bacon. He also likes Katie's homemade dog biscuits."

      "Are you sure? He went after that raccoon like it was his next meal."

      "You want to give them a try?"

      "Okay, but if he eats Catsby I won't be happy."

      "Let me get him." Jackson patted his leg, and Gunner came right to him and sat.

      Amanda returned with her cat, clutching him tightly to her chest. As she placed him on the kitchen counter, Gunner walked over, his nose twitching curiously.

      Jackson tensed, ready to intervene, if necessary, but was surprised when Gunner sniffed at the cat without reaction.

      The feline, however, was less than thrilled by the attention and hissed in response. The cat lashed out in a flash of claws and fur and sent Gunner scampering back to Jackson's side. He breathed a silent sigh of relief before glancing at Amanda, who scooped up the hissing cat. Catsby clearly had an attitude problem.

      "That went well. Nobody needs stitches." She looked at Gunner once more. "When do you want to move in?"

      "I can start tomorrow morning."
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      Amanda had never before found herself so out of place as she did in that moment, standing in the middle of a long-abandoned cabin. Her new home was quaint, if not a little run down, but it had a rustic charm that was foreign and intriguing to her city-bred sensibilities. She was used to skyscrapers and the constant hum of traffic, not the whisper of wind through towering pines and the distant hooting of an owl.

      When Jackson drove away, she was more alone than ever, but wasn’t that what she sought—the quiet? She wondered about the person who built it and where they had stayed when they arrived. Why had they chosen this location? She couldn’t argue that it was gorgeous, but what brought them here?

      A thousand questions were moving in her head, but no answers, and standing there pondering them wouldn’t get her any closer to moving in.

      She grabbed the ends of a thick sheet draped over a worn-out armchair. The dust that had settled over the years floated in the waning rays of sunlight that seeped through the cracked window. Catsby, ever curious, jumped onto a chair, his eyes wide with interest. “Well, what do you think?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady despite the nervous flutter in her stomach. “Could this be home?”

      He blinked at her as if to say, “I’ll reserve judgment until I’ve thoroughly inspected every nook and cranny.” She chuckled, her anxiety lessening at her cat’s characteristic indifference.

      With the furniture now uncovered, she turned her attention to the fireplace. The chill of the night air was already seeping through the gaps in the cabin, wrapping around her like a shroud. She missed the regulated temperature of her city apartment and was painfully aware that her current attire, a pair of jeans and a short-sleeved T-shirt, wouldn’t stand a chance against a frigid night.

      Walking toward the hearth, she tried to recall all the information she had about building a fire. She prodded the flue with her finger, attempting to open it with no luck. She grunted in frustration as she applied more force and managed to budge it. Instead of opening up, it made a loud burping sound, and a cloud of soot came out, covering her like a blanket.

      Caught off guard, she stumbled back, hacking and wheezing as the soot invaded her nose and mouth. “Oh, great.” She coughed, wiping at her face only to smear the ash further. She glimpsed herself in the dusty mirror hanging above the fireplace and groaned at the sight of her streaked cheeks.

      “Well, this is perfect,” she said to no one in particular, her voice laced with frustration. She looked at Catsby, who was watching her with an air of bemusement from his perch on the armchair. “Don’t sit there looking smug. This is your home too, you know.”

      The cat blinked at her, his tail flicking lazily. She sighed, deciding to let the fireplace be for the time being. Her adventure was off to a spectacularly messy start. She looked around and wondered what she had gotten herself into.

      She shifted her gaze to the window, where the sun slowly sank into a melding of orange and pink hues. Its fading light illuminated the trees and cast prisms of life over the sleepy wilderness outside. The sight was breathtaking; it forced her to forget all the troubles she’d left behind and gave her hope that a new life was beyond the horizon. With one last ray of sunlight peeking between the pines, she wondered if maybe, just maybe, this little cabin would turn her life around.

      With a resigned sigh, Amanda turned away from the window, her gaze landing on the fireplace again. “Well,” she said, addressing the stubborn flue, “you may have won the battle, but you haven’t won the war.”

      Catsby let out a soft warble as if in agreement, his green eyes glinting with playfulness that matched Amanda’s newfound determination.

      Clapping her hands together, she focused her attention on her surroundings. The cabin was small but homey, filled with old furniture that had a vintage charm. The air carried the scent of pine and dust, a weirdly comforting combination that instilled a sense of calm in her frazzled nerves.

      She moved around, re-familiarizing herself with the space. The wooden floorboards protested under her weight, and every so often, a gust of wind would whistle through the cracks in the walls, sending a shiver down her spine.

      Before it got too late, she raced outside to bring in the few things she’d brought. Her clothes. Her old typewriter collection—five of her most valued possessions—bedding, food, and cleaning supplies. Anything else she needed she’d buy. A fresh start meant that she had to leave it all behind, and that’s exactly what she did.

      Her gaze was drawn to a small, weathered picture frame on the mantelpiece. Picking it up, she looked at a picture of a young girl, her blonde hair tied up in pigtails, grinning as she held up a fish nearly half her size. The inscription on the back read, “Brandy, Summer ‘96.” Amanda’s heart ached for the girl she once knew, her pen pal who had brought her so much joy as a child.

      The cabin may have been old and needed some serious TLC, but it was also filled with remnants of a life brimming with laughter and love. It made the place feel less like a cabin and more like a home.

      With a sigh, Amanda set the photo down and looked around. She was tired, sooty, and entirely out of her element, but she was here. Here in Aspen Cove, the city girl turned small-town inhabitant. The thought brought a grin to her face, one that both terrified and excited her.

      Her mind wandered back to Jackson, the handsome bartender who had somehow become her future roommate. His charming smile, the way his eyes crinkled when he laughed, the comfort of his presence ... it was all so new and wonderful. She’d banned men from her life, yet a platonic friendship seemed harmless enough. Love—the part that brought pain and complications—was something she'd gladly avoid.

      As night descended, the cabin grew chillier. The thermostat for the baseboard heaters was in the hallway and she crossed her fingers that they worked. Within ten minutes, the walls groaned as the timbers soaked up the heat and expanded.

      She fed Catsby and found a permanent place for his litter box—the smallest room that would become her office. Tired and sore from sleeping in her car, she dreamed of a bath and walked into a bathroom with the sweetest clawfoot tub. Out of the ceiling came a showerhead she’d use tomorrow, but for now, bubbles and hot water were calling.

      When she turned on the spigot, the pipes spit and sputtered before a rush of orange came out. But as quickly as it appeared, it left, and the remaining water was clear.

      After thirty minutes soaking, she was pruned and ready for bed. Having almost no sleep the previous night, she was virtually snoring by the time her head hit the pillow.

      In the stillness of the night, she found herself startled awake. A sudden rustling sound punctuated the eerie silence of her new cabin, reminiscent of leaves being disturbed or paper being crumpled. She froze, her heart pounding, as her mind immediately jumped to the most logical conclusion—the raccoon was back.

      “Mister Raccoon, this is not a hotel,” she muttered into the darkness, her voice shaky but filled with feigned bravado. It was silly talking to a raccoon as if it would understand and politely desist. However, the humor of the situation was not lost on her.

      Sitting up, she strained her ears, trying to discern if the rustling was getting louder or if her imagination was playing tricks on her. The only response was the howl of a wolf somewhere in the distance.

      Unable to fall back asleep, Amanda swung her legs over the side of the bed and padded across the cold wooden floor. Catsby stretched and gave her a look like she’d interrupted a dream about fish and rodents. “Don’t look at me like that,” she told him, “I’m making sure we don’t have an uninvited guest.”

      Pulling her robe tighter around her, she ventured into the living room, her eyes slowly adjusting to the dim light. Her gaze fell upon a dusty old photo album tucked into the corner of a bookshelf. Curiosity piqued, she picked it up, the old leather cover cool and worn beneath her fingers.

      Sitting in the old plaid chair by the fireplace, she flicked on the table lamp and opened the album, revealing pages filled with black and white photographs. They were snapshots of Aspen Cove from decades ago, showcasing its history and charm. There were images of old town gatherings, children playing in the snow, the main street decorated for the holidays, and what were likely familiar landmarks in their early years.

      As she flipped through, she could almost hear the laughter, feel the chill of the winter air, and taste the homemade cookies she imagined were a staple at the town’s holiday celebrations. These photos, moments frozen in time, told stories of a place that thrived on love, friendship, and the simple joys of life.

      Looking at them, she had a sense of belonging. She may have been a stranger here, but in her mind, she was a friend no one had met. A soft purr drew her attention, and she found Catsby rubbing against her leg. Smiling, she reached down to scratch behind his ears. “What do you think of our new home?” He crawled into her lap and fell back to sleep.

      As the night wore on, the town's atmosphere grew warmer, enfolding her in its timeless embrace.

      Gradually, she transitioned from a mere observer to a living chapter in its history, as if the town itself acknowledged her presence. She imagined a distant future, a century from now, where another soul would leaf through the album she diligently curated, discovering the added photos and the stories they held.

      She climbed back into bed confident the critter was still outside. The rustling and hooting no longer were strange but like a lullaby lulling her into a peaceful slumber.

      A knock echoed through the stillness. Amanda stirred, her mind still foggy with dreams. A glance at the small clock on the bedside table had her groaning. “Six-thirty,” she muttered to herself. “Who on earth could be visiting at this ungodly hour?”

      She shuffled to the door, her hair tousled and her eyes heavy. Catsby followed closely behind, his curious eyes wide. Opening the door, she was greeted by the sight of Jackson, already wide awake, dressed in work clothes, and radiating early morning energy.

      “Hello, Amanda. Hope I didn’t wake you,” he said far too cheerfully for this time of day. “Thought we could get started on the repairs.”

      Amanda blinked at him, taken aback by his drive. “It’s ... it’s six-thirty, Jackson,” she said, emphasizing each word as if it might help convey the absurdity of the hour.

      His laughter echoed through the room, causing Amanda to smile despite herself. “Well, when you said I could move in, you didn’t specify working hours,” he responded, grinning. “Besides, morning is the best time to get things done. Fresh air, a clear mind, chirping birds…”

      He trailed off, throwing his arms out wide to indicate the dawn chorus beginning to stir. Amanda stood in her doorway, sleep-ruffled and bemused, watching him. Jackson was a picture of vitality in the soft light, his enthusiasm infectious.

      He held up two Styrofoam boxes in one hand and two cups in the other. “I brought coffee and breakfast.”

      She moved aside to let him in. “You’re forgiven for the ungodly hour, but only because I’m starving and need caffeine.”

      He looked down at the dog. “Can Gunner come inside?”

      She smiled. “He might as well. It’s going to be his home too.”

      As soon as Gunner entered, Catsby hissed and ran into the bedroom. She was sure he would have slammed the door behind him if he could.

      “Do you think he’ll get used to us?”

      “He’ll have to or spend much more time in our room.”

      Jackson brought the food to the small table in the kitchen. “I got bacon and eggs.” He stopped for a second, and a frown creased his forehead. “You aren’t a vegan or vegetarian, are you? If so, I can give you my hashbrowns and toast.”

      She shook her head. “Total carnivore here. Yesterday was hell because I only had chips, candy, and rice crispy treats. I considered stealing one of Catsby’s cans of paté.” She laughed. “You know you’re hungry when salmon paté looks gourmet.”

      “I’ve eaten worse. Have you ever had an MRE?”

      She sat and opened the box to find ample servings of eggs, bacon, potatoes, and toast. “Army food?”

      “It’s a stretch calling it that,” he said.

      She was excited to discover that he’d brought extra butter and jam. This meal was a piece of heaven. “You’re the best roommate a girl could have.”

      He positioned himself opposite her, the wooden chair groaning as he settled into it with his large body.

      “How was your first night inside?”

      She thought about it and smiled. “It went well. I thought the raccoon was back, but he didn’t show his face. The heater works, but the fireplace is a mess. The hot water is good, and the bath was like a spa experience.”

      “I’ve never been to a spa.”

      “You should try it.”

      He laughed. “I might have to. I’m learning how to enjoy things once again. I’ve spent most of the last dozen years in unpleasant places. Being here is paradise.”

      “I bet that was hard.” She couldn’t imagine the things he’d faced as a soldier.

      “It’s over, and this is just beginning.”

      “For both of us.”

      The early morning chill didn’t seem so bad anymore, replaced by the glow of shared laughter and conversation. As she watched Jackson, the sunlight catching in his hair, Amanda sensed a connection. Something about his easygoing nature and his unexpected kindness was drawing her in.

      They finished their breakfast in silence. When she put her fork down, Jackson said, “Alright, let’s get to work.”

      “Let me change.” She looked down at her robe and realized she hadn’t thought about her looks. “I’m surprised I didn’t scare you away. I must look a fright.”

      He gazed at her for a moment. “You look amazing.”

      A strange flutter filled her chest, a feeling of excitement she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      He lowered his head. “Sorry, I meant you look fine. You weren’t expecting me at the crack of dawn.” Red rose from his neck to his cheeks showing his embarrassment at complimenting her.

      Not wanting to prolong it any longer, she said, “I’ll be right out.” She hurried into her bedroom, where Catsby lounged on her pillow. She threw on  jeans and a T-shirt and slipped into her Nikes. With a quick brush of her hair and teeth, and a splash of water on her face, she was ready.

      “Let’s do this, Jackson.” The day was beginning, and she was prepared to take on the repairs, one laughter-filled moment at a time.

      As Jackson outlined the day’s tasks, Amanda eagerly followed along. He spoke about fixing the cabin with such passion and care that it was impossible not to be swept up in his enthusiasm. She saw her new home through his eyes—not as a rundown disaster but as a place with history and potential—a place that could be beautiful again.

      She listened intently as he guided her, his voice filled with authority. He outlined the task ahead of her—repairing the flue—step-by-step like a seasoned soldier, determined to ensure she understood every nuance of the job.

      By the time they finished, the morning had given way to the afternoon. They stood side by side, admiring their handiwork. The flue was clean and functional, and a small fire crackled cheerfully in the fireplace, filling the room with a warm glow.

      Watching the flickering flames, Amanda realized that this was more than a home repair project. It was about building a new life, and she wasn’t alone in that. From the little she gathered from Jackson, he was also recreating himself, and they had become a part of each other’s journey.

      “Are you hungry? I can take you into town and introduce you to your neighbors.”

      Much more needed to get done, but even Rome wasn’t built in a day, and the people who made it had to eat. “I think that’s a solid idea, but since you bought breakfast, lunch is on me.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” He tapped his leg, and Gunner ran to his side. “Can you stay here and be a good boy?” Gunner barked. Jackson pointed to the corner, and Gunner walked to it and curled into a ball. “I’ll meet you in the truck.”

      After she gathered her bag and ensured the fireplace screen was in place, she walked to the door and looked over her shoulder at Gunner. “Don’t eat my cat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Jackson had always been the gentlemanly type, a trait that earned him his fair share of teasing back in high school. The boys would nudge him, chuckling, "With a last name like Knight, you were destined to play the chivalrous role, weren't you?" But today, as he held his sturdy old Ford door open for Amanda, his manners transcended mere habit. It was an act that bore an undercurrent of something deeper, something that made his heart race a touch faster and his palms damp.

      Each time his hand met hers, even in the briefest of touches, it was as though he could feel an energy passing between them, a silent communication that made his skin tingle.

      His senses heightened when she was around. He could detect a faint flower fragrance that made him think of springtime and fresh beginnings. Her appreciative smile, and the way her eyes lit up, added an unspoken layer of connection that Jackson found himself unexpectedly responsive to. It was as if these small moments of contact were quietly weaving a bond between them, drawing him into her orbit.

      His last name, Knight, had always carried a mantle of old-world courtesy and chivalry that he wore with pride, but in the presence of Amanda, it took on a higher calling. Unbeknownst to him, when Doc asked him to check on her, a newfound sense of protectiveness, the desire to make her smile, and the need to ensure her comfort surged within him. These unfamiliar yet not unwelcome feelings tugged at his heart, forging a connection that went beyond the bounds of duty.

      "Your chariot awaits," he said as she approached.

      She laughed. "Thank you, kind sir."

      She moved to climb into the truck, her delicate hand reaching for the handle. Jackson reached out to assist her. Her hand was soft against his calloused one, but that same energy bypassed his toughened skin.

      She looked up, and her warm brown eyes met his. In that fleeting moment, the world around them faded into insignificance, leaving only the magnetic pull between them. Yet, the pull of reality nudged him back to the present. He blinked, reluctantly releasing her hand, and took a step back with a sheepish smile. "Just channeling my inner 'Knight,’" he joked, attempting to dissipate the tingling sensation that coursed through his entire being, from his toes to the tips of his hair. "Chivalry seems to come bundled with the name."

      Rounding the truck and climbing into the driver's seat, he put the key in the ignition and turned it, the familiar rumble of the engine offering a sense of normalcy to the unusual fluttering in his stomach. He stole a glance at her as they pulled out of the driveway.

      She looked at the passing scenery, a soft smile gracing her lips. "It's so pretty."

      He nodded. "It certainly is." But he wasn't talking about the forest.

      Jackson refocused on the road ahead, but the memory of the spark between them lingered. They were just friends, he reminded himself. Friends and nothing more. As they drove down the road to town, he decided he would keep it that way. After all, he was there to help her settle down, not unsettle his emotions.

      Jackson pulled his truck into an empty parking spot on Main Street. The small-town diner was a familiar spot, its comfort food and warm atmosphere providing a sense of homeyness he hoped Amanda would appreciate.

      They stepped out of the truck, the cool air differing from the truck's heated interior. Amanda pulled her coat tighter as she followed him toward the diner's entrance. The comforting smell of burgers and brewing coffee wafted out as he held the door open for her.

      "Maisey's Diner," he announced, gesturing grandly toward the bustling eatery. "Best grub in all of Aspen Cove."

      She laughed. "It’s the only grub, right?"

      "Not true. B's Bakery and The Corner Store are here. And Dalton has a take-and-bake place in The Guild Creative Center."

      "Wow, that almost compares to the offering of downtown Chicago."

      “What Aspen Cove doesn’t offer in amenities it makes up for in charm.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      Inside, the diner was alive with chatter and the clinking of cutlery against plates. The checkered floor, vintage photos, and the warm glow from the jukebox in the corner added to the nostalgia and comfort. Jackson's favorite part was the motorcycle on display. It hung from the ceiling like it was waiting for someone to jump on and take it for a ride.

      He pointed ahead. "That's Maisey."

      Maisey, the diner's owner, was a woman whose personality was as vibrant as the colorful cherry-adorned apron she wore. Her eyes lit up as she spotted them, and she hurried over, her warm smile matching the twinkle in her eyes.

      "Jackson! And you must be Amanda," Maisey greeted, wrapping Amanda in a friendly hug as if they'd known each other for years. "Welcome to Aspen Cove!"

      Amanda looked taken aback for a moment but then relaxed into the hug, returning it with a laugh. "Thank you, Maisey. It's lovely to meet you," she replied. "Jackson has told me so much about your famous pies."

      Maisey led them to an empty booth, and they took a seat. "Speaking of pies, do you want to hear a pie joke?"

      "I love a good joke,” Amanda said.

      Maisey laughed. "Can't guarantee it's good, but here goes." She cleared her throat. "Why did the pie go to a dentist?"

      Amanda shook her head. "I don't know. Why?"

      "Because it needed a filling." Maisey delivered the punchline, laughing heartily at her joke. Her laugh was infectious, causing Amanda and Jackson to chuckle along.

      It wasn't easy being the new kid, but Amanda was fitting in with ease. It was as if she had been a part of Aspen Cove all her life.

      A peculiar sense of happiness welled up in him as she chatted animatedly with Maisey. She was curious, kind, and open.

      “Shall we order?" he asked, gesturing toward the menu stuffed into the metal holder at the edge of the table. He pulled one out and handed it to Amanda. "Everything is good, but the blue-plate special is the best."

      She glanced at the menu and closed it. "I'll have that."

      "Don't you want to know what it is?" Maisey asked.

      Amanda shook her head. "Nope. I'm happy to be surprised."

      "She's a keeper, isn't she?" Maisey said, drawing his attention back to Amanda, who sat with a smile, her hands resting on her lap.

      Jackson chuckled, nodding in agreement. "That she is," he replied.

      Her hair was falling out of her messy bun, loose strands framing her face in a way that made her look carefree. He took in the way she gestured enthusiastically as she spoke, how her laughter filled the diner, and how she made everyone around her feel at ease. It was like watching a flower bloom in fast-forward.

      "Earth to Jackson." Maisey's voice jolted him out of his thoughts. He turned to find both women looking at him.

      "Sorry, lost in thought," he admitted with a grin, feeling his cheeks warm under their gaze.

      "Welcome back to Earth. We've got lunch to eat. Do you want the blue plate too?" Amanda asked.

      He nodded, and Maisey pivoted and left.

      "Tell me about Aspen Cove," Amanda said. "I want to know everything."

      Jackson laughed. "That could take a while."

      Maisey zipped by, dropping off two cups of coffee, creamer, and extra napkins. Her pockets were like Mary Poppins’ carpet bag. He was fairly certain that no matter what he asked for, she’d be able to produce it with a single dip into her apron.

      "Well, let's start with the people. They’re so friendly, so close. It's like everyone knows everyone else."

      Jackson's gaze drifted over the diner. He saw Maisey at the counter, her hands flying as she chatted with a regular. A group of older men sat in a corner, their laughter echoing through the cafe. It was a sight he had grown accustomed to and loved.

      "You're right," he said, turning back to Amanda. "Aspen Cove is a small town, but it's like a big family. They look out for each other. I haven't been here long—a few months—so I'm a newbie too."

      "I thought you were a local."

      He sipped his coffee. "I bartend, so I get to know everyone. It's the only place to hang out at night."

      He went on to talk about the different families. The way she listened, leaning in, her eyes focused on him, made him feel strangely special. He wasn't a storyteller, but her attention made him want to spin tales or at least tell her all he knew.

      As they continued their conversation, she asked about the town's history, celebrations, and quirks. Jackson answered as best he could, and when he didn't know something, he admitted it, promising to find out more for her or take her directly to the source so she could hear it firsthand.

      Maisey dropped off meatloaf and mashed potatoes, and by the way Amanda looked at it, he would have guessed it was filet mignon and lobster. She dug in like she'd been starved for weeks. Jackson was reluctant to end their outing when they finished their meal. He was enjoying her company more than he thought possible, taking delight in the way she looked at the world, appreciating her curiosity. He wondered if she got ideas for her novels from these kinds of conversations.

      After their leisurely lunch, Jackson guided Amanda to their next stop, B's Bakery. As they stepped inside, the scent of fresh-baked muffins and cookies filled the air, mingling with the soft strains of a holiday tune playing in the background.

      Katie welcomed them from behind the counter, saying, "Hey y'all." She was a woman of warm smiles and laughter, a picture of contentment. As Jackson introduced Amanda, Katie’s eyes lit up with genuine interest.

      "I hear you're a pink letter recipient." Katie pointed to the wall behind them.

      Amanda's gaze was drawn to a frame where a rose-colored letter hung among a collage of muffin-of-the-day pictures.

      "What's the story with this one?" Amanda asked.

      Katie's smile turned tender as she told of her experience. She had never met Bea, the previous owner of the bakery, but carried a piece of her—Bea's daughter's heart. She spoke of her arrival in Aspen Cove, lost and afraid, and how the transplant gave her a second chance at everything. The gift saved her life and offered her a new one as a proprietor, wife, and mother.

      As Katie shared her story,  Amanda sat there fully enthralled.

      "I'm an author, but this is better than anything I could make up."

      Katie beamed. "We have another writer in town. Her name is Reese. You'll have to meet her."

      "I'd love that."

      "First things first, though. The first treat is on the house. What will it be?"

      Amanda moved up and down the display case as if staring at the crown jewels.

      "I can't choose. Surprise me."

      "Today is raspberry muffin day. They're the sheriff's favorite."

      "I never argue with the law. Raspberry muffin it is."

      Katie came around the counter with a plate with two muffins and led them toward a wall filled with hundreds of pieces of paper. “The Wishing Wall is a tradition here," Katie explained. "People write their wishes on sticky notes and put them there. We believe it carries our desires to the universe. I grant the simple ones; the others I must leave for God."

      Amanda seemed moved by the custom. Her eyes scanned the wall, taking in the wants and needs of many, some uncomplicated like a dozen cookies and others more profound like a cure for cancer. It was a snapshot of the town's hopes and dreams. Jackson was touched by the raw honesty and vulnerability they represented.

      With an encouraging smile, Katie offered them each a sticky note. "Would you like to make a wish?" she asked.

      Jackson hesitated, but he joined in, seeing Amanda's excitement. As he scribbled, he stole a glance at her. She was deep in thought, her brows knitted together. She picked up a pen and began writing, and he found himself hoping, more than anything, that her wish would come true.

      Amanda finished and smiled as she stuck her note to the wall. Her eyes shone with happiness, and Jackson grinned back. He folded his in half put his wish right next to hers.

      "Are you going to tell me what you wished for?" she asked as they walked away.

      "Nope," Jackson replied, grinning. "I imagine sharing your wish before it comes true is bad luck."

      She rolled her eyes playfully. "Fine, keep your secrets."

      They said their goodbyes to Katie, with Amanda inviting her to the cabin for a visit. He opened the bakery door and led them out. The sun began to dip behind the mountains, casting a golden glow over the small town. Snowflakes hung in the air, catching the light, and making the scene magical.

      "If it's going to snow, it would be wise to pick up supplies. Unless you're okay with eating rice crispy treats and Fancy Feast," Amanda said.

      "I'm pretty easygoing when it comes to food."

      She laughed. "You'd have to fight Catsby for it. He's not much into sharing, so I imagine we should stock up on what we need." She pointed to The Corner Store. "I can make it quick if you have plans."

      "Nothing planned except moving into my room. I'm not working at the bar tonight, so I'm all yours."

      Was that a blush he saw creeping from her neck to her cheeks? Maybe he wasn't the only one feeling the connection.
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      She tipped her face to the sky, closed her eyes, and allowed the chilly flakes to dust her skin. A delighted giggle bubbled from her lips, her breath misting in the cold air. It was serene, and utterly amazing.

      “In Chicago, this comes with gale-force winds.” She stopped in the middle of the street. “Listen. It's so quiet, you can almost hear the snowfall.” That was the one thing she absolutely loved about her new home. In the silence, she noticed everything.

      She turned to share her joy with Jackson and found him absorbed in something on his phone. His brows lifted, and his lips tugged into a thin line. The cheerful man she had been laughing with a moment ago was replaced with this serious, stern-looking one. The sudden change in his demeanor sent a jolt of worry through her.

      “The weather report just updated, and the storm is going to be worse than expected,” he said, his voice cutting through her thoughts. He showed her his screen.

      Amanda glanced at it, her eyes widening as she took in the swirling mass of white and blue on the weather app. “How much snow are we talking about?” Her heart pounded. She was a city girl through and through. She had experienced heavy snowfall in Chicago, but street plows and city workers always followed it to clear it up. She had no idea what to expect from a snowstorm in Aspen Cove. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to meet Jackson’s gaze. “Is it ... is it going to be bad?”

      "It's likely to be a sizable one," he revealed. “It says six to ten inches.” His gaze never left her face. “But don’t worry, we’ll be prepared.”

      She nodded, her throat feeling tight. She could very well be stuck in her cabin with Jackson for days. She hardly knew him, but her gut told her he was a good person. Surely, Doc wouldn’t send someone to look after her that wasn’t trustworthy. Then again, she didn’t know Doc. Her inner voice reminded her that she’d invited him to live with her the day after she met him. That behavior was unusual for her, but in his presence, she experienced a newfound sense of goodness. From that moment onwards, her perception of him had only grown more positive. He consistently demonstrated kindness and generosity, leaving her with an undeniable feeling of goodwill and trust.

      “Let’s get stocked up,” she said. They agreed that she’d provide room and board, and she wasn’t about to go back on her word. “Oh my, I don’t even know if the stove and refrigerator work.”

      “They do. I checked them this morning when you went to shower. Everything is functional.”

      “Thank the Lord.”

      As they walked, storefronts with their Christmas lights twinkled merrily, the smell of mouth-watering brownies from the bakery hung in the air, and the soft hum of carols sounded in the distance. It was a picture-perfect postcard scene, contradicting the storm that was brewing.

      “They sure start Christmas early here. We haven’t even gotten to Thanksgiving.” She hadn’t considered the day generally celebrated en masse by families all over the United States. It was only two weeks away. She wondered where she’d be. Would she share it with Jackson or eat a turkey TV dinner with Catsby?

      “I think Katie is leading the holiday decor charge, but I also imagine it gets pretty chilly to be out decorating in the snow.”

      “Right.” She hadn’t considered that, but it sounded wise not to hang lights or paint windows in a blizzard.

      As they approached the store, Amanda marveled at the scene artfully painted across the glass. An idyllic, snowy landscape unfurled in frosted pastels, dotted with quaint cottages that emanated a sense of coziness and festivity. Each house was painstakingly detailed, smoke wafting from miniature chimneys and each window twinkling as if lit from within.

      A jolly Santa Claus with rosy cheeks and twinkling eyes took center stage astride his sleigh piled high with fancy wrapped gifts. His strong and graceful reindeer were captured mid-leap, creating the illusion of movement as if flying across the winter sky. Santa’s hearty laugh was almost audible, the artist skillfully capturing the infectious joy and spirit of the season.

      Beside Santa, a majestic Christmas tree stood tall, its branches heavy with glistening snow. It was adorned with multicolored baubles, twinkling lights, and strands of shiny tinsel, a star perched on top, standing out against the painted night sky.

      The edges of the window held delicate snowflakes, each unique and precisely designed. Their icy, crystalline patterns sparkled as they caught the light, creating a stunning frame for the festive scene within.

      “That is gorgeous. It must have cost a fortune.”

      Jackson laughed. “That’s not how the town works. The artist is a local, Sosie Grant, who volunteered her talents. Most of the paintings you’ll see in town are hers.”

      “Well, she’s amazing.”

      Jackson opened the door to let her inside, and The Corner Store, with its homely charm, reminded Amanda of an old country market. Baskets filled with fresh fruits and vegetables sat inside the entrance; buckets of flowers sat near the register as if waiting to hitch a ride home in someone’s cart.

      Despite the charming, laidback esthetic, the store was abuzz with urgency. In their haste to gather supplies, the townsfolk transformed what was probably a quiet store into a bustling marketplace.

      Navigating through the narrow aisles, Amanda found herself clinging to Jackson, her senses overwhelmed. The store was a symphony of sounds – the rustle of paper bags, the soft chime of the cash register, the murmur of conversation. The intimate setting transported her to a world far removed from the spacious, sterile supermarkets she had grown accustomed to in the city.

      Jackson’s presence, however, was a calming force in the whirlwind of activity. His easy familiarity with the store and its patrons and calm demeanor eased her anxiety.

      The approaching storm had brought the town together in a way Amanda hadn’t anticipated. As they prepared to weather the snowstorm, she could only marvel at the sense of closeness—a stark contrast to city life’s impersonal hustle and bustle.

      Amanda’s gaze was drawn to a whirlwind of motion near the canned goods. A woman, her hair knotted up in a messy bun with a baby perched on her hip, was herding a group of children of varying ages. Despite the apparent chaos, the woman was unfazed, navigating the small store with awe-inspiring ease.

      “Who’s that?” Amanda asked Jackson, nodding subtly toward the spectacle.

      “That’s Louise,” Jackson answered, following Amanda’s gaze. “And those are her eight kids. Believe it or not, she’s always the picture of calm in the storm.”

      Amanda watched as Louise ushered her brood down the aisle, her voice firm but kind as she instructed the older ones to help the younger ones. The children, for all their energy, listened to their mother, their actions reflecting respect and adoration for the woman who guided them.

      The scene left an incredible heartwarming impression, enveloping Amanda with a deep sense of familial love. As she witnessed Louise's interactions with her children, a pang of longing surged within her, sparking a yearning for her own family. However, she swiftly quashed the thought, resolute in her decision that the only love she would embrace would be the one she expressed through her written words and stories.

      “Must be a handful,” Amanda commented, her voice soft as she continued to watch the family.

      “She and her husband, Bobby, take it all in stride. Doc often says that if Louise didn’t stop at eight, Bobby would have had them populate the town of Aspen Cove on their own.”

      As they continued shopping, Amanda found herself stealing glances at Louise as she maneuvered her large brood, shepherding them with the practiced ease of a seasoned conductor leading an eager orchestra. The children, in return, moved with a chaotic harmony, their energy both infectious and overwhelming.

      Jackson rushed forward when one of the eight sat on the ground and screamed. “Need a hand, Louise?” Louise looked over, her eyes brightening at the sight of Jackson. “I can always use an extra set of hands.”

      Jackson turned to Amanda, winking conspiratorially. “Ready to dive into the deep end?”

      A thrill of nervous excitement fluttered in her chest, but she nodded, her competitive spirit piqued. “I think I can handle it.”

      The next half hour was a whirlwind of activity. Amanda and Jackson found themselves in the thick of Louise’s bustling family, helping to corral children, fetch items from high shelves, and keep an eye on the wandering toddler who was determined to explore every nook and cranny.

      Amid the bustling store, Amanda found herself laughing more freely than she had in ages. The children were endearing, peppering the air with questions that tickled her funny bone. "Where do eggs come from?" one asked, only to follow up with, "Then where do chickens come from?" Jackson, usually so reserved, seemed to thrive in the chaos, his guard down as he joined in the banter and childlike curiosity.

      At one point, Amanda looked over at Jackson, huddled with two of Louise’s boys, their heads together as they debated which brand of hot chocolate was the best. Jackson was animated, his expression brimming with laughter as he listened to the boys’ passionate arguments. The sight of him, so at ease and engaged, sent tingles spreading through Amanda’s chest.

      “The kind you make from scratch,” she said, watching as they took two boxes of Swiss Miss from the shelf.

      By the time they finished helping Louise and her children, Amanda realized the chaos, rather than draining her, had filled her with energy.

      As they waved goodbye to Louise and her family, the store was too quiet, the absence of the children’s laughter echoing in her ears.

      “Let’s finish and get out of here,” Jackson said.

      She looked out the window and realized that several inches of snow had fallen in the time they’d spent helping Louise.

      Amanda became increasingly aware of Jackson's preferences as they moved through the aisles at lightning speed. It began as small, seemingly insignificant observations—how his hand lingered on a particular brand of coffee and his eyes lit up at the sight of a specific type of cereal. As they continued, however, she realized that their tastes were strikingly similar.

      Jackson turned to her at one point, holding up a jar of homemade apple butter. “Have you ever tried this?”

      Amanda shook her head, her curiosity piqued. “No, I can’t say I have.”

      “Ah, you’re missing out. It’s fantastic on toast.” He placed the jar in their basket, throwing her a look that promised a shared experience in the future.

      As they continued their shopping, conversation flowed easily between them. They talked about their favorite meals, the comfort foods that reminded them of home. Amanda was surprised to learn that Jackson loved to cook, a hobby they both shared.

      “I make a mean lasagna,” Jackson confessed, his eyes filled with a hint of competitiveness.

      “My baked ziti will beat your lasagna any day.”

      “Is that a challenge, Ms. Anderson?” Jackson countered, grinning at her.

      "Consider the gauntlet thrown, Mr. Knight," Amanda said, her smirk perfectly mirroring his. They sealed the agreement with a handshake, and a surge of excitement coursed through Amanda, filling her with a thrilling sense of anticipation.

      They picked up the ingredients they needed for their respective dishes, their conversation light and filled with laughter.

      He tried to pay at the register, but she reminded him that the deal was room and board in exchange for labor.

      As they left the store, their shopping bags filled with ingredients and supplies for the impending storm, her competitive side engaged. They had unwittingly set up a cooking challenge, a promise of shared moments and culinary exploration. She was looking forward to learning more about Jackson and peeling back the layers of his character, one meal at a time.

      As they began the journey back to Amanda’s cabin, the heavy snowfall muffled the world around them. She loved the quiet serenity of the snow-covered streets, the way the fairy lights twinkled in the snowy night, and the comfort of Jackson’s presence.

      As they pulled into the cabin’s driveway, Amanda smiled at Gunner pressing his nose against the window. It was as if he had awaited their return, anxiously watching the world outside.

      “Look at him,” Amanda laughed, pointing out Gunner to Jackson. “I swear, he’s like a little kid waiting for Santa.”

      Jackson chuckled, his gaze following hers to the window where Gunner was now bouncing up and down. “He’s excited to see us.”

      “I hope he didn’t eat my cat.”

      Jackson laughed. “Your cat is more likely to eat Gunner, and he seems fine.”

      Once they were inside, Gunner’s excitement was palpable. He jumped around, his tongue lolling out of his mouth, his tail wagging so hard that it propelled him around the room. It was a joyous welcome home.

      Catsby, on the other hand, meandered into the kitchen and gave her a look that said, “I’ve been sleeping for fifteen hours, and I’m starved.”

      “Coming right up.” She opened a can of Fancy Feast and set it on the old sideboard. Catsby could care less that Gunner was equally interested in a meal. He gave the dog a you-are-an-inferior-species look and started eating.

      Jackson came in with another armload of groceries and said, “This is it. I think I’ll feed Gunner and then try to shore up the porch with a 2 x 4 I have in the truck. With the weight of this snowfall, I want to make sure it doesn’t completely collapse.”

      He fed the dog and excused himself. She admired how he moved with purpose, his muscles flexing under his shirt as he carried the heavy piece of wood. He was strong, capable, and reliable—all good qualities in a man.

      While Jackson was outside working on the porch, Amanda busied herself with putting away the groceries. She took her time organizing the pantry and the fridge.

      As she worked, she found her thoughts drifting back to Jackson. She thought about his gentle nature, his kindness, his strength. She considered how he had supported Louise and her children at the store, assured her about the oncoming storm, and reinforced her porch without even being asked.

      She grabbed her phone. She had one bar despite the mountain location and her lack of internet service. A call would never go through but a text ... maybe.

      Meg, I’m here, and you won’t believe what’s happened.

      The dots moved across her screen, and Meg’s message appeared.

      You are in so much trouble, young lady. I’ve called a dozen times. I was ready to send out a search team. Are you okay?

      She was better than okay.

      I’m in the cabin. It’s a beautiful disaster. There was a raccoon, and now there’s a snowstorm. I may be trapped here for days.

      The dots appeared again.

      I’ve got a spare bedroom if you want to come here.

      She loved Meg, but Florida wasn’t for her.

      You have hurricanes, and humidity. And Florida doesn’t have Jackson.

      She waited for all of two seconds before Meg responded in all caps.

      WAIT. WHO IS JACKSON?

      Amanda laughed.

      He’s my handyman, my roommate, and, maybe, my muse.

      Almost a minute passed before Meg replied.

      I need all the deets.

      She looked out the window at Jackson, who was still working on the porch. His forehead crinkled in concentration, his muscles flexing with each swing of his hammer.

      No time now. I’ve got to go, but I’ll call you when I can. It will probably be a few days.

      She set her phone down and decided to make hot chocolate. She took out the cocoa powder, the sugar, and the milk, put them in a pot, and began to heat them on the stove. The rich, chocolatey scent filled the cabin.

      Jackson walked inside as she poured the hot cocoa into two mugs. He saw her standing there and smiled.

      “You know what’s perfect with hot cocoa?”

      She could think of a thousand things, like marshmallows and fresh cookies, but something in his eyes told her she’d be wrong.

      “Tell me.”

      "A fire," he exclaimed, nonchalantly shrugging off his jacket and draping it on the hook beside the door. Jackson moved through her cabin with a familiarity that suggested he belonged there, as if it were his own. Or perhaps it was the undeniable truth that he embodied a sense of home for her.
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      He headed for the fireplace, determined to get a blazing fire started. The baseboard heaters did their job, but nothing was as inviting as a fire. Pulling off his gloves, he crouched down, reaching for the neatly stacked logs on the hearth. He chose two, their surfaces smooth and dry under his fingertips, evidence of careful chopping and storage.

      Jackson laid the logs in the grate, mindful of the architecture of the fire. This wasn’t about heat. Building a fire was an art, a balance of fuel, oxygen, and heat, each element crucial to the next. His father had taught him this during their camping trips in the wilderness. Those lessons, imbued with patience and respect for nature, had stuck with him. Lessons he wished he could do over again to spend more time with his father, who’d passed several years ago. His mom had left the world the year before that. He was basically an orphan looking for a place to belong. That’s why he loved Aspen Cove. It was where he could become a part of something bigger than himself. He desperately wanted to belong.

      Near the logs, he placed a few pieces of kindling—dry, thin sticks that would catch fire quickly. A ball of crumpled newspaper from his pocket served as a final touch. The paper would burn rapidly, transferring heat to the kindling and igniting the larger logs. His father used to say this was the foundation of a long-lasting, warming fire.

      With a strike of a match, the fire was born. It started small, the timid flames consuming the newspaper and licking at the kindling. The orange glow brightened, casting flickering shadows around the cabin’s interior. He added another log, his eyes focused on the flames, their hypnotic sway a reflection of raw, elemental power.

      Gradually, the flames grew bolder, the kindling crackled and popped, and the logs caught fire. The bright, warm flames spread, their incandescent glow illuminating the cabin, painting the walls in shades of amber and gold. The smell of burning wood and the soothing crackling sound filled the room, cocooning the space in an embrace of rustic charm.

      As the fire blazed, Jackson sat back on his heels, a sense of satisfaction settling within him. The fire was more than a source of heat; it was a connection to his past, his father’s lessons, and the simpler times. With its heat and light, the fire in the hearth was now part of his present and the shared experience with Amanda in this humble cabin. The flames cracked and hissed, and he knew this fire, like his growing bond with Amanda, would be tended to while they were in Aspen Cove for winter.

      She handed him a cup of cocoa, and he joined her on the couch. They sat silently, watching the fire.

      “Do you miss it?” Jackson asked, breaking the silence. His voice was soft, his gaze fixed on the hearth. “The life you left behind?”

      Amanda was silent for a moment. “I miss some things,” she admitted, her voice just above a whisper. “But not the things that matter. Not the things that make life worth living.”

      Jackson turned to look at her, his gaze searching her face. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      Amanda took a deep breath. “I miss the local cafe where I got my coffee every morning. I miss the bagel shop on the corner that baked my favorite cinnamon crunch on Wednesdays. I miss many things, but one thing I don’t miss is the memories of my ex…” she said, her voice trembling. “He made me believe I wasn’t worth loving, or I wasn't enough. I let his words, his actions, freeze me in place. I stopped living, stopped experiencing things. And then he abandoned me.” She paused for a few breaths. “But now…” she said, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Now, I feel free. Free to experience everything life has to offer. Free to be me, without fear of judgment, without fear of not being enough because I am enough.” She made a pfft sound. “I was certainly enough when I was supporting both of us while he figured out what he wanted to be.”

      Jackson was silent for a moment, his gaze never leaving her face. Then, he reached out, taking her hand in his.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Amanda,” he said. “I’m glad you’re free.”

      “Me too.”

      Jackson was pulled out of his thoughts by the sound of Catsby leaping onto the couch beside him, followed by an audible thump. The large tabby uncurled himself and stretched out before settling down contentedly against Jackson's side, a deep rumble of pleasure emanating from its chest. He let out a low chuckle, slowly moving one hand to lightly scratch behind the cat's ears. The movement prompted another louder purr in response.

      From where he was positioned on the other side of Amanda, Gunner huffed, his eyes half-closed but his tail wagging. Jackson smiled at the sight. Despite the howling wind and swirling snow outside, inside the little cabin was a scene of absolute serenity.

      “You know,” he said, looking down at Catsby and then to Gunner, “I never thought I’d be a cat guy. Or a dog guy, for that matter. I always figured they were too much responsibility, too much fuss. But I’ve got to say that something about a wagging tail or a purring ball of fur makes everything else insignificant.”

      Amanda smiled, reaching over to give Gunner a soft pat. “They have a way of doing that, don’t they?” She glanced over at Jackson, her gaze soft. “I never imagined I’d be here, in a cabin, with three wonderful companions and a fire to keep me warm. But now that I am, I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

      The conversation subsided, giving way to the soothing crackle of the fire and the hushed embrace of the snowstorm outside. In the silence, Jackson experienced an uncommon ease, as if the absence of words echoed his deep contentment. He had grown accustomed to such stillness, even yearned for it, but seldom found it in the presence of others. Thoughts of Sage, Cannon, and their baby crossed his mind, leading him to realize that perhaps he wasn’t the source of the feeling of being unsettled. If he were to be honest with himself, the inn was filled with constant busyness that made it hard for him to truly unwind. This moment, right here, was perfection—a sanctuary of peace within the chaos.

      “You know,” he began, breaking the quiet with his low voice. “I’ve always been fond of the quiet.” He spoke the words as though they were a confession, an intimate secret shared between them.

      Amanda turned to him, her eyes bright and attentive. “Really?” she asked, her surprise genuine.

      He let go of her hand and rose, then picked up his backpack from the corner before retaking a seat. He slipped his hand inside and pulled out a leather-bound book. It was a copy of Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, the edges of its pages browned with age, its spine creased from multiple reads.

      “Yes, it’s ... peaceful. A moment to be with my thoughts. And a chance to lose myself in a good book.”

      Amanda reached out, her fingers brushing over the book’s cover. “You’re reading Hemingway?”

      “Guilty,” he admitted with a self-deprecating smile.

      She appeared genuinely surprised, her eyes wide, but not in a way that suggested disbelief or mockery. Instead, it was as if she saw him in a new light.

      “That’s ... I wouldn’t have expected that,” she admitted.

      “What did you expect?” he asked.

      A charming shade of pink bloomed on her cheeks. “I don’t know ... A cowboy book or maybe Jack Reacher. With your army background, maybe some Patterson, Coben or Baldacci.”

      He laughed a deep sound that echoed in the small space. “Well, I have a few of those authors in my collection, but I love the classics.”

      Amusement replaced the surprise in her gaze. “Well, I stand corrected.” She pointed to several boxes stacked against a wall. “I have a collection of typewriters. One is purported to have been used by Hemingway, but I suspect it’s the brand he liked and not his actual typewriter. Either way, I love it.”

      “Do you type on it?”

      She gasped. “Never. Could you imagine? There’s no easy way to correct mistakes. I’d go through a forest of paper for a first draft.”

      “Modern technology is a bane and a boon.”

      She turned to him. “So, what else do you read?” she asked, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. Her hand went back and gripped her mug of cocoa.

      “Well, I read a bit of everything. A good story is a good story, no matter the genre,” he said, a shrug playing at his broad shoulders. His eyes were drawn to her hands, how she cradled the mug, the color of her nails—a soft pink—providing a subtle contrast against the white ceramic.

      “Any favorite author?” she pressed, her gaze expectant.

      The question was simple, yet it sent him down a memory lane he rarely traversed. He considered his response, his mind weaving through the various authors and stories he’d read over the years. “Don’t judge me, but I love Diana Gabaldon.”

      Amanda blinked, taking a moment to process his response. Then, she broke into a laugh, her eyes filled with a mixture of surprise and delight. “I didn’t see that coming. But I’m starting to realize there’s a lot about you I didn’t see coming.”

      There was something in her words, in her gaze, that sent a warm thrill through him. He was used to being overlooked and people making assumptions about him based on his appearance and occupation. But she was looking at him, really seeing him. And it brought him great joy.

      “Why Gabaldon?” she asked, leaning toward him.

      “I suppose ... her characters. They’re raw, real, flawed.” He paused, trying to gather his thoughts into something coherent. “They endure, despite the odds. There’s a certain nobility in that, don’t you think?”

      She looked at him. “I love Outlander too, but probably because of Jamie Frazier, whereas you probably like the historical part.”

      “I like the whole concept of two worlds colliding.” He sipped his cocoa. “Your turn,” he prompted. “Who’s your favorite author?”

      Her eyes widened as if surprised by his interest. She nibbled on her lower lip as seemed to deliberate. “Jane Austen,” she confessed.

      Her answer surprised him. He expected someone like Nora Roberts, Yet, thinking about it, it also made sense. The classics, like Austen, were known for their engaging narratives, complex characters, and insightful social commentary. “Pride and Prejudice?” he asked with a lift to his brow.

      She laughed then, a warm, genuine sound that bounced around the cabin and burrowed deep into his chest. “Predictable, right?” She rolled her eyes. “But yes, Pride and Prejudice. When I grow up, I want to be Elizabeth Bennett.”

      “Who knew?” An unexpected sense of camaraderie overtook him. It was remarkable how quickly they’d found common ground, how easily their conversation flowed. It was refreshing how she spoke about her passions and how her eyes lit up when she delved into a subject she cared about.

      The hours slipped by unnoticed as the conversation flowed naturally between them, the two of them drawn together by the shared comfort of their favorite stories.

      They snacked on a frozen pizza, but the conversation never stopped.

      His curiosity guided him. He observed Amanda, studying her reactions, wanting to tread carefully so he didn’t offend but he wanted … no, needed to know more.

      “You don't seem the type to pack up your entire life on a whim, are you?” A smile tugged at his lips to lighten the seriousness of his question.

      She shook her head. “No, I’m not.”

      A series of emotions flickered across her face. There was a mix of nostalgia, melancholy, and a touch of regret, quickly replaced by a steely resolve that he’d grown to associate with her.

      “I needed something different to get me out of the funk I was in, so I asked for a sign, and it came the next day. I’m not one to test fate.”

      Jackson knew all about the desire for a fresh start. The feeling of being stuck in a rut, of wanting something different … something more. His gaze softened as he leaned back, tucking an ankle over his knee.

      “I can understand wanting to escape the noise, the rush. Aspen Cove’s the perfect place for that.”

      Her eyes met his, and he saw a flash of understanding there. “It’s peaceful,” she agreed. “A perfect place for a new beginning.”

      He appreciated the small town’s serenity but hadn’t considered what it could offer to someone like Amanda. To her, this town wasn’t just a quiet place to live, it was a sanctuary, a place to heal and start anew.

      He admired her for her bravery to uproot her life for something better. A strong urge coursed through him, compelling him to provide reassurance, to convey that she had indeed made the right choice. That Aspen Cove, with all its quirks and charm, would be the home she needed it to be.

      “What I love about living here is that we look out for one another,” he assured her. “You’re part of the community now. You’ll never be alone.”

      A sudden urge to lighten the atmosphere overtook him. Nudging Gunner with his foot, he directed the dog’s attention to Catsby, who was leisurely sprawled on the rug before the fireplace.

      “Watch this,” he whispered. Gunner, following Jackson’s prompt, began to inch closer to Catsby, nudging the cat with his nose. Catsby, in return, swatted Gunner, causing the dog to back away, only to try again. After a few times, Catsby gave in, and Gunner settled in next to the cat. The two fell asleep and snuggled up to each other.

      “Yesterday, I would have never thought that possible,” she said.

      He finished his cocoa and put the empty mug on the coffee table. “It’s amazing the difference a day can make.”

      “When I first read that letter... it was like a lifeline," she confessed, delicately tracing the rim of her mug. "There was this rush of hope and excitement, something that hadn't stirred within me in a very, very long time."

      “You were fearless,” he found himself saying. “Not everyone dares to take such a leap of faith.”

      Her eyes met his. “You can’t do the same thing and expect something different to happen.”

      Her words rang true. “They say the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”

      “You quote philosophers too. I’m impressed.”

      “Oh, don’t be. I had a lot of free time and did a good deal of reading.”

      “I get that, but while you’re reading Lao Tzu and Hemingway, I bet your fellow soldiers are reading Playboy and the Sunday comics.”

      He chuckled. “You’re probably right.” With a reluctant sigh, Jackson rose. “I guess it’s getting late. I should start setting up my room.” The fire was dying down, the cabin was falling into a peaceful quiet, the animals were asleep, and Jackson was standing at the edge of an emotional precipice, staring down at a swirling vortex of feelings for Amanda.

      But tonight, he decided, was about understanding, and supporting her. Tonight, was about acknowledging her courage and her journey. It was about respecting her and the emotional catharsis she’d been through.

      As he retired to his room, he knew their friendship was evolving into something deeper—something he hadn’t expected.

      As he lay down on his bed, the snow beating against the cardboard-covered window, he thought about the evening they had shared, and it struck him as funny. How did a rundown cabin, a cup of cocoa, a frozen pizza, and a fire become the highlight of his year? It was because it all included Amanda.
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      Amanda stirred from a peaceful slumber, her eyelashes fluttering open to reveal a world bathed in soft, otherworldly light. Blinking away the remnants of sleep, she pushed herself to sit up, her gaze drawn toward the window. A breathtaking view met her eyes. The cabin and surrounding landscape were wrapped in a pristine blanket of snow.

      The once-familiar scene had transformed overnight into a glittering winter wonderland, every inch of it glowing under the tender caress of the morning sun. Icicles hung like delicate chandeliers from the cabin's eaves, the bare branches of the trees around her were adorned with puffs of white, and the ground was a canvas of untouched brilliance.

      It was so quiet, so peacefully serene. Time had slowed, holding its breath in the face of such extraordinary beauty. Amanda’s heart filled with awe and warmed her from the inside. She was witnessing a secret part of Aspen Cove, a silent poetry that unfolded with each season.

      She padded toward the window in her flannel pajamas and bare feet on the cool wooden floor, her breath fogging up the glass as she took in the beauty. She pressed her palms against the cool surface, a content sigh escaping her lips. In that moment, the world appeared rejuvenated, clean, and full of promise despite, or perhaps because of, the storm.

      The tantalizing tang of coffee and something deliciously warm and buttery wafted up to her from the kitchen, tearing her attention away from the view. Amanda’s stomach gave an appreciative rumble, and she headed down the hallway, drawn by the scent and muffled movement sounds.

      Jackson was in the kitchen, his back to her, focused on the sizzling pan before him. She was met with a comforting domestic scene: steam rising from the coffee pot, the light clinking of cutlery, and Jackson, big and solid, donning an apron that she knew said, "Domestic Goddess in Training.”

      Surprise and a dash of affection swelled within her. She’d known Jackson was considerate, but this scene added a layer to him that she hadn’t expected, something touchingly mundane yet utterly endearing.

      “Good morning,” she greeted, leaning against the doorway. Jackson turned at her voice, a boyish grin lighting up his face and reaching his eyes as he flipped a pancake.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” he teased, a playful glint in his eyes. “Hope you’re hungry.”

      Her heart fluttered at his easy, charming smile. Despite the chill outside, the cabin was comfortable, filled with the sounds of a crackling fire, the delicious hint of breakfast, and the presence of a newfound friend.

      She sat at the small kitchen table, while Jackson crept around the kitchen. He hummed a soft tune under his breath.

      As they settled into breakfast, Jackson said, “Cannon and Sage will swing by with their truck soon. They offered to plow the driveway and make sure the road is clear. That way, I can make it to my shift at the bar tonight.”

      Amanda paused mid-bite, her forkful of fluffy pancake hanging in mid-air. She looked up at Jackson, curiosity clear on her face. “Do they do that for everyone around here?” she asked. The idea of such care and camaraderie in a town was foreign to her.

      Jackson chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he nodded. “Not everyone, but those of us who live a bit further out, yes. That’s how it is in Aspen Cove.”

      His obvious affection for the town and its people struck a chord within her. Here there was the sense of belonging and being a part of something that cared for you as much as you cared for it. She was a stranger—an outsider—but she didn’t feel that way.

      She took in Jackson’s relaxed posture, the satisfied smile on his face, the ease in his demeanor. He was someone firmly grounded in his environment, someone who appreciated the importance of social ties and togetherness, and it was clear that he was a valued part of this town.

      The sound of a vehicle crawling through the snow reached them. Jackson rose, a quick “excuse me” tossed over his shoulder as he grabbed his jacket from the hook and headed outside.

      For the longest time, she had been adrift, lost in a sea of unfamiliar faces and unfulfilling surroundings. She had been searching for something real, substantial, and meaningful. Watching Jackson stride out to greet their visitors, a crazy thought occurred to her—maybe, just maybe, she had found it.

      She moved to the window, her fingers tracing the frosty pattern on the glass as the plow maneuvered its way up their driveway.

      At this moment, she was struck by a profound realization. She was not an observer here, not a transient character passing through. She was becoming a part of this wonderfully welcoming town.

      An overwhelming sense of happiness covered her, flooding her heart with joy. She was indebted to Bea for guiding her to this place, appreciative of Jackson for his unwavering kindness, and thankful for the warm embrace of Aspen Cove, which had welcomed her with open arms.

      The truck made its way down the drive, clearing the path and ensuring that life in this corner of the world continued, unfettered by the snow. She made a silent promise to herself and this town. She would become a part of this place, contribute to its charm and be there for others as they were there for her.

      She hurried into her room to dress and returned to the living room just as Jackson ushered Cannon and Sage inside.

      “Amanda, this is Cannon and his wife, Sage,” Jackson introduced, a hint of satisfaction in his voice as if showing off his friends. Amanda greeted them warmly, especially Sage. After all, she had heard a little about Sage from Katie, her curiosity piqued by the woman who had made such a significant journey in life.

      The conversation flowed easily, with the introductions out of the way and cups of hot coffee warming their hands. Amanda found herself drawn to Sage. And so, she found herself asking, “Sage, I heard from Katie that you used to be Bea’s palliative care nurse. What made you decide to come to Aspen Cove?”

      Sage looked surprised. Her face softened into a reminiscent smile. “Bea,” she said, her voice warm with affection for the woman they all held dear. “She had this knack for understanding people, for seeing what they needed even when they didn’t realize it themselves.”

      Amanda listened as Sage unraveled her tale. She shared about her time in Denver, about the soul-draining routine she was stuck in, and the unhappiness that had clung to her like a second skin. She talked about Bea and the pink envelope that had been her ticket to a new life.

      “She left me the envelope and asked my supervisor to fire me,” Sage said, chuckling at the memory. “I remember being shocked and hurt. But when I read her letter, it all made sense. She knew I wasn’t happy and wanted me to find a place where I could be.”

      The transformation of Sage’s life after moving to Aspen Cove was nothing short of extraordinary. She spoke of her work as a nurse with Doc Parker, a job she loved and appreciated. She talked about her marriage, her child, and the happiness that filled her life. Her story was a tribute to the power of taking chances and the magic of Aspen Cove.

      Amanda found herself hanging onto every word, her heart swelling with the realization that Aspen Cove was not a place but a beacon for people searching for happiness, belonging, and peace. She looked around the room at the kind faces staring back, and a profound sense of contentment filled her.

      When Amanda shared her sense of mirrored experiences, Sage let out a hearty laugh that echoed through the cabin, causing Catsby to look up from his slumber by the fire, his feline eyes curious.

      “Amanda,” Sage said, her laughter dying down, “I wouldn’t exactly call our beginnings here similar.”

      Confused, Amanda tilted her head, inviting Sage to explain further. Sensing Amanda’s curiosity, Sage leaned back in her chair, her gaze losing focus as she appeared to journey back to her arrival in Aspen Cove.

      “You see,” she started, “the day I showed up in Aspen Cove wasn’t quite a warm, welcome-to-your-new-life moment. It was more of a black eye and confusion kind of day.”

      Amanda’s eyebrows knitted together at that. “Black eye?” she echoed, her surprise evident.

      Sage nodded, a rueful smile curving her lips. “I thought Cannon was hurting his father, Ben. I didn’t know the full story and that it was the other way around. Ben was drunk, a mess really, and I ... well, I got in the way.”

      It took a moment for Amanda to process this. So far, the town seemed such an idyllic place. It was hard for her to imagine such a scene. Yet, Sage’s story highlighted the raw, unfiltered truth that not every story was as serene as it appeared on the surface.

      “But now,” Sage continued, her voice soft but firm, “Ben’s sober. He’s turned his life around and married Maisey. He’s a pillar of the community. All thanks to this town. It has a way of nurturing you, pulling you back from the brink, and guiding you toward the better part of yourself.”

      Silence settled in the room as Amanda absorbed Sage’s words. She looked out the window. It was hard to imagine that real lives with real problems existed behind the pretty facade.

      As Sage's words sank in, Amanda was struck by an undeniable sense of respect and awe for the town.

      Here was a place that didn’t turn a blind eye to its troubled individuals but stepped up to guide them toward a better path. It was not about the picturesque landscape or the charming Christmas decor. It was about the people, their resilience, their capacity to help and heal, that truly made it wonderful—or maybe that was her writer’s brain turning something that wasn’t idyllic into something that was.

      Cannon and Sage took their leave. And while Jackson insisted on shoveling the walkway, she resumed her day, a new sense of inspiration taking root. The stories of Aspen Cove, stories with characters like Cannon, Sage, and Ben, needed to be told. She opened a new document on her laptop. Amanda started to write, her fingers skipping over the keys, ready to bring new stories to life.

      Jackson stepped in, snowflakes dusting his hair and shoulders. His cheeks were rosy from the chill, eyes glinting with an intensity that deepened Amanda’s appreciation for him. “Got the walkway cleared,” he announced, dusting off his jacket. His voice was a soothing echo in the room, harmonizing with the fireplace’s whispers.

      She closed her laptop. “That’s great, Jackson.”

      His eyes met hers as he nodded. “I have to go, though,” he continued, the softness in his tone almost regretful. “Cannon needs help with the other driveways, and Sage wants to get back to the baby.”

      “Okay. You cooked, and I’ll clean up.”

      He hung his head. “I’m sorry to leave you with the mess.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind. Besides, I like washing dishes. The act gives my mind a chance to formulate my story.”

      “Writing again?”

      She smiled and nodded. “I’m inspired.” Inside, her brain said, you make an excellent muse.

      “I’m so happy for you.” Jackson leaned down and pressed a kiss to her cheek. The coolness of his lips on her warm skin made her heart stutter, and she blinked up at him in surprise.

      Pulling back, Jackson’s eyes widened as if he hadn’t anticipated his action. “I’m sorry, I...” he began, his apology hanging in the air.

      “No need to apologize,” Amanda responded quickly, her voice teasing despite the butterflies zooming in her stomach. “That might be the best part of my day.”

      A silent moment passed between them, their shared smile saying more than words ever could. As the moment lingered, Amanda wondered aloud, “Are you going to leave Gunner here with me?”

      Jackson shook his head. “I have a shift at the bar tonight, and Gunner is coming along. He loves visiting Mike.”

      Amanda’s eyebrows lifted in confusion. “Who’s Mike?”

      “Cannon’s one-eyed tabby,” Jackson clarified, chuckling at her bewildered expression. “Mike minds the bar. Gunner and Mike are good friends.”

      “Ah, so that’s why Gunner’s so good with cats,” Amanda said, joining him in laughter.

      “Yep,” Jackson replied. “Well, I better get going. See you later, Amanda.”

      With that, he stepped back into the winter’s chill, the cabin door closing behind him with a soft click. The coziness surrounded Amanda once again, her heart still skipping beats at the memory of his unexpected kiss.
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      Jackson navigated the icy bends leading away from the cabin. The truck’s heater hummed against the chill of the winter’s morning, the familiar vibration beneath his hands a stark contrast to the whirlwind churning in his mind.

      The burn in his cheeks had nothing to do with the truck’s heater and everything to do with the memory of Amanda’s soft cheek against his lips. It was a quick, impulsive action that caught them both off guard. He hadn’t planned or thought about it, yet, in retrospect, it was the most natural thing he had done.

      Wide-eyed and flushed, he’d left her in the doorway, an echo of his surprise mirrored on her face. His fingers traced the lacing on the steering wheel restlessly, the faint scent of her still clinging to his jacket. He could still feel the ghost of her skin against his, see the sweet surprise in her whiskey-colored eyes, hear the sudden hitch in her breath.

      He shook his head, the heavy thud of his heart against his ribs a sharp reminder of his reality. He wasn’t supposed to be contemplating the softness of her cheek or the startled beauty of her eyes. He should be focused on the road, on the snowflakes falling from the sky, on anything but Amanda.

      “Why did I do that?” he muttered, glancing at Gunner, his faithful shepherd sprawled across the passenger seat. But the dog yawned, his eyes drifting shut once more. He wasn’t in any position to offer advice or much-needed wisdom.

      Jackson sighed, his gaze shifting back to the road. He flexed his fingers, the steering wheel leather creaking under pressure. Unbidden, Amanda’s face floated into his mind: the soft curve of her cheek, the wide-eyed surprise, the perplexed smile that had tugged at her lips after he’d pulled away. And with that image came a pang of longing. “No,” he said aloud, forcing the rising emotions back down. This was Amanda, the woman he was supposed to be helping, not complicating her life further.

      “Damn,” he muttered, a soft chuckle escaping him. What a mess he was getting himself into. He was drawn to her. It was the gentle way she cared, the compassion in her voice when she talked about her writing. The hurt that was there when she spoke about her ex, who, in his mind, was a complete asshole. A soft chuff from the passenger seat drew his attention. “Got any advice, boy?” Jackson asked, casting a quick smile at Gunner. The shepherd perked up, his tail thumping lightly against the door. “Yeah, all you want is a treat from the bakery and bacon from the diner.” He reached over and ruffled Gunner’s fur. “Not today, boy, but you can snuggle Mike when we get to the bar.” As if understanding him, Gunner groaned and covered his head with his paws.

      In the silence of the truck, against the backdrop of the peaceful landscape, Jackson found himself on the brink of a situation he hadn't expected to reach. His heart, long buried beneath the hardness of war, was beginning to soften and awaken. And it all traced back to a pair of brown eyes and a soft, surprised gasp.

      He shook his head, pushing the swirling thoughts away. Now was not the time. Some neighbors needed his help—the Dawsons, Cade and Abby Mosier, Tilden, and Goldie. Responsibilities awaited, and he couldn’t afford to be lost in fantasies about something as unlikely as a lottery win.

      As Jackson approached Cannon’s house, the truck’s wheels crunched over the frozen gravel. The morning sun glinted off the white blanketed lake in the distance. Cannon’s silhouette in his dark jacket and jeans contrasted against the backdrop, his broad shoulders hunched over as he tinkered with the snowplow.

      Jackson killed the engine, the silence falling like a thick cover over the moment. He stepped out of the truck and squinted at the bright harshness. Gunner followed, his tail wagging as he pranced around.

      “Hey, Cannon,” Jackson called out, his breath misting in the cold.

      Cannon straightened, pulling his gloves off as he flashed a lopsided grin at Jackson. “Took you long enough.”

      Jackson shrugged. “Had to make sure Amanda was set. Shoveled the walk, in case she needed to get to her car.”

      Cannon’s eyebrows quirked up. “You two seem pretty friendly already. Anything I should know about?”

      Jackson hesitated, his gaze falling on Gunner, who was rolling around in the snow. “Nah.”

      “You look at her like she's cake, and you've been starving for years.”

      As he helped Cannon realign the plow, he said, “I like her, but not because she's cake, but because she’s cool. She’s a writer, so her perspective is interesting.”

      “Be careful when she asks you to pose for her cover. It’s a short-run gig. Even Fabio got replaced.”

      “That’s because he got beaked by a goose while riding a roller coaster.”

      Cannon narrowed his eyes. “How do you know that?”

      Jackson laughed. “It broke my mother’s heart. Where did you learn about Fabio??”

      Cannon’s head fell forward. “My mom bought every book that he was on the cover of. I’m sure we still have them in a box somewhere if you need posing inspiration.”

      “No cover shots for me, but I’d be happy to be her muse.” He wasn’t sure how much he should share, but he needed a sounding board, so he blurted, “I kissed her goodbye.”

      The usually stoic man’s eyes softened, his brows knitting together. “You kissed her?” He clapped Jackson on the shoulder. “Should I get you a blue ribbon? It was prize-worthy, right?”

      “It was a kiss on the cheek.” Jackson looked away, focusing on the snow-capped mountains in the distance.

      “I take back the ribbon. A peck on the cheek doesn’t count. I give those to everyone. Let me know when you kiss her for real. Lips. Tongue. Hands on her hips. Now that’s a real kiss.”

      They climbed inside Cannon’s truck, with Gunner taking the space in the middle. As the engine roared to life, they fell into a comfortable silence, the only sounds being the crunch of snow beneath the heavy machinery and Gunner’s excited barks. But through it all, Jackson’s thoughts were consumed by one thing: kissing Amanda again. This time for real.

      They moved from one driveway to the next with friends and neighbors waving their thanks. Abby ran out of the house with a plate of cinnamon rolls and a welcome bag for Amanda. She was the town’s beekeeper, creating everything from beauty products to medicinal balms from the honey her bees produced.

      At Tilden’s and Goldie’s, he was forced to say hello to Goldie’s fans. She had a vlog, Getting Real with Goldie, showing her life in the mountains. He’d watched a few of her videos and had to admit that she was funny, but it was always entertaining to watch a fish out of water. That made him think about Amanda. She was a city girl who had impulsively moved to the mountains. He wondered if he hadn’t come along if she’d still be sleeping in her car, figuring out how to get the raccoon to leave?

      “Still thinking about the sort-of kiss?” Cannon’s voice broke through his thoughts.

      Even though he said, “No,” he found himself nodding,

      “Take it slow. Sage said she shared some of her stories, and she might be on the rebound, and that never works out well for anyone.”

      He couldn’t argue with that. “I will. I’m Aesop’s tortoise.”

      Cannon looked at him and shook his head. “Who?”

      “Never mind.” Obviously, Cannon wasn’t a reader because if he were, he’d know the reference to mean The Tortoise and the Hare. That was one thing he found so appealing about Amanda. She was as familiar with literature as she was with the back of her hand. When he quoted Lao Tsu, he didn’t have to teach her about Chinese Taoist philosophers. She knew.

      Their last stop was The Big D Ranch, where Sara and Lloyd stood waving from the porch. Lloyd’s daughter Lily raced out to say hello, but Lloyd scowled, which sent her running back inside.

      “I’m so glad I had a boy,” Cannon said. “Little Ben won’t ever send me running for my shotgun. If I had a girl, I would tell every boy within a hundred-mile radius to keep their distance.”

      “You'd teach her to take care of herself, like Viv. No man would ever mess with her.” Vivian Armstrong had come to town the same day he had. She scored a job and a husband on a trip to visit her brother Val and his wife, Cameron. In fact, she picked him up on the side of the road. As the head of Vortex Security, she’d hired him to help protect Red Blakely, a band member of a famous pop star living in town.

      “Viv is kick ass. I wouldn’t want to make her mad,” Jackson said.

      “Me either.”

      As the afternoon shadows turned, painting the sky in hues of pink and orange, Cannon headed home, and Jackson picked up his truck and drove to work. He wanted to call Amanda and see how she was faring but didn’t have her number. He’d have to remedy that when he got home. Even though he understood their current arrangement was temporary, having a place to return to still brought him a comforting sense of peace.

      He parked his truck in front of Bishop’s Brewhouse. It was a mainstay of Aspen Cove. Bishop’s was the only place to go when the sidewalks rolled up at six. As he opened the door, heat surrounded him. It was a much-welcomed break from the cold outside. Gunner scurried past him in search of Mike. The bar was relatively quiet; a few locals were seated, chatting amongst themselves, their laughter filling the air.

      Positioned at the counter, Bowie was hard at work, his large hands deftly pouring a pint for Old Man Larkin, who sat hunched over his usual spot at the end of the bar, his weathered face crinkled in a smile as he exchanged stories with a couple of other regulars.

      Seeing Jackson, Bowie lifted his chin in acknowledgment. “Thought you’d gotten lost on the way here.”

      "Your brother drives like a grandma." He shrugged off his jacket.

      “We had some extra driveways to clear, but everyone is good for now.”

      The familiarity of it all encircled him like a hug. He was in his element with the soft hum of country music playing on the jukebox, the clink of glasses, and the murmur of conversation. Even the sticky bar counter was welcoming. He was new to town, but working in the bar gave him a bird’s eye view of the happenings. He'd quickly figured out that if you wanted to stay current, you just had to chill at B's Bakery, Maisey's, or Bishop's Brewhouse. Over the course of his stay, he’d learned enough to qualify as a town historian.

      He peeked down at Gunner, who’d found his spot in the corner tucked around Mike. The shepherd was becoming as much a fixture in the bar as the vintage beer signs adorning the walls.

      While he got comfortable with the pace of the night, pouring drinks and exchanging pleasantries with the locals, he found himself looking at the clock and hoping it would tick faster. But the night unfolded slowly, the hours marked by the clink of beer bottles and the constant banter of the locals.

      Doc Parker walked in and took his regular seat at the end of the bar. His eyes, sharp and bright, focused on a napkin where he’d drawn a grid for tic-tac-toe.

      Jackson smiled at the sight. Doc Parker and his beloved game were as much a part of Bishop’s Brewhouse as the scarred tables and rickety chairs. In many ways, they represented the heart of Aspen Cove—resilient, enduring, and full of stories that unfolded over rounds of beer and games.

      Doc’s lips twitched into a grin. “Evening, Jackson!” he said, his voice gruff with age. “Ready to lose?”

      Jackson chuckled, his eyes glancing at the tic-tac-toe game. “I wouldn’t be so sure, Doc. Might surprise you today.”

      As he took his place across from Doc, the older man meticulously placed the first O on the grid, a look of complete focus on his face. It was a ritual Doc took seriously, a daily fixture that held a sense of grounding familiarity in the ever-changing tides of life.

      The game continued in companionable silence, their moves punctuated by Doc’s occasional sip of beer.

      Despite his big talk, Jackson lost the game, as he did most nights.

      After Doc had celebrated his win with a triumphant wave to the bar and a hearty gulp of his beer, he turned his attention back to Jackson, his eyes taking on a more serious tone.

      “Tell me, Jackson, how’s Amanda doing?” Doc asked, his voice softer now.

      Jackson was taken aback, not expecting Doc to bring up Amanda. Yet, he realized that Doc was like a father to the town.

      “She’s...” Jackson hesitated, searching for the right words. “She’s good.” He thought back to the run-in with the critter. “Better now that the squatter’s gone.” He told the tale to Doc, and by the end, the older man was laughing so hard he was crying.

      “And what about you, Jackson? I heard you moved in with her.”

      The walls of Bishop’s Brewhouse had absorbed countless tales over the years, laughter and tears woven into the very fabric of the place. It was more than a bar; it was a sanctuary, a place where the townsfolk thrived, where lives intertwined. It was also a spot where gossip was commonplace. He was sure Cannon had given Doc the lowdown while he was off.

      Jackson leaned on the bar, absentmindedly cleaning a glass as Doc set up for another game. He placed his marker and said, “Do you think there’s something there?”

      He wanted to shake his head, but the idea of doing so seemed like a lie. “It’s an exchange of labor for a place to stay. That’s all.”

      Doc chuckled. “In my experience, when two young people get together, they often exchange more.” He lifted his brow. “The pharmacy is well stocked.”

      “I appreciate that, and I will take it slow.”

      “Ahh.” Doc seemed to savor his sip, a satisfied sigh escaping his lips. “Now that’s a good beer.”

      Jackson pointed to the napkin, all gridded and ready. “Are we playing for another?” He couldn’t remember a time when Doc paid for a beer, but he always left a nice tip.

      “You know, Jackson,” he started, setting his glass down. “Sometimes, the best things in life aren’t planned. They come when you least expect it. Like a woman with a pink letter. Those letters have changed the lives of many men in this town.”

      Jackson had a feeling he was about to be counseled. The older man had a knack for offering advice when least expected. And he’d heard about those letters and couldn’t deny they were life changers.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?”

      “Let me share with you a tale about love and relationships. And what better way to illustrate this than through the tic-tac-toe game?”

      “Are you trying to win another beer?”

      Doc shook his head. “No, son, this isn’t about a free beer. It’s about something much more important.” He picked up the marker and hovered over the napkin. “Love, like tic-tac-toe, is a delicate balance of strategy and timing. Let’s imagine the game board as the world of relationships. Each square represents a potential partner or an opportunity to connect.” He placed an X in the center square. “Now, the first lesson is about patience. As the first player waits for their turn, taking your time and not rushing into love is crucial. Embrace the beauty of the journey and let connections develop naturally, rather than forcing moves.” He handed the pen to Jackson, who placed an O in the top right-hand corner.

      Doc pointed to his X and Jackson’s O. “Next, we have the importance of balance. The game of love is a give and take.” He marked an X to the right of his original and handed Jackson the marker. He knew he’d lose, but they traded turns, with him blocking Doc’s easy win. “Love flourishes when everything lines up like the three winning squares in a row. Seek a partner who complements you, both in strengths and weaknesses. Together, you’ll form an unbreakable bond, like a winning line in tic-tac-toe.” He marked his X and Jackson his O. Clearly, he was losing the game but gaining something far more valuable. “Now, let’s talk about resilience,” Doc said. “You’ll encounter setbacks and losses in love, as you’ll encounter losses in tic-tac-toe. But remember, defeat doesn’t define you. Learn from each experience, adapt your strategies, and keep playing the game with an open heart.” He marked the final X and drew a line connecting them. “Finally, remember that love, like tic-tac-toe, isn’t just about winning or losing. It’s about the joy of playing, the laughter shared, and the memories made. Embrace the moments, cherish the connections, and find happiness in the process.”

      Jackson stared at the marked-up napkin and smiled. In the time it took to lose, he’d been schooled in the art of a successful union.

      “I’ll remember that.” He picked up the napkin and tucked it into his pocket.

      Doc’s eyes met his, a knowing smile playing on his lips. “Something to think about, son.”

      And with that, Doc stood, his game won, and his beer finished. He nodded at Jackson, placed a five-dollar bill on the bar, and walked away, leaving him with his thoughts and the quiet hum of the bar.

      When he closed up for the night, Jackson smiled at the thought of seeing Amanda again. The journey ahead might be uncertain, but he was ready to take it slow, one step at a time. After all, according to Doc, the trip was more important than the win.

      As he flicked off the lights, he glanced down at Gunner. “Come on, Gunner. Let’s go home.”

      He drove up the road to the cabin and thought about Doc’s words, realizing that while he was right, he was wrong too. Love should never be a game. Playing with someone’s heart and mind wasn’t ever a good idea. And because Amanda had such a bad experience the last time, he wanted to be upfront and honest about his growing feelings for her. If she didn’t share his attraction, nothing was lost or gained. He’d focus on getting her cabin in shape and finding another place to call home.

      The lights were still on when he arrived which meant Amanda was awake. He took a deep breath, gathering his courage. He didn’t know what the future held or how Amanda would react, but he knew one thing. He had to be honest. For her. For him. For them.

      With a final pat to Gunner’s head, Jackson walked up the steps and pushed open the front door. It was time to talk.
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      Amanda's fingertips flew across the keyboard of her laptop, moving in sync with the cadence of her thoughts. The cabin was wrapped in a peaceful stillness, accompanied only by the gentle crackling of the fire and the tap-tap-tapping of her fingers on the keys. She wove worlds with her words, lost in the embrace of her creative sanctuary when, like a melodic interruption, the low groan of the cabin door pierced the silence.

      Her gaze lifted, curiosity lighting her eyes as Jackson strode in like a wayward traveler returning from a distant adventure. Weariness hung on his shoulders like a cloak, tugging at Amanda's heartstrings. A glance at the clock confirmed her suspicions—it was late, almost nearing midnight. Where had the time gone?

      As she looked at him, her lips curled into a slight smile. She saw the stubble on his cheeks and chin, which made his chiseled jaw look roguish. The day-old growth gave the impression of a man who didn't have time to waste on shaving but was still effortlessly handsome. His hair was military-short, with just enough length on top to be tousled by the wind. It made him look like he could wield an ax through any fight that stood in his way.

      “I didn't expect you to be up," he said.

      Amanda closed her laptop. Its presence was now secondary to Jackson’s presence. "Well, a writer's mind never slumbers," she replied with a touch of whimsy, her words floating like a playful butterfly. "Besides, inspiration tends to strike at the oddest hours."

      A hint of accomplishment crept into Amanda's voice as she directed Jackson's attention to the corner of the room. The bookshelf, once a chaotic assemblage of literary misfits, now stood tall and dignified, like a proud conductor of stories. Once overcrowded and unruly, its shelves now held an organized collection of titles. Amanda had spent hours arranging and rearranging, ensuring each book found its proper place. One shelf remained empty—a welcoming void, waiting to be filled by Jackson's literary treasures.

      Jackson's gaze softened, the bookshelf reflected in his eyes like a mirrored promise. His voice, a gentle murmur, carried the weight of gratefulness. "Amanda, this ... it means a lot. Thank you."

      "You're welcome."

      "I'm glad you're awake because we need to talk."

      Amanda's heart skipped a beat, her breath hitching in the stillness. The phrase “we need to talk” reverberated in her mind, evoking memories of past relationships and the stormy clouds they brought. Dread, icy and unyielding, trickled up her spine.

      She masked her fear with a reassuring smile, trying to steady her voice. "Is everything alright?" Her words were hesitant and lacked confidence, making her worries linger unsaid.

      Jackson hesitated, looking around as if trying to assemble his thoughts. The silence stretched for seconds that did nothing to quell her anxiety. The atmosphere in their cabin had grown heavy and tense as if all the world's uncertainties were present in that one small space.

      "It's about the kiss."

      Why did he bring up the kiss?

      "Oh." With a flicker of desperation, she sought solace in offering food. Though she tried to maintain composure, her voice quivered as she spoke. "I made my special baked ziti earlier. It's in the fridge. You must be hungry. I'll heat it for you."

      She rose, placed two plates on the table, and heated the dish on the stovetop. It was a way to distract herself from the looming unease. Providing nourishment became an unspoken plea for their connection to remain intact, a silent hope that the conversation wouldn't lead to distance or separation.

      Underneath her seemingly serene expression, Amanda was a bundle of nerves. She had known Jackson for only three days, yet somehow, he had become an essential part of her life.

      "Amanda," Jackson said, his voice heavy with emotion. He reached up and guided her chin toward him until their eyes met. "Stop cooking for now and look at me."

      She stared into his eyes—pools of hazel lit by fiery flecks of amber. She didn't see dismissal in them. She didn't see anything but affection.

      "You know, when a person says we need to talk, it—"

      Jackson growled before he wrapped his hand around the back of her head, and in one swift motion, his lips didn't land on her cheek like earlier but landed on her lips. The kiss was quick and passionate, and her heart stuttered in surprise. His lips were cool from the outside but quickly heated as they moved against hers in a gentle rhythm.

      She snaked her arms around his neck as if by instinct and leaned into him with a sigh of contentment. Jackson deepened the kiss, exploring every corner of her mouth. She could feel the tension leaving her body as she allowed herself to enjoy the moment without fear or worry about what he wanted to discuss. At this moment, nothing else mattered except for them.

      Jackson broke away with a satisfied smile before pulling back to look into Amanda's eyes again. He leaned forward to place a chaste kiss on her forehead before speaking.

      "The hell with talking," he whispered into her ear, sending shivers down her spine. She smiled up at him before burying her face into his chest in embarrassment, and dismissing the idea that Jackson wanted to end their budding relationship over a kiss.

      He chuckled lightly before bringing his hands up to stroke her hair, and they stood there, enjoying each other's presence, and allowing all worries to slip away once more.

      Amanda leaned back from Jackson's embrace to look up at him, her cheeks flushed. She was rarely at a loss for words, but that kiss had left her speechless.

      "I thought you were going to tell me that..." She trailed off, unsure how to finish her sentence.

      Jackson smiled down at her. His eyes were alight with emotion. He shook his head before leaning forward and placing another gentle kiss on her forehead.

      “No, I wasn't planning to share anything except how much I like you." His voice was full of sincerity. "But I didn't know if you were experiencing the same pull."

      She grinned. "And now that we've kissed?"

      Jackson's eyes gleamed as he looked down at her, a gentle smile on his lips. "Now I know you feel it too." He trailed his fingers across her cheek, adding, "You know what they say, show, don't tell."

      Being a writer, she lived by those words. "Now what?"

      He looked over her shoulder at the baked ziti warming on the stovetop. "We eat," he said with a grin.

      Amanda laughed and stepped away from him, feeling light-hearted and truly happy. She scooped out two plates full of ziti and handed one to Jackson before leading him into the living room, where they settled onto the couch together.

      As they ate their dinner in comfortable silence, Amanda knew something special was happening between them, something that would last much longer than the evening's meal or tonight's conversation.

      After they finished eating, Jackson stood up and returned both plates to the kitchen, where he cleaned them and put them away. He returned to take her hand and walk her to her room. At her door, her heart thudded. Was he expecting more? Did she want more?

      He smiled at her and kissed her lips before stepping back. "Goodnight," he said.

      She looked up at him, heat rising to her cheeks as she nodded in response before quietly opening the door and slipping inside. He turned away and strode down the hallway, his broad shoulders seeming even wider in the narrow hall.

      Amanda closed her door and leaned against it. She breathed deeply, allowing the evening's events to sink in before changing out of her clothes and climbing into bed. She lay there for what seemed like hours, feeling every emotion that had coursed through her during that kiss—fear that it would end all too soon, then excitement when it seemed like it would never end—as if all things were possible at that moment.

      Amanda lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling. Despite her exhaustion, sleep seemed like a distant dream. All she could think about was that kiss as she replayed the moment repeatedly.

      She removed her blankets and grabbed her phone from the nightstand. She knew exactly who she wanted to talk to—Meg. She quickly punched out a single line of text before hitting send.

      I kissed him.

      Within seconds, Amanda's phone lit up with a response.

      Holy cow! Details!!

      Amanda chuckled at her best friend's eagerness. She swiftly tapped her fingers on the keys, moving them across the keyboard.

      Amanda's response was filled with playful exaggeration and comedic flair.

      Prepare yourself for the epic tale, my dear Meg. It was like a scene out of a romance novel, complete with a swoon-worthy hero, a kitchen transformed by his domestic prowess, and a kiss that made me question if gravity still applied.

      A moment later, another text popped up from Meg, causing Amanda to grin.

      Oh, honey, I live for these dramatic moments! Go on, spill the juicy details!

      Amanda's fingers moved across the screen as she painted a vivid picture of the evening. She described every moment, amplifying everything for Meg's entertainment.

      Picture this: Jackson, the culinary knight, transforming the messy kitchen into a shining sanctuary of domestic bliss. And his gaze! Oh, it could rival the intensity of a thousand sunsets. It's like he was trying to solve the mysteries of the universe with just one look. And then, just when I thought my heart couldn't handle any more, his lips brushed against my forehead with a touch that sent tingles down my spine.

      Meg's response was swift.

      Oh, my, you've stumbled upon the recipe for a swoon-inducing romance! I can practically hear the swooshing of hearts melting around you. Tell me, did you unsheathe his sword?

      Amanda read the message twice to make sure she was reading it right. Meg was asking if she'd seen him naked. She chuckled nervously and tiptoed around the truth by responding with:

      We've only known each other for three days.

      Dots lit up her phone screen, and then Meg replied:

      Then you've waited the required time for a Cosmo girl!

      Amanda rolled her eyes at Meg's quip but smiled as she pictured Jackson's chiseled features. She bit her lip before continuing.

      This is true, but I'm not that kind of girl. I don't kiss on the first date ... or the second!

      She waited for what seemed like a lifetime, but it was probably only seconds.

      Oh, so you've had several dates?

      You caught me.

      You know what that makes you?

      Amanda laughed out loud.

      A ho?

      Meg had a different idea in mind because her following text read:

      A modern-day princess!

      Amanda blushed at the comparison and scrunched up her nose in playful embarrassment. Deep down inside, she knew Meg was right. Her life was an enchanted dream come true.

      After Amanda typed good night and hit send, she giggled to herself. Their friendship was a haven of laughter and shared joy.

      With a contented sigh, Amanda set her phone aside, turned off the light, and snuggled into her bed. The weight of the day's events caught up with her, pulling her into the comforting embrace of sleep.
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      Amanda’s lips lingered against his, her arms wrapping around his neck, her body pressed so close, they were like one. His eyes snapped open, the rude awakening coming in the form of a cold splash against his forehead. The room was still dim, the first light of dawn creeping in through the window, but the recurring drip, drip, drip echoing around the space was hard to ignore, as was his soaking-wet pillowcase.

      “Seriously?” he muttered, squinting up at the discolored patch of wood on his ceiling where last night’s snowmelt had found an escape. With a groan of resignation, he tossed off the warm blankets, bracing himself against the sting of the chilly wooden floor beneath his bare feet.

      He made his way to his old army footlocker. He knew he had a mason jar full of change and a roll of duct tape. He emptied the coins, trying to keep the clanking to a minimum so he wouldn’t wake Amanda, then moved the bed, and placed the jar beneath the leak. The water drip, drip, dripped, creating a sound like a metronome.

      “Leaking roofs and chilly mornings, eh, Gunner?” he murmured to the dog sprawled across his rug. Gunner’s tail thumped against the floor in response.

      Pulling on his flannel shirt, the cold material prickling his skin, he peered out the unbroken part of his window at the faintly lightening horizon. “Still wouldn’t trade this, would we, boy?” Gunner’s answering bark echoed in the quiet morning, sealing their pact.

      He put his finger to his lips and said, “Shhh, you’re going to wake her up.” He tugged on his pants and pulled a chair from the corner to right under the leak. He found himself in an absurdly domestic battle—him against the stubborn drip. “If I can get this to slow down, it’ll give me time to get into town and gather whatever supplies I need to fix this.”

      Gunner’s head bobbed up and down like he was following Jackson’s train of thought.

      Standing precariously on an old, squeaky chair with a roll of tape in one hand, he glanced down at Gunner, eyeing the mason jar with sheer fascination.

      “You’d think it was a game, huh?” he asked the dog while pressing a strip of duct tape against the leak. Gunner’s tongue lolled out in a canine grin. Every escaped drop was met with an eager leap and a snap of Gunner’s jaws as if he was on a mission to help catch the falling water before it hit the jar.

      His laughter filled the room, bouncing off the walls. “You’re a real comedian, you know that?” he told Gunner, bending down to ruffle the dog’s wet fur. Believing he’d staunched the flow, he jumped off the chair and landed with a thud. “So much for keeping things quiet.”

      He tossed the tape on the chair, but it bounced off, hitting the jar and sending a splash of water across the wooden floor.

      “Ah, great,” he sighed.

      Gunner chased the stream, prancing around in delight at the unexpected playtime.

      “Of course, you’d find this fun,” Jackson said, his frown softening into a smile. He got on his knees, the cold seeping through his jeans as he mopped up the water with a towel. Gunner was beside him in an instant, tail wagging.

      He found himself unable to resist the infectious joy of the moment, despite the leaking roof, the damp floor, and his playful dog. He looked around the room, touched by the golden morning light, the memory of Amanda lingering sweetly, and Gunner by his side. This was his life—messy, imperfect, beautiful. The leaky roof was part of the charm.

      “And so, the day begins, Gunner,” Jackson said, patting his dog’s wet head. “Now, how about a short walk before we see Amanda?” Gunner’s enthusiastic bark was all the answer he needed. The morning may have started roughly, but there was a whole day filled with possibilities ahead of them.

      Gunner shot out when he opened his bedroom door, racing to the front door where he scratched and whined. His need to explore the great outdoors remained constant.

      Jackson pulled his jacket from the hook and shrugged it on before opening the door. The morning sun crept over the horizon. Jackson stood at the edge of the porch, his breath fogging up in the brisk morning air. A silver sheen clung to the world, a delicate frost that shimmered under the early sunbeams. Yet, as lovely as the morning was, Jackson couldn’t ignore the underlying issue of the day.

      He sighed, glancing back at the cabin. With the weather warming, that leak would only get worse. As Jackson looked up, remnants of snow slid off the shingles while icicles melted or fell to the ground.

      His dog sat beside him, waiting for permission to leave. Jackson bent down to clip the leash onto Gunner’s collar. “Let’s get you taken care of first.” He’d been assigned Gunner in the army. They’d been partners for years, and when he didn’t re-up his enlistment, neither did Gunner. Most dogs had a single handler and weren’t good at taking orders from others. He trusted no one on earth more than his dog, but he was hoping to change that.

      Their morning walk was a routine. With the brisk air of dawn nipping at their faces, they ventured to the edge of the nearby woods. A faint mist clung to the ground, caught between night and day, and in the distance, he could hear the murmur of a river or possibly runoff from the melting snow.

      Gunner was in his element, nosing about in the snow. It was like he was back in the desert, scouting.

      “Not a bad way to start the day, huh?” he mused aloud, his voice disappearing into the vast wilderness.

      After a few minutes, once Gunner had finished his business, they began their walk back, the leak awaiting him back at the cabin.

      Upon returning, he checked the leak and found it had been generous with its gift in his absence. It was no longer a drip but a steady stream, so he grabbed a large pot and pulled out his phone. He needed reinforcements and quick, so he dialed Bowie.

      “Do you know what time it is?” Bowie asked.

      Jackson laughed. “It’s burning daylight time.” Their First Sergeant said that when there was work to be done.

      “What’s the problem?”

      He knew Bowie would understand. “Big leak, and it’s getting worse by the minute.”

      “Leave it to you to have a leak in the middle of winter,” Bowie laughed.

      “I need help with this one.” He hated to ask for assistance, but this was a big job, and the faster it got fixed, the dryer he’d stay.

      “I’ll round the troops. Be there soon.”

      As Jackson hung up the phone, Amanda appeared from her room wrapped in a soft robe, her hair a mess of curls from sleep. The vision had him holding his breath. He was captivated by her, and all he wanted to do was close the distance and wrap his arms around her, but Cannon’s voice echoed in his memory, reminding him to take things slow.

      “Did you say leak?” She combed her hand through her hair, brushing it away from her face.

      “Yes, the roof is leaking in my bedroom.”

      She groaned. “I’m sorry. You seem to have gotten the worst deal. First the broken window and now the ceiling.” She turned and walked down the hallway toward the kitchen. “I need coffee before I can process.”

      He rushed past her, pulling out a chair at the table and telling her he’d get a pot started.

      “I’m trying to keep my end of the bargain, but when I called the window guy in Copper Creek, he couldn’t come out until next week.”

      “The roof needs more attention than the window right now.” He was touched that she was seeing to his comfort and had already scheduled an appointment.

      “You’re probably right, but duct tape and cardboard won’t hold up forever.”

      “It won’t have to. Only until next week.” Deciding to shift their focus to something more pleasant, Jackson offered to cook breakfast, to which Amanda responded with an excited cheer. “What girl in her right mind would turn that down, Knight? You’re living up to your last name, aren’t you?”

      “I aim to please.” He moved to the refrigerator and took out the fixings for breakfast. Gunner’s hopeful eyes followed the bacon. “Not today, buddy.”

      Amanda drank deeply from her mug and set it down before she rose. “Since we’re expecting company and you’re already cooking, do you mind if I shower and change before they arrive?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      He laid several strips of bacon to sizzle in a pan while he scrambled eggs and toasted bread. By the time she came out looking far better than a woman in sweatpants and a T-shirt should, breakfast was ready.

      They enjoyed a peaceful meal with only the slightest interruption when Catsby jumped on the table, and Gunner growled, informing the cat that the area was off-limits. Being a cat, he ignored the dog. Once Catsby realized he wasn’t getting any, he jumped down and lay by the fireplace, which reminded Jackson to start a fire.

      As if they were on the same wavelength, Amanda said, “How about I do the dishes while you start a fire? I’m sure you’ll want a place to warm up.”

      “Deal,” he said. “But it might reach sixty today.”

      “Seriously? It was like negative one thousand yesterday.”

      He shrugged. “That’s Colorado for you.”

      The chair legs scraped against the wooden floor when he rose. Within fifteen minutes, the fire was blazing, the kitchen was clean, and a fresh pot of coffee was brewing.

      A knock on the door had Gunner darting toward the entrance with an excited bark. The sight of Bowie, Wes Covington, and a few other friendly faces from the town had Gunner’s tail wagging in overdrive. Even Katie came with a box of muffins and brownies.

      Jackson smiled at Amanda. “The cavalry has arrived.”

      “And they brought goodies.” She invited Katie inside and offered her a cup of coffee.

      Everyone said their hellos before Jackson ushered the men out the front door, leaving Amanda and Katie to visit.

      They had a truck full of roofing materials, while Bowie brought a ladder and tools. Jackson fell into the supervisor role, with his military background proving useful as he coordinated the repair efforts.

      The peaceful tempo of the day was broken only by Gunner’s attempts to “help.”

      After several hours they took a break and enjoyed a muffin and coffee. Katie and Amanda were going through boxes of ornaments. From the conversation, he gathered that they were hitting it off and would probably become fast friends. Katie mentioned her need for a large pine tree for the town square. He followed her gaze out the window to a tree in the middle of the yard.

      “One like that would be amazing. It’s perfect. I’ve never seen anything so grand.”

      Amanda smiled as if she’d planted it herself. “That’s why it’s staying there. You can take any other tree from my property but not that one. It stood over my first night here like a protective soldier.”

      Katie smiled. “And now you got a real one.”

      Amanda nodded. “And he cooks.”

      Katie’s mouth dropped open, and she stared at Bowie. “I may have to trade you in on a newer model.” She pointed to Jackson. “That one cooks.”

      “Oh, I cook, baby, just not in the kitchen.”

      Katie’s pale skin turned beet red.

      “Don’t you have more work to do?”

      They filed out the door to finish the job and leave the women alone.

      Throughout the day, his mind drifted back to Amanda, to the vibrant smile that never left her face and the soft laughter that filled the air.

      When the work was done, and Bowie and Katie left, he and Wes fixed the sagging porch awning. Wes, the last to leave, gave Jackson a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Take care of that pretty lady, Knight.” He winked, a knowing smile on his face. Jackson laughed at the well-meaning comment, acknowledging the truth it held.

      “I’m trying to.” He didn’t have a lot of money. He had little to offer anyone except his honesty, time, and love. He hoped that would be enough.

      As the door closed behind him, the cabin seemed to take a deep breath, settling into the quiet that had become a rare commodity throughout the day. Gunner had already claimed his spot by the fireplace with Catsby in the chair above him.

      Amanda was in the kitchen, her hands busy washing dishes. Seeing her standing there, lost in thought, brought forth a rush of emotions that Jackson had been trying to ignore all day.

      “How about some hot chocolate?” he asked.

      She smiled and nodded. “I’m happy to get it for you.”

      He shook his head. “Not for me, for you.”

      He filled a mug with milk and heated it in the microwave. When it came out steaming, he added cocoa, sweetener, and a dash of salt and whisked it until it was blended.

      “See if you like this. It’s my mom’s recipe,” he said, his eyes meeting hers. The grateful smile she gave him made his heart flutter. Offering to finish the dishes, he shooed her toward the couch. “Go enjoy the fire with Gunner. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “But you worked outside all day.”

      He nodded toward the living room. “Go. I’m fine.”

      A few minutes later, Jackson joined her, while Gunner curled beside her, resting his head on her lap as she absentmindedly stroked his fur. The sight of their companionship brought an unfamiliar squeeze to his heart. Gunner was like his kid, and he could never be with anyone who didn’t love his kid as much as he did. Looking at the two together told him that wasn’t something he needed to worry about.

      “Can you believe that Katie has Bea’s daughter’s heart and Bowie was once engaged to the heart’s original owner, Brandy? I’m a writer and can’t make up anything that good.”

      He nodded. “I know. Wild, right? I met Bowie just after he entered the army. Shortly after he lost Brandy. It was a battle for him, but he came out on the other side.”

      “It’s super swoony.”

      “Swoony?”

      “Romantic.” She looked at him with big brown eyes and said, “I want a fairytale ending someday.”

      Same here. And for the first time in a while, he longed for that potential future. It was a future that hadn't crossed his mind until Amanda entered his life—a future brimming with love, camaraderie, and a profound feeling of belonging. He realized he was prepared to champion her, him, and their bond.
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      Days later, Amanda sat in her favorite armchair and cradled a steaming mug of hot chocolate. Its rich scent wafted toward her, mingling with the pervasive scent of aged pine and wood smoke. She blew across the surface, dispersing the tiny marshmallows bobbing like little sugary lifeboats before taking a careful sip.

      The bittersweet concoction melted on her tongue, warming her from the inside out. She allowed her gaze to travel across the room, her writer’s mind already painting a vivid picture of the coming Christmas season.

      Her eyes lit as she envisioned the cabin transformed into a veritable Christmas wonderland. Strands of twinkling lights, each bulb a little droplet of radiance, would be strung along the rustic wood-beamed ceiling and around the windows, a reverie of color reflected on the glass panes, cascading a soft glow onto the snow outside.

      She imagined delicate snowflakes crafted from paper and glitter suspended from the ceiling. They’d sway in the rising heat from the fireplace, creating a mesmerizing, almost hypnotic, spectacle of light and movement.

      A robust Christmas tree would stand against the far wall where the fireplace was situated. Its branches, green and thriving, would cradle various ornaments, combining Bea’s vintage treasures and her additions. Each ornament would tell a story—a nostalgic echo of the past meeting the present. She could almost hear the whispers of laughter, shared tales, and carols lacing the air.

      A contented sigh escaped her as she took in the cabin—her cabin. The quiet creaking of the old wood settling, the crackle of a log in the fireplace, and the rustling of the pine trees outside the window as they swayed in the gentle wind seemed to hint at the cabin’s hidden potential.

      “But oh, Catsby,” she said to the feline curled up on the rug nearby, “It’s going to be a lot of work. But I think ... I think it’ll be worth it. You’ll have so much fun with everything I put on the tree.” She thought about their first Christmas together when he climbed up the center of the tree, causing it to become unstable. It crashed to the ground, scattering the ornaments. Finding them was Catsby’s greatest adventure that year. He was still finding bits and pieces into February.

      The canvas of the cabin was bare, and her vision was clear. Christmas awaited.

      The gentle buzz of her phone drew Amanda out of her festive reverie. A bright smile spread across her face at the sight of Meg’s name on the screen.

      She swiped to answer, the warm familiarity of Meg’s voice instantly causing the room to feel vibrant and alive.

      “Hey girl, what’s shakin’,” Meg said with a chuckle that reverberated through the phone.

      “Oh, the connection is good today.” It was touch and go in the mountains. “I’m living the dream. Just sitting here drinking hot cocoa and figuring out how I want to decorate the tree for Christmas.”

      The ensuing conversation was a warm blend of laughter and friendly teasing. She shared her plans for decorating the cabin for Christmas, her voice animated with excitement.

      Eventually, the conversation swerved to an inevitable topic—Jackson. “So, tell me. Have you done it yet?” Meg asked, her voice echoing with a smirk Amanda could almost visualize.

      A shiver that had nothing to do with the weather ran up Amanda’s spine. A rush of heat flooded her cheeks, an unexpected reaction that had her flustered. She ran a hand through her hair, her gaze drifting toward the window and the view beyond where she knew Jackson was busy with his work.

      “Well,” she began, a coy smile playing on her lips, “Let’s just say that the fireplace isn’t the only thing creating sparks around here.” She could feel Catsby’s eyes on her, his feline curiosity piqued by her sudden coyness.

      Meg’s laughter was like the jingle of Christmas bells, tingling through the phone and filling the cabin with its contagious cheer. “And you thought your girlie bits had left with Daniel.”

      “Oh, I knew they were still here, but they haven’t come out to play in a long time.” She cleared her throat. “They are still hiding but are interested in making a debut one of these days.”

      “But you live together. Surely there’s been some ‘show me yours, and I’ll show you mine.’”

      She laughed. “Nope, we are taking it slow.”

      “There’s slow, and then there’s sloth. Get a move on it before the cobwebs take over.”

      Amanda laughed. “It will all happen when the time is right. We’re just getting to know each other and enjoying that process. I think people rush to the finish when all the good stuff happens in the middle.”

      Meg groaned. “But the finish feels so damn good.”

      “I do like a good finish.”

      “And where might he be at this time?”

      Amanda’s heart warmed at the thought of Jackson. She looked out the window toward the forest where he’d gone. The midday sun peeked through the evergreens, casting dappled light patterns on the ground. Her mind’s eye pictured him there, sturdy in his flannel and boots, his breath clouding around him in the cold winter air as he inspected each tree with a practiced eye.

      “He’s out finding the perfect Christmas tree for the town square,” Amanda answered, her voice carrying a note of pleasure she hadn’t expected. Her heart was strangely full, thoughts of Jackson interwoven with the spirit of community and tradition. The magic of it all settled deep within her bones.

      “You’re donating a tree to the town?”

      “It’s the least I could do. They came here and replaced my roof and fixed my porch, and no one would let me pay them. A tree from the surrounding forest seems a small price for their generosity.”

      A sense of wonder filled Amanda. She had seen cities with skyscrapers touching the clouds and had been in places where the lights never dimmed, and the noise never ceased. Yet, here she was, in a small town tucked away in the mountains, mesmerized by thoughts of a man chopping down a tree.

      She glanced around the room at the rustic wooden beams and the stone fireplace. The cabin itself was a witness to the town’s history, a piece of heritage entrusted to her by Bea. Her fingers grazed the worn wooden table, the grain rough under her touch. Each nick and stain told a story, whispers of times and people past.

      Her mind formed an image of a tall evergreen adorned with multicolored lights and ornaments, standing proudly in the town square while the townsfolk sang carols around it. Pine, mixed with hot cider and gingerbread, filled her senses. She could almost hear the town’s joyous laughter, their voices raised in melodious song, and at the center of it all would be Jackson’s tree—her tree.

      Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t realize Meg was talking until she heard her name. “...da, Amanda, you there?”

      “Yes, sorry, Meg, got lost in thought,” she confessed, a sheepish smile on her lips. “I was just imagining the tree lighting ceremony and how wonderful it will be.”

      Her voice trailed off, her gaze drifting back to the window. Somewhere out there, among the towering evergreens, Jackson was fulfilling a tradition, becoming a part of the town’s living history. And she was slowly integrating into it too. The thought warmed her more than any mug of hot chocolate ever could.

      “And you, my dear, will be in the middle. Embrace it. It’s going to be wonderful,” Meg said. “Then come home and write about it.”

      “I’ve written so much in the last few days. It’s unbelievable how this place inspires me.”

      “Doesn’t hurt that you have the brawny man giving you kisses and cooking you breakfast.”

      No, that didn’t hurt, but it was more than Jackson. It was as if the air around her infused her with the creativity she’d been missing.

      A truck appeared, and she knew Jackson’s window had arrived. “I’ve got to go. The window repair guy is here. Love you.”

      “Love you more,” Meg responded.

      The click of the call ending resonated in the quiet cabin, punctuating the shift in Amanda’s thoughts. She opened the door to let the repair man in and showed him to Jackson’s room.

      She loved how tidy Jackson was and figured that came from his years in the military. His bed was made, and nothing was out of place. She lifted her nose in the air and inhaled. The room smelled like him. He was a mixture of musk and pine and romance.

      Leaving the man to do his job, she returned to the living room. A smile played on her lips as she looked around, her eyes taking in everything she’d placed on the shelves, from her beloved typewriters to her treasured books. Even Jackson’s shelf was filled with Louis L’Amour, James Patterson, and a few Poes and Hemingways sprinkled in.

      With a sense of purpose, she padded across the room to the closed doors she had yet to explore. These were Bea’s old storage closets, yet to be explored since she’d moved in. Catsby, ever her silent companion, followed her to the closet, his tail curled up high in a question mark.

      She turned the doorknob, the metal cool under her palm, and pulled open the door. The scent of time, tinged with cedar and dust, floated out. In front of her were shelves filled with cardboard boxes and covered items, the past tucked away, waiting to be rediscovered. The closet was a time capsule holding relics of Bea’s life, and Amanda felt a sense of reverence wash over her. She was about to uncover pieces of a woman she’d never met who had changed her life in unimaginable ways.

      The first box she opened was filled with more Christmas ornaments. Amanda lifted them, revealing painted glass balls, wooden figures carved with meticulous detail, and strings of twinkle lights. Each piece was a snapshot of a holiday season past, the joy and happiness of the festivities held within. As she lifted each ornament to the light, her heart fluttered.

      Beneath the box of ornaments, she found a stack of family photographs. She perused them, each image showing Bea’s life. There were pictures of a younger Bea, her face radiant with joy and her eyes brimming with life. Others showed Bea with friends, their faces alight with laughter. There were images of the town. Amanda had to admit that it hadn’t changed much.

      “Look, Catsby,” Amanda said, holding up a picture of Bea with a tabby cat that looked eerily similar to Catsby. The cat looked up from his spot on the floor, his green eyes seemingly understanding the significance of the picture. “I bet you would have loved Bea.”

      As Amanda delved into the memories left behind by another woman, she felt a deep connection with Bea, a profound sense of kinship. Bea had once been an integral part of this town, just as Amanda hoped to be. The realization moved through her, bringing tears to her eyes as she grasped the immense significance of it all.

      Her fingers brushed against a set of recipe cards. She ran her fingers over the handwritten menus, feeling the indentations of the pen on the paper, almost as if Bea herself had just written them.

      In her mind, she saw Bea standing in a kitchen that smelled like cinnamon and vanilla, a wooden spoon in her hand as she mixed the ingredients for her famous sugar cookies. The cookies would be shaped like Christmas trees and snowflakes, with a generous dusting of colored sugar. The imagined taste of them on her tongue was so vivid it made her drool.

      “This one,” she began, pulling out a recipe card for a Christmas ham. The smell of roasting meat and the tangy sweetness of pineapple glaze filled her senses. “This must have been Bea’s special Christmas dinner recipe. I bet the whole house filled with its spicy notes, and everyone would be waiting impatiently to dig in.”

      She continued in this fashion, every object she picked up adding a new story to her narrative. An old photograph showed a younger Bea in a winter coat, laughing as she held a gigantic snowball above her head. Amanda mused aloud about the fun snowball fight that must have occurred that day. She imagined Bea, breathless with laughter, the chill of the snowball in her hands, the taste of snowflakes on her tongue.

      Through her narration, Bea’s spirit seemed to fill the cabin, her laughter ringing in the silence, her joy reflected in the twinkling of the Christmas ornaments, and her love in the handwritten recipes.

      Amanda lost track of time as she continued to sift through Bea’s treasures. Her mind became a playground of fictional stories, piecing together fragments of Bea’s life, her joys, and her Christmases. She took in the ornaments, a silent witness to the passage of time and the legacies left behind.

      Just as she was about to delve into the next box, her phone buzzed, jolting her out of her reverie. The shrill tone cut through the air, capturing her attention. Glancing at the screen, she saw Katie's name flashing, and excitement coursed through her.

      “Hi, Katie,” she answered, trying to sound casual, even though she was excited to hear from her new friend.

      “Amanda, I hope I’m not disturbing you?” Katie’s voice was as warm as Amanda had expected.

      “Not at all,” she reassured, her gaze wandering back to Bea’s belongings. “I was just going through some of Bea’s old things.”

      “Oh, that sounds like a treasure hunt,” Katie said. “I’m calling to invite you over to the diner tomorrow. We’re planning the town’s Thanksgiving celebration, and we could use your help.”

      Amanda hesitated. As much as she already loved Aspen Cove and its friendly residents, she was a newcomer and couldn't shake the feeling of being an intruder, someone who had yet to grasp the traditions and customs.

      “You are as much a part of this town as any of us now,” Katie said as if hearing Amanda’s thoughts. “We’d be thrilled to have your input,” she assured her, leaving no room for doubt. “Honey, in a town as small as ours, everyone’s a newcomer at some point. This is your home too.”

      Those words, so simple yet full of meaning, hit Amanda like a gust of wind. Her home. This was her home now. And these people, they were her neighbors, her friends.

      “Thank you, Katie,” she murmured, her voice choked with emotion. “I’d love to help.”

      “Great!” Katie’s cheerfulness was infectious. “We’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      Just as the call ended, the window repairman finished. She paid his bill and locked the door behind him.

      The room was quiet now, save for the crackling fire and Catsby’s gentle purrs.

      Amanda’s gaze fell on her laptop, left open on the small writing desk she’d placed by the window. A blank page awaited her in the word processing software, its emptiness mirroring the new chapter of her life yet to be written. She was now more than ready to fill those pages, to add her own experiences and her own stories to the rich history of the cabin.

      Sitting at the desk, she took one last look around the place. Her eyes lingered on Bea’s trinkets. Her mind filled with their imagined tales. Her gaze then moved to Catsby, still sleeping soundly. With a renewed sense of purpose, she placed her hands on the keyboard, ready to expose the essence of the town’s story.

      She began to type, her fingers tapping across the keys as the first words of her new chapter took shape.
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      The smell of sizzling bacon and coffee nudged Jackson from his sleep. Blinking awake, he lay in bed, the morning sun casting a warm, golden glow through the new window. He listened to the unfamiliar but pleasant sounds in the kitchen—the clinking of dishes, the hiss of eggs frying in a pan, and the quiet hum of a contented woman—Amanda.

      Gunner stirred from his spot at the foot of the bed, his tail thumping against the wooden frame. With a soft whine, the dog hopped off the bed and padded toward the door, clearly drawn to what was happening in the kitchen.

      Pushing the quilt aside, Jackson followed Gunner, barefoot and shirtless. His dark hair was tousled from sleep, but his hazel eyes were alert, taking in the sight of Amanda bustling around the kitchen. She hummed to herself, the melody blending with the cooking sounds.

      “Good morning,” he said, his voice still rough from sleep. He smiled as she jumped, then turned to face him with a wide grin. Ever the opportunist, Gunner nudged his snout against Amanda’s hand, wagging his tail in hopes of a scrap of bacon.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Amanda replied, giving Gunner a quick scratch behind the ears before returning her attention to the stove. She gestured toward the counter with the spatula in her hand. “Hope you’re hungry.”

      That was how their day began, sharing a breakfast of scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, and thick slices of toast. She moved around the kitchen, chatting and laughing as if she had been doing it for years. Gunner settled at their feet, his eyes never straying from the bacon on the table.

      As they finished their breakfast, Jackson leaned back in his chair, studying Amanda over the rim of his coffee mug. “Thanks for taking care of the window repair,” he said.

      She shrugged, her cheeks turning a delicate pink. “It was no trouble. The least I could do was offer you a warm place to sleep after you’ve been working hard on all the outdoor repairs.”

      “I had a lot of help with that.” He smiled. “I hope I didn’t wake you when I came in from the bar last night.”

      “No, you didn’t,” she reassured him, her eyes warm. “I wrote until nearly midnight and then crashed. I’m a pretty sound sleeper.”

      “Good to know,” he said, his gaze lingering on her before he leaned back in his chair, his body relaxed from the breakfast she had cooked. A comfortable silence settled between them as they finished their coffees, the pleasant morning taking a slow, unhurried pace.

      “Now that the outdoor work is mostly done until spring, it’s time to focus on the inside,” he said, mentally compiling a list of necessary repairs that awaited them. He had already noticed the worn-out hardwood floors that shifted under their steps. Some floorboards needed to be replaced entirely, while others might be salvageable with sanding and refinishing.

      He considered the old fireplace, too, with its soot-stained stones and askew mantle. It would need a thorough cleaning and possibly some mortar work to ensure safety and efficiency.

      The kitchen, despite its retro appeal, was in desperate need of modern touches.

      And then there were countless smaller tasks—tightening a loose doorknob, fixing a leaky faucet, replacing flickering light bulbs. No matter how small, each job was a step toward making the cabin more comfortable and livable.

      “I know there’s a lot to do, but...” Amanda’s eyes shimmered in the golden sunlight, and a shimmer of eagerness flickered within their depths. “Would you mind cutting down a tree for us?” she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. “For Christmas, I mean.”

      Surprise washed over him, quickly replaced by warm affection. A Christmas tree. He hadn’t given it much thought, but the cabin would be incomplete without it. A smile broke across his face, and he nodded, already picturing the festive decoration filling their living room with holiday cheer.
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      The morning found them trudging through the snow-covered forest, with each breath coming out in little clouds. Jackson led the way, with Gunner bounding around them, his exuberance adding to the joy of their quest.

      During their search, a real spark of playfulness ignited between them. Jackson noticed Amanda bending down, her gloved hands forming a handful of snow into a perfect sphere. A glint of mischief lit her eyes, reflecting off the glittering snowflakes adorning her dark hair.

      “Hey, Jackson,” she called out, a grin curling at the corners of her mouth. “Catch!” With that, she launched the snowball in his direction. It landed on his chest, scattering powdery snow over his flannel shirt.

      He stared in mock surprise, then looked up to see her laughing, the sound flowing like the nearby mountain stream. It was infectious, and he found himself chuckling along with her. He shook his head, a broad grin on his face. “So that’s how it’s going to be, huh?”

      Before she could respond, Jackson stooped down to gather his arsenal. Amanda squealed and turned to run, but not before he landed a well-aimed snowball on her back.

      Their laughter echoed through the forest, replacing the usual silence with joy. They darted amongst the snow-dusted trees as snowballs whizzed through the space between them.

      “Dodge this!” Amanda challenged, narrowly missing him as he ducked behind a tree.

      “Nice aim, but you’ll have to do better than that!” Jackson said, returning fire.

      Now and then, Jackson would glimpse Amanda’s flushed cheeks, her smile brighter than any Christmas light, and his heart would skip a beat. This unexpected snowball fight, this shared moment of childlike fun, was weaving a layer of happiness into their day he hadn’t anticipated.

      It was a simple, unadulterated joy, and to Jackson, it was like a precious gift, one he was more than ready to unwrap.

      The snowball fight ended as abruptly as it began, their laughter fading into the fresh snow crunching under their boots. Their breaths, previously fogging up in the sharp bouts of laughter, now emerged in slow, steady puffs, filling the silent air around them. As they ventured deeper into the forest, a soft rustling sound pierced the silence, causing them both to freeze.

      Jackson reached out, his fingers curling around Amanda’s arm. He pulled her behind a large pine tree with a gentle tug, pressing his body against hers as they huddled behind the bark.

      “Shhh,” he whispered, lifting a finger to his lips, his eyes twinkling with a playful hint of adventure. Amanda’s heartbeat thrummed against her ribcage, a silent sonata echoing close to Jackson.

      Jackson silently pointed toward a break in the trees with his other hand. There, in the frosted foliage, stood a curious deer. It stared in their direction, its large, innocent eyes reflecting the muted winter sun. It was a remarkable creature, with its russet brown coat contrasting the stark white of the winter forest around them.

      Neither dared to breathe, the sight of the gentle creature holding them in rapt attention. The world seemed to pause around them, the moment’s magic suspending them in a shared bubble of wonder.

      “Wow,” Amanda breathed out in a whisper. Her eyes were wide with awe, the corners crinkling in pure delight.

      Jackson nodded in agreement, his gaze alternating between the breathtaking view of the deer and the woman beside him, who seemed to have brought the magic with her into his life.

      But as quickly as the moment began, it ended. The deer, perhaps catching their scent or sensing their presence, gave one last lingering look before darting off into the underbrush, its tail flashing white before disappearing completely.

      They remained still for a moment longer, the echo of the encounter reverberating between them. Jackson thought these unexpected moments, these shared experiences, were slowly braiding their lives together, one enchanted thread at a time.

      Shaking off their surprise, they resumed their search for the perfect Christmas tree. With Jackson’s knowledge of the forest, it didn’t take long for them to find the right one. A tall, robust pine tree stood before them, its branches lush and green, covered in a light dusting of snow.

      With a nod of approval, Jackson set to work. He felled the tree and trimmed it to the perfect size, ensuring it would fit comfortably in their living room. Once they returned it to the cabin, he constructed a sturdy base, so it would stay upright and stable throughout the holiday season.

      Next, they set out to decorate their tree. Laughter echoed through the cabin, punctuated by Amanda’s animated storytelling. Nothing was ever more perfect.

      Amanda unwrapped each ornament from its box, holding them with the delicacy of a curator handling precious artifacts. Her eyes gleamed with an energy that breathed life into the room. As she lifted each piece, she spun a web of possible tales it could tell.

      One vibrant red cardinal ornament held a story of a childhood pet that loved to sing in the early mornings. A glass angel brought a tale of an elderly grandmother who had passed down wisdom and love. A worn-out, painted wooden sleigh told a tale of adventures in the deep, snowy woods.

      Jackson listened, captivated, as she brought each inanimate object to life with her words, each narration creating a vibrant palette of Christmas possibilities.

      As she tried to reach a high branch, he laughed. In a smooth motion, he took the ornament from her hand. Their fingers brushed against each other, electricity passing between them. Jackson blinked, covering his surprise by quickly placing the decoration on the tree.

      The tree came alive under Amanda’s imaginative influence, highlighted by the soft, muted light that spilled through the cabin windows. The melting snow outside made rivulets of water down the glass, lending magic to the atmosphere within.

      “There’s a meeting regarding the Thanksgiving dinner in town, and I hope they let me make Bea’s special holiday ham.” Amanda looked sadly at the clock and sighed. “I have to go, or I’ll be late.”

      The sudden break caught Jackson off guard. He stood, brushed off imaginary lint from his jeans, and cleared his throat. “Would you like to grab a beer at Bishop’s Brewhouse afterward?” He tried to keep his tone casual but felt like a teenager asking the prettiest girl in high school out for a date.

      A warm smile spread across her face. “I’d love to.”

      Jackson’s heart pounded as she grabbed her coat. It wasn’t the beer he was looking forward to. It was the promise of sharing more laughter, stories, and stolen moments under the neon lights.

      As Amanda left the cabin, he stood by the window, the traces of her presence fading. A glance at the decorated tree brought a smile to his face. The day had started with a simple meal and had ended with shared memories woven around a Christmas tree. He looked forward to what the night might bring.
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        * * *

      

      As the evening fell, Jackson was behind the bar, pouring drinks and sharing casual conversation with the locals. The bar was vibrant with laughter, underscored by the warm hum of music playing in the background. Friends of Dalton were playing pool. Though they looked like the Sons of Anarchy, they were nice guys.

      Just as he was about to text Amanda to see when she was coming, the bar door swung open, and in walked Samantha, a renowned singer known as Indigo. As she made her way toward the stage, whispers followed in her wake, and the conversations around the room hushed to murmurs. Samantha had a way of making every night she performed feel special.

      Right on cue, Amanda walked inside the bar. She took in the scene, her eyes widening when she noticed Samantha setting up on the stage with the band. She walked up to the bar, nudging his arm. “Is that ... is that really Indigo?” she asked, pointing discreetly toward the stage.

      He grinned, amused by her excitement. “The one and only. Her real name is Samantha, and she comes occasionally on karaoke nights with the band. She married a local named Dalton. She spent some of her childhood here.”

      Without missing a beat, Amanda said, “You think she’d mind if I said hello?” The words rushed out in her excitement.

      He shook his head. “Not at all. Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

      Leading Amanda to the stage, he introduced her to Samantha, who greeted her with a warm smile and a hug. Amanda eagerly engaged the singer in conversation, her writer’s mind visibly churning as Samantha shared about how she’d returned to town to find herself.

      Amanda hung onto every word as Samantha told her how she’d walked off the stage during a concert, got into a car, and drove to Aspen Cove because it was the one place she’d felt happy as a child.

      Back behind the bar, Jackson kept a watchful eye on Amanda. Her animated gestures, her soak in the moment demeanor—she was in her element. He imagined the type of story she was creating from this encounter, or the characters she might be conjuring up from the colorful personalities in Bishop's Brewhouse.

      When she left, he walked her to the door and kissed her like his life depended on it. Maybe it was because she brought so much life into his. When he walked back into the bar, everyone still there clapped and hooted, making him feel both embarrassed and lucky to have a woman that could cause such a stir.

      When the bar’s doors closed, and the last patrons had trickled out, Jackson stood outside the bar with the cold burning his exposed skin. He locked the door behind him, the metallic click echoing in the quiet street. The night was clear, the stars glittering above like distant diamonds against the black velvet canvas of the sky.

      The journey back to the cabin was quiet, filled with almost palpable energy. He kept his eyes focused on the road, but his mind was filled with thoughts of Amanda.

      He arrived at the cabin, a welcoming silhouette against the melting blanket of snow. He found her at the door waiting for his arrival. He parked, and he and Gunner walked to the house.

      “I waited to thank you,” she said from the doorway. Her smile was like a lighthouse beam. “That was a perfect night.”

      He knew the night could be exceptional but was still trying to take it slow.

      “I’m glad you had fun. If you’re closing things up, I’ll walk you to your room.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and led her down the hallway. As they stood at her bedroom door, Jackson leaned in, his gaze lingering on her lips. He tilted her face to meet his, and their mouths met in a sweet, lingering kiss.

      It was a simple kiss, nothing more than a press of lips, yet it carried a promise, a silent confession of things unsaid. It wasn’t their first kiss, but it was a turning point, a gentle crossing of a line that signaled a deeper connection and more to come.

      Amanda seemed to feel it too. When they pulled apart, her breath hitched, her eyes wide and vulnerable as they met his. There was a hunger there, a longing that matched his own. The last of his self-restraint shattered when she bit her lip, and her gaze dropped to his. He placed one last gentle kiss on her cheek, whispering a husky goodnight before he turned away.
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      Amanda had always revered the quiet solace of early mornings, the muted whispers of a world still wrapped in slumber. This time was a haven for her, a peaceful sanctuary where she was entangled in the delicate trappings of her imagination. It was a time when her thoughts, unbound by the distractions of the waking world, ebbed, and flowed freely, painting a vibrant mosaic of words and tales in her mind.

      She found her usual spot at the small desk by the window. Outside, nature was gradually awakening, a choreographed ballet of life that took place every dawn. Birds started serenading the approaching day; their songs wove through the morning air, intertwining with the soft rustling of leaves as if exchanging sleepy tales of the previous night’s adventures.

      She settled in, her laptop open in front of her, its screen bathed in the glow of the dawning day. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. And then they began their dance, a graceful waltz of letters and spaces, giving life to the echoes in her mind.

      Her characters, still sleepy-eyed and rumpled from the confines of her imagination, began to stir, and take shape under her gentle guidance. They emerged from the shadowy corners, stretching and yawning, whispering their stories into her ear. Their lives, dreams, sorrows, and triumphs were all spun into existence in the muted colors of the early morning.

      As Amanda delved deeper into her story, a movement at her feet pulled her from her literary world. Catsby had claimed his spot on the chair next to the corner, his half-closed eyes filled with curiosity. A soft, rumbling purr vibrated from him, a pattern syncing with Amanda’s fingers tapping on the keys.

      Catsby’s tail curled around his body, and his gaze locked onto Amanda. It was as if the feline was conveying a silent message—his look seemed to say, Proceed; I’ll just be here, quietly ruling my kingdom.

      Basking in the harmony of bird songs, the gentle rustle of the world outside, and the steady purring of Catsby, Amanda smiled. She looked at the words flowing across her screen, at Catsby’s contentedly curled form, then out the window where the dawn was slowly unfurling its radiant colors. And she knew, without a doubt, that this moment, this experience, this book was perfect.

      She put her mug down and watched Jackson through the window as he moved in the half-light of morning. He was stacking wood, his actions precise and practiced. Seeing him work stirred something in her chest—admiration for his dedication and determination. But it was time to focus on her laptop, why she’d come to Aspen Cove in the first place—to write a story. The peaceful morning made it easy for her creativity to flow. Heck, she wrote at all hours of the day and night here. If sleep weren’t a necessity, she’d write around the clock.

      When she rechecked the time, hours had passed, and it was nearing lunchtime. She needed to go into Copper Creek and get supplies for Thanksgiving. A list of items came to mind—sweet potatoes, marshmallows, cranberries, ham...

      She was mulling over her shopping list when Jackson’s voice drifted to her from the door. “Hey,” he said in a rich timbre that tugged her from her thoughts. He appeared in the doorway, muscles pronounced under his worn flannel shirt, his eyes filled with a muted curiosity as they glanced at her screen. “Hope I’m not interrupting your creative process.”

      A soft chuckle slipped past her lips. “Not at all, Jackson,” she reassured him, closing her laptop and welcoming the break. Her eyes met his, their whiskey depths reflecting the growing light outside. “I was just thinking about heading out soon. I need to get supplies for Thanksgiving—stuff The Corner Store won’t carry.”

      His eyebrows lifted. A thoughtful frown etched on his handsome face as he leaned against the door frame. “Heading to Copper Creek?” he asked, the faintest hint of hope lacing his words. At her nod, he let out a soft breath, a nearly inaudible sigh. The silence hung briefly before he offered, “I can drive you there. I have a few errands to run myself.”

      Her heart thumped against her ribs, and her chest filled with a giddy swirl of excitement. “That would be great.” Recovering her composure, she asked, “Will your errands take you anywhere exciting?”

      He smiled. “I need to stop by the bookstore here in town to get something I ordered.” His voice was casual, as if picking up a book was as mundane as fetching a gallon of milk.

      “Bookstores are my kryptonite,” she confessed, her lips stretching into a broad grin. She couldn’t deny the thrill coursing through her veins at the thought of browsing through rows and rows of books, getting lost in their worlds.

      He laughed, a rich sound that filled the cabin. “Then I guess it’s settled,” he said, his voice softer now. “Leave in fifteen?”

      Nodding, she retreated to her room, her mind racing. She found herself in front of her closet, eyes scanning the neatly hung clothes. It wasn’t a date, she reminded herself. But as her fingers trailed over her selection, lingering on a comfortable flannel shirt, her heart thrummed a different tune. She pushed aside the thrill bubbling within her. This was just a casual outing with Jackson, nothing more.

      But as she pulled on her boots, securing the laces with a final tug, she held onto the spark of hope kindling in her heart. It wasn’t a date, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be something just as special.

      The short journey to the bookstore was filled with lighthearted chatter, creating a warm atmosphere. As they stepped inside the establishment called B’s Books, a bell jingled overhead, announcing their arrival.

      Like the breath of a thousand stories, the smell of aged paper and ink wrapped around Amanda, placing her in a comforting embrace of nostalgia. The bookstore was a treasure trove of forgotten tales and unexplored worlds, the spines of countless books lining the wooden shelves that reached to the ceiling.

      As she delved deeper into the store, her eyes were drawn to a splash of pink nestled within a polished wooden frame hanging on a nearby wall. The light streaming through the nearby window caught the glass covering, casting a soft glow on the handwritten letter displayed beneath. She recognized the stationary, a familiar pale pink. Amanda found herself reading the words penned by a hand that spilled love and sorrow in equal measures.

      Dear Recipient,

      I know it’s unusual for a donor’s family to reach out to the beneficiary, but I wanted you to know a little about your gift giver.

      They kept the registry private, and if this letter found you, it means I hired the right person for the job. A good PI is like a good bra. It’s working behind the scenes, but it’s holding up its end of the bargain. To track you down could be considered intrusive, but on some level, you became family the moment the gift was received.

      I thought I’d let you know a little about Brandy. She was warm sunshine on a cold winter’s day, a flicker of light in a dark moment, and as sweet as Abby’s honey.

      She was adopted, but somehow, I knew she was born to be mine. Brandy lived fully, loved deeply, and laughed heartily. While she was taken far too soon, knowing she lives in others makes the loss bearable.

      My hope is that her sweetness flows through you. Smile more than you frown, laugh more than you cry, and give more than you take. Most importantly, have a long and fruitful life.

      With love,

      Bea

      When she finished reading, a slow sigh slipped past her lips. The earnestness in the words pulled at her heartstrings, leaving her with an intimate sense of connection to the author.

      “Whose letter is this?” she asked, her voice reverent in the quiet bookstore.

      The voice that responded belonged to a man who sat behind the counter with a warm smile and kind eyes. “Mine,” he said. He introduced himself as Jake Powers, the bookstore’s owner. A young woman he introduced as his wife, Natalie, sat beside him. They were the living embodiment of Bea’s wish in the letter. The story of Bea and her daughter Brandy unfolded through Jake’s words, leaving Amanda and Jackson engrossed and touched by a mother’s love and the gift of life that extended beyond the physical realm.

      “Your book is in the back, Jackson,” Natalie said.

      Jackson excused himself to pick up the book he’d ordered. As he disappeared into the maze of bookshelves, Amanda continued her conversation with Jake, asking him about his journey to Aspen Cove.

      Under the soft glow of the bookstore’s warm lighting. Jake, the bookstore’s proprietor, shared how he’d never known Bea or Brandy personally but had been a recipient of one of Brandy’s kidneys, and had been moved by the pink letter he’d received. Out of reverence, he had opened this bookstore in their honor, a quiet tribute to their giving spirits.

      Amanda listened—her heartstrings plucked by the gentle narrative. A sense of kinship bloomed within her, heat spreading through her veins. She, too, was a recipient of Bea’s far-reaching kindness. The cabin she now called home was proof of that.

      A slow sigh slipped past Amanda’s lips as she turned to Jake. “I knew Brandy, you know,” she started, her voice a soft murmur in the hush of the bookstore. “We were pen pals when we were younger.” She recounted how Brandy would always tuck hand-colored bookmarks into her letters, tiny tokens of kindness that spoke volumes of her sweet nature. She could almost see Brandy’s bright smile and feel her laughter echoing through the room. The image made her heart ache with sweet sorrow, but the pain was a small price to pay for keeping Brandy’s memory alive.

      Amid the murmur of conversation and the rustle of turning pages, Jackson returned with a familiar book in his hands. The sight of Jane Austen’s Emma made Amanda blink in surprise. “I didn’t expect you to be a Jane Austen fan, Jackson.”

      His blush was charming, as warming as the crackling fire back at the cabin. “I’m not. But I knew she was your favorite, so I thought we could read it together.” The sincerity in his voice tugged at her heart, turning the corners of her mouth into a wide smile.

      As they left the bookstore, they carried more than just a book. They bore the spirit of kindness and love that was Brandy and Bea’s legacy, a reminder of life’s fleeting moments and the enduring power of human connection.

      The hour-long drive to Copper Creek offered a spectacle of nature’s grandeur, mountains reaching for the skies, cloaked in verdant green and dusted with snow.

      The wind hummed, the tree’s leaves whispering secrets to the sky. Now and then, Jackson would point out a landmark, his voice a soothing soundtrack to the breathtaking panorama outside the window.

      Once they arrived in Copper Creek, the day unfolded in a flurry of activity. They bustled around the market, collecting supplies for the Thanksgiving feast. Amanda savored the familiar scents wafting from the fresh produce, the sweetness of ripe fruit and the earthiness of vegetables painting a fragrant canvas for the feast she was planning.

      A sense of excitement bubbled within her as she picked up the ingredients for Bea’s special ham. She could almost taste the succulent flavor, the memories of Bea infusing every morsel with a love that transcended time and loss.

      After their shopping was done, Jackson turned to her with a boyish grin that made her heart do a little flip. “How about dinner at Trevi’s Steakhouse?”

      The suggestion surprised her, and she hesitated, catching her lower lip between her teeth. “Are you asking me on a date, Jackson?”

      His response was immediate and sent a flutter through her chest. “Yes, I am.”

      At Trevi’s, they found themselves lost in an intimate world of their own. The mouth-watering steak mingled with the sweet scent of burning wood, enveloping them in a cocoon of comfort. Their conversation flowed as easy as a mountain stream.

      A shared dish of creamy mashed potatoes led to their hands brushing against each other. The contact was electric, a charge that coursed through them, leaving a lingering sense of connection and want.

      Throughout their meal, a sense of heightened awareness persisted. Each word Jackson said was laced with a gentle innuendo that pulled her in like a magnet, their words filled with subtle hints and secret winks.

      The thought of sharing dessert, a creamy, decadent chocolate mousse, promised more than just a sweet finish to their meal. Each glance exchanged over the shared treat spoke volumes, a silent understanding sealed with every taste savored from their spoons.

      The taste of the bittersweet and rich mousse was nothing compared to the charged atmosphere between them. The way Jackson’s eyes tracked her as she savored the dessert was more intoxicating than the wine. And when he licked his spoon, a hint of chocolate on his lips, it was all she could do to remain seated.

      Under the table, his foot brushed against hers. It was accidental, just a shift of his weight, but the connection sent jolts up her spine that pooled in her core. The touch hinted at what was to come, a temptation that urged her to explore further.

      The drive back was pure torture. Every shared glance, every unspoken word, was filled with promise. Their interaction at dinner had shifted something and altered the chemistry between them. As they pulled up to the cabin, both knew they were on the cusp of something electric, an exploration of longing as sweet as the mousse they had shared.

      The moment the truck parked, a breathless silence took over. A moment suspended in time strung between what was and what would be.

      Jackson turned off the engine, but neither moved. They remained seated in the warm cab, the sounds of the night seeping in through the closed windows. The rustling of the wind through the trees, the hoot of an owl somewhere in the distance, and the occasional crunch of leaves under the feet of night critters.

      Without uttering a word, he reached out to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. His touch lingered, tracing the curve of her ear, trailing down to rest on her shoulder. Her breath hitched. She could feel the heat of his palm through her sweater, a comforting pressure that was at once grounding and exhilarating.

      In the privacy of the truck, away from the world’s prying eyes, she turned toward him. Their faces were close. She could see the flecks of gold in his eyes.

      His hand moved from her shoulder, trailing down her arm to catch her hand in his. He lifted it, pressing a soft kiss on her knuckles. It was a simple gesture, but it left heat coursing through her veins, leaving her breathless.

      “Let’s go inside,” he suggested in a whisper, as if afraid to break the enchanting spell woven around them.

      Nodding, she followed him out of the truck, up the steps, and into the cabin.

      Inside, their shared space seemed different. Every corner was laden with a new meaning and a feeling of expectation. The living room where they’d shared countless conversations now seemed to hold a different purpose altogether. The couch, their bedrooms—all paled in significance to what was about to happen.

      Jackson was the first to break the silence. “Amanda,” he whispered, his voice rough with a raw need mirroring her own. The sound of her name on his lips was a sweet melody, sending shivers down her spine. He reached out to her, pulling her closer, his eyes never leaving hers.

      When their lips met, it was like the culmination of every shared smile, every stolen glance, every innuendo-filled conversation. The kiss was a delicious exploration, a slow dance that swept them off their feet.

      He pulled back. “More?”

      She wasn’t sure if it was a question or a request, and it didn’t matter. All she could do was nod.

      Seconds later, they found themselves in her bedroom, their clothes discarded in a trail that led to her bed. The heat of his flesh against hers was like liquid fire, filling her with a desire that stretched through her body. Her nipples hardened, and a deep longing settled between her legs.

      His lips traveled down the length of her neck, finding the sensitive spots that made her moan out loud. She lifted to meet his tongue as he explored further—kissing and licking every inch of her body until she trembled beneath him.

      He seemed to know every place to touch that took her closer and closer to the edge.

      She gasped at the new sensation and arched into him as his fingers caressed and teased until she could no longer take it. “Please,” she begged.

      He responded by pushing himself deep inside her—thrusting slowly and steadily into the depths of her being until all thought fell away, and they moved together as one. Every movement heightened their pleasure until it reached its peak with an explosion of light and ecstasy that left them both trembling in its wake.

      Jackson’s deep voice reverberated through the quiet room as they lay entangled in the soft linen sheets. “I’m glad I found you,” he murmured, his fingers tracing patterns on her back.

      A chuckle bubbled from her throat. Her voice was tired yet playful. “Oh, you found me? If I recall correctly, I was already at the cabin when you showed up.”

      Jackson’s low laugh echoed in the dark room, making her heart flutter. “Fair point,” he conceded, his tone light and teasing. “Then we can agree that it’s good we found each other.”

      A comfortable silence settled around them, filled only by their soft breaths and the beating of two hearts drawing closer in the quiet darkness. It was a declaration of more than just shared desire; it was an acknowledgment of a bond that had formed, a bond that was beginning to feel a lot like love.
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      Days had passed since that blissful night, a series of sunrises and sunsets. Each day, they woke in each other’s arms, pulling them closer together. He’d rise before her to feed the animals and make coffee. She’d get up shortly after to help make breakfast. They’d sit together and discuss their day, with him tackling a project in the cabin before he went to work at the brewhouse. Amanda had a cup of coffee or two before she’d sit at the desk by the window and marvel at how perfect that tree in her yard was, but days ago, she stopped calling it her yard and started to refer to it as theirs which always filled him to the brim with joy.

      When she emerged that morning, her brown hair a tangled mess and a sleepy smile on her face, she was a sight to behold. His heart stilled, and his breath hitched. It was a daily reminder of his growing feelings. She caught his gaze, then smiled. Ground coffee beans and fresh morning air filled the cabin. The scent was a comforting ritual, a sensory echo of their shared moments. Her fingers brushed against his when she accepted the steaming mug. An electric jolt shot up his arm, a reaction that had become a common occurrence each time she touched him.

      One of Jackson’s newfound pleasures was cooking together in the cabin. Their camaraderie and chemistry were undeniable.

      “What can I help with?”

      She leaned against the counter, lined with Bea’s ham ingredients that didn’t require refrigeration. “Are you done with the tree?”

      He nodded. “Put that last strand of lights up yesterday.”

      “Maybe we should have bought new lights.”

      Jackson shook his head. “Nope, it’s important that we used what everyone offered.” He took an assortment of donated lights from the residents and strung them together to decorate the Christmas tree he’d secured in the town square. It wasn’t an actual town square but more of a center of a roundabout with several benches that faced a patch of dead grass, but he had to admit that Katie’s vision for its transformation was nothing short of genius. It was as if the space was always meant to have a big tree, and the twelve-footer he cut down was perfect. “All it needs are decorations and people. Doc is going to do the honors and flip the switch.”

      Amanda smiled. “I love how everyone comes together to pitch in. The world could learn something from Aspen Cove.” She pointed to a box by the tree. “I set aside a few of Bea’s more durable ornaments for us to bring.”

      “That’s very thoughtful of you.” He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tightly. “Now, how can I help with the feast?”

      Amanda’s decision to cook Bea’s ham for the Thanksgiving feast came naturally. Bea’s memory echoed in Aspen Cove’s collective consciousness, and even though Jackson and Amanda hadn’t personally known her, they recognized the significance of her contribution to the town. Without Bea, he wouldn’t have met Amanda. Without Bea, the cabin would be vacant except for the resident raccoon, who often knocked on the door as if asking to reenter. If not for Bea, the town would still be dying rather than thriving with new residents that Bea had handpicked to bring it back to life. They were cooking not just a ham but a symbol of unity, a token of love that Bea had once embodied.

      “Let’s start here.” She pointed to the original recipe, handwritten by Bea herself. The recipe card was more than a list of ingredients and steps; it was a ticket into the past, a tangible thread that tied the townsfolk to the woman.

      Amanda traced her fingers over the worn-out letters, her smile both wistful and respectful. “We need to do justice to this, Jackson.”

      Meeting her gaze, he nodded. “We will.”

      And so, they embarked on their culinary adventure together, an invisible beat guiding them as they worked side by side. The slicing of vegetables, the careful glazing of the ham, the familiar sounds of simmering sauces, and the popping and sizzling from the stove.

      With each passing hour, as the ham slowly roasted in the oven, the cabin was filled with a tantalizing smell. It was sweet and savory, a smell that permeated every corner, curled around each piece of furniture, and seeped into their clothes. As Jackson tended to the ham, basting it one final time before it was ready, Amanda's hand rested gently on his shoulder. He turned to find her standing close, her eyes reflecting the same thoughts swirling in his mind. She squeezed him, her smile reassuring. “We did good, Jackson.” She kissed him. “We’ve got an hour to spare. Whatever shall we do?” She looked toward the hallway.

      He didn’t need an invitation. “I’ll beat you there.” He lowered the temperature of the oven and dashed for the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      The Guild Creative Center was bustling with activity, a hive of excitement echoing with laughter and the murmur of conversation. Streamers hung from the rafters, and tables lined with festive tablecloths held a vast spread of dishes brought in by the residents. The smell of home-cooked meals permeated the air—the savory scent of roasted meats, the sweetness of pies, and the rich yeastiness of warm bread.

      Jackson and Amanda entered, a warm roasting pan between them. “I don’t think anyone will notice we’re late,” Jackson said as they found a place on the table for their contribution.

      The chatter dimmed as Doc rose to his feet. His presence commanded attention, a demonstration to the respect he held in the hearts of Aspen Cove residents. Jackson’s heart rate slowed as he focused on the older man, who was a father to all.

      “We gather here, a symbol of our unity and resilience. We’ve weathered many storms, some real, others metaphorical,” Doc began, his voice rich with emotion. “And today, we honor one of our own who isn’t with us anymore—Bea.”

      A hush fell over the room at the mention of Bea’s name. Jackson felt the memories of the woman he’d never met but had come to respect surge in the minds of the people around him.

      “Bea, with her spirit and dedication, brought many new faces to Aspen Cove. Faces that have now become part of our family,” Doc continued, his gaze finding Jackson’s. It was an acknowledgment of his place in the town, a place he’d come to call home.

      Amanda squeezed his hand, her heat seeping into his skin, grounding him, reinforcing the sense of belonging. The corners of his mouth twitched upward in a small smile.

      Doc’s words resonated within him. This was what he’d hoped for when he’d arrived. He wanted to be a part of something like a family and as he glanced at Amanda, he saw the possibility for that to happen.

      “Without Bea, we might’ve seen the end of our little town. But look at us now.” Doc spread his arms, taking in the bustling room, the array of dishes, and the people. “We continue to grow, to thrive. Because of her and because of us. We are Aspen Cove, and as long as we stand together, our town will never fade away.”

      The applause that followed was heartfelt, a cacophony of claps that echoed through the room. A sense of unity filled the space, as powerful as the chill outside, as potent as his connection with Amanda.

      Jackson glanced at her. Together, they were part of this place, this family. This was their home, and they would do everything to keep it alive and thriving.

      The Thanksgiving feast resumed, filled with joy, camaraderie, and deep appreciation for the town, for Bea and each other. Jackson could not help but feel a stirring of excitement for what was to come: the tree lighting, the holidays, and his gift to the town that had made him feel welcome.

      They all grabbed plates and filled them with everything from Bea’s homemade ham to Bobby Williams’s turducken.

      The center was like a picture postcard of the perfect holiday. The town’s residents gathered in clusters, engaging in conversation, sharing stories, laughter echoing around the room.

      Amid it all, Amanda was like a ray of sunshine, her cheer adding to the harmony. She greeted each person, her charm seeping into the atmosphere and endearing her to them instantly.

      Jackson leaned against a wall, his eyes trailing Amanda as she mingled with the crowd. She conversed with Tilden, the town’s lumberjack, his laughter booming in response to something she’d said. She seemed genuinely interested, her brown eyes alight with curiosity as she asked him about his work, family, and life in Aspen Cove.

      Next, she moved to Goldie, Tilden’s wife, and the town’s social influencer. Goldie’s radiant smile widened at the sight of Amanda, the two of them falling into easy conversation as they shared a plate of pumpkin pie. Amanda’s nose wrinkled when she laughed at something Goldie said. The sight tugged at Jackson’s heart. He saw a little girl with brown eyes in their future.

      Jackson watched her interact with Trinity and Wyatt, two ranchers who worked on Abby’s property. He could hear her questions about their journey to the area and what they found here that they couldn’t find elsewhere.

      She then moved on to Riley and Luke. They entertained her with how they met when Riley nearly burned down the Guild Creative Center and Luke had to put the fire out. But luckily, they still smoldered for each other.

      She dove into the history of the residents, showing a genuine interest in their lives. He realized that she wasn’t just meeting them. She was interviewing them for parts of her own story, which was unfolding daily.

      After the feast, the townsfolk cleaned up and moved to the town square, where the tree he’d cut stood tall and majestic under the clear night sky. The cold night frosted his cheeks, but he hardly noticed, because his heart was pounding so hard. The residents approached, each carrying an ornament in their hands and a sparkle in their eyes that mirrored the twinkling stars above.

      The Christmas tree, the centerpiece, was a symbol of what they built together. Its branches reached out, strong and inviting, ready to embrace the tokens of love and memories each ornament represented. Under the glow of the moon and stars, it stood bare but beautiful, like a canvas waiting to be painted with the colors of their shared experiences.

      Amanda’s hand slipped into his, their fingers intertwining as they approached the tree. They had chosen their ornament, a delicate glass snowflake glinting in the moonlight. The residents stepped forward, each hanging their decorations on a tree branch. Tilden hung a mini saw ornament, a tribute to his work as the local firewood supplier. Goldie placed a miniature phone ornament, a reflection of her passion. Trinity and Wyatt chose horse figurines, evidence of their love for their work at the ranch. Riley and Luke hung an original forged by Riley. Sosie hung a mini painting, while Eden, another town resident, hung a baby Jesus. Everyone brought something that reflected who they were to the town. There were wrenches, books, flowers, glass bacon, plastic crayons, and a pair of mismatched socks from Peter. Every resident was represented, and each ornament added a unique charm to the tree. It was transformed from a plain fir into a vibrant emblem of unity, its branches laden with tokens of love.

      Finally, it was their turn. With Amanda’s hand still tucked securely in his, they stepped forward, the excitement coursing through them as he lifted their glass snowflake, its surface catching the moonlight and scattering it like a prism. He hung it on a branch, the snowflake swinging as it found its place amongst the other ornaments. It seemed fitting, as a storm was what brought them together. A raccoon would have worked, too, but there were no such critters in Bea’s treasures.

      As he stepped back, he could feel a sense of accomplishment. His gaze lingered on the snowflake before drifting to the woman beside him, her face illuminated under the moonlight, her eyes shimmering with unspoken emotions.

      The town square was abuzz with a shared sense of excitement. The low murmur of the crowd ebbed away as Doc stepped toward the Christmas tree. Everyone's faces were lit by the light of the moon and the twinkling stars above.

      The crowd’s pulse seemed like a collective heartbeat that thrummed in sync with his own. At his side, Gunner sat obediently, his eyes alert and watchful. The dog’s warm, furry presence against his leg was a comforting constant in the whirlwind of emotions he was feeling.

      Doc’s finger traced over the switch. This moment, the lighting of the tree, was a first for the town, but Jackson hoped it would be a tradition that would be celebrated for years to come.

      The crowd held its breath. Time seemed to pause as Doc flipped the switch. A hush descended, the night's silence amplifying the town's heartbeat.

      Jackson squeezed Amanda’s hand. Gunner shifted at his side. The dog’s attentive gaze fixed on the tree. The moment had come. It was a memory he knew would be etched deep within the heart of the town, a story that would be retold for years to come. This was his gift to everyone.

      The tree erupted into a dazzling array of lights, illuminating the town square, and reflecting off the awed faces of everyone. A gasp swept through the crowd, a wave of delighted exclamations echoing in the night. The brilliance of the lights cast long shadows across the square, the vibrant colors bathing everything in a cheerful glow.

      Gunner growled low in his throat; his gaze fixed on the tree. Jackson followed the dog’s line of sight, his breath hitching as he spotted the telltale glow at the tree’s base. The spark that was supposed to herald joy and unity was, instead, a harbinger of disaster.

      His grip tightened around Amanda’s hand as the glow intensified, a small flame licking up the side of the tree. “Fire...” he whispered. But it was loud enough. Loud enough for Amanda to hear, loud enough for the word to spread a ripple of panic through the crowd.

      In the face of disaster, the beauty of the lights became a cruel irony, a symbol of his failure. The joyous cries turned into gasps of horror as the flames grew, greedily consuming the tree he’d put up.

      Aiden Cooper pushed everyone back as the local fire department came to the rescue and doused the flames.

      His gaze found Amanda among the sea of shocked faces. Her ordinarily vibrant eyes were wide, her mouth open as she alternated between looking at the tree and back at him. Her hand tightened around his in an attempt to lend comfort, but he found none. The bitter taste of failure consumed him. Gunner whimpered at his side, his intense gaze fixed on the charred remains. The shepherd’s unease mirrored his own, the despair seeping into his marrow. He bent down, scratching Gunner’s ears in a small act of kindness in the chaos.

      Amanda, her hand a steady presence in his, looked at him. Her eyes were full of concern but not blame. “We can fix this,” she said.

      His mind seized on her words. Fix this? The tree was a charred skeleton. The ashes of the ornaments fluttered around them like grim snowflakes. He’d shattered a precious heirloom, the fragments too tiny and numerous to piece back together.

      “This can’t be fixed.” His gaze was still on the smoldering remnants of the tree. “I’ve destroyed everything. You were right. We shouldn’t have used those lights.”
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      The silence stretched around Amanda as she and Jackson drove back to their cabin. The inky expanse of the night sky was shrouded in an uneasy quiet. The occasional call of a distant creature interrupted the otherwise quiet drive, filling Amanda with unease.

      Jackson, who was usually full of cheerfulness, was unnervingly silent. His demeanor had darkened, mirroring the desolate winter landscape around them. As she stole a sideways glance, his downturned face was a sight that pained her, his eyes reflecting a sadness she'd never seen in them before.

      The dimly lit windows appeared as welcoming eyes in the cold night as they approached. The chimney exhaled soft plumes of smoke from the earlier banked fire. However, this warm refuge she called home seemed a touch colder tonight.

      Once inside, Jackson removed his jacket and boots in an almost robotic manner. It was as if his mind was wrestling with his thoughts. The embers from the fireplace cast him in a glow. The smell from the burning wood would usually soothe Amanda, but it only accentuated her loneliness tonight.

      Jackson spoke, breaking the silence that had trailed them into the cabin. "I don't know what they will think of me now. I should have listened to you about the lights." An uncertain tremor replaced his confident tone. The people he spoke of, the folks in Aspen Cove, had, until this mishap, been welcoming. The prospect of losing their acceptance was visibly eating at him. “I messed up," he admitted, the words seeming to leave an awful taste in his mouth as he spat them out. "Finally, I belonged somewhere ... with them, with you. And now, I've ruined everything by ruining Christmas and Thanksgiving by association."

      Amanda, filled with empathy, crossed the room to him. She held his cold hands in hers, trying to warm them, to reassure him. "Jackson," she began, her voice full of tenderness, "you're not the Grinch who stole Christmas. The residents of Aspen Cove donated those lights, and one strand was bad. It was a collective effort, so the responsibility is shared too. This isn’t on you. Your heart was in the right place."

      She truly believed in the community spirit. If anyone could understand a mistake born from good intentions, it would be them. She hoped her words would kindle the same belief in Jackson, however, she knew that her warning about the lights would be all he remembered.

      Despite Amanda's reassurances, Jackson's guilt remained like a heavy shadow across his face. He met her eyes with an expression mingling thankfulness and sorrow. "I appreciate what you're trying to do," he whispered. "But I just ... I need some time to think. I need to figure out what I’m going to do."

      He kissed her forehead before retreating to his room, with Gunner following close behind. The echo of the door closing reverberated through the cabin. Alone in the silence, she recognized that Jackson's guilt prevented him from seeing the compassion and understanding the people would have for him.

      She realized then that words, however comforting, wouldn't alleviate Jackson's guilt. Action was required. As she sat by the dying fire, she was consumed by thoughts of how she could help him realize that he wasn't responsible and that they could restore the holiday spirit. If she didn’t, there was a chance that she’d lose him.

      The first blush of morning found Amanda pulling on her coat, ready to venture into town. When she peeked inside his door, Jackson was still asleep, his face drawn into a tight mask that showed the unrest plaguing him. She wanted to be there for him, but the conversation last night had made one thing clear: words, normally her superpower, were not enough. She had to demonstrate the kindness and compassion that she wanted the people of Aspen Cove to show.

      Closing the door, she stepped into the cold morning air and took a moment to look at the perfect tree standing tall in her yard. Under the first light of morning, it held a mystic aura, its branches heavy with snow, gleaming with a sprinkling of frost.
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        * * *

      

      The town was coming to life as she reached Main Street. Looking over her shoulder toward the town square, she could see the charred remains of the second-prettiest tree ever.

      She glanced around and saw that the pharmacy light was on, meaning Doc had to be up. She hoped he was ready for her. Known for his wit and wisdom, she walked inside, hoping to get some advice, but she found Agatha at the register.

      “Welcome in. Are you looking for something in particular?”

      Amanda nodded. “I need advice.”

      Agatha smiled. “If it’s love advice, I’m probably your girl. You'll have to speak to Doc if it’s how to get rid of a rash in your nether regions.”

      “No rash. It’s about a man but not a love problem.”

      Agatha knitted her brows together. “When the topic is a man, it typically pertains to love.”

      She hadn’t considered love, yet that was the undeniable truth. She certainly had a problem. She was in love with Jackson Knight, and if he left Aspen Cove, he’d take his love with him, and she’d be left with a broken heart. “You’re right, I love him, but our love isn’t the problem. It’s the whole tree-lighting debacle, and I need some advice.”

      Agatha shook her head. “I know nothing about trees.”

      Before Amanda could say it wasn’t about the tree, Agatha walked over to the stairs and called for Doc to come down. After several minutes, a clump, clump sound announced Doc Parker's arrival. When he reached the bottom step, he pointed to the office down the hall.

      She walked in front of him, not knowing where to go, but she found only one door open and walked inside.

      Doc took his stethoscope from the counter and wrapped it around the back of his neck.

      “What ails you today?” He nodded to the exam table.

      Rather than argue, she climbed up. “It’s not medical. I need advice on how to cheer up Jackson.”

      Doc rolled his eyes. “You two having a spat already?”

      “No, it’s not us. You were there last night and saw what happened.”

      Doc chuckled. “Best town bonfire since Riley set fire to the Guild Creative Center and Samantha’s agent burned her house to the ground.”

      Amanda’s eyes went wide. “What?”

      “Yep, you newcomers bring a lot of excitement.”

      “I haven’t burned anything down.”

      Doc took a seat in the corner. “Not yet.” He rubbed his bushy mustache. “What’s wrong with Jackson?”

      “He’s blaming himself.”

      “You want me to go up to your place and slap him upside the head?”

      “Do you think it would work?”

      Doc kicked out his feet. “Probably not.” His black sneakers had seen better days, but Amanda imagined they were comfortable and that’s why Doc wore them. Aspen Cove was like an old pair of shoes to Jackson, but now he wasn’t sure if they’d still fit.

      “He’s afraid he won’t be accepted in town now that he burned down the tree.”

      “He didn’t burn the tree down. It was an accident.”

      “I know, and I told him that, but he’s convinced everyone will look at him differently. Saying it doesn’t matter doesn’t mean it’s true. Right now, words have no power.”

      Doc stared at her for a minute. “That must be difficult for you being a wordsmith and all. Words are your currency, and you can’t cash in.” He stared at the wall. “Seems to me that actions always speak louder than words.”

      “You’re right, but I’m new here. Who will listen to me?”

      “That’s the thing with small towns, everyone is listening. You need to get the message to the right people.”

      “The problem is, I don’t know what the message is. I can’t tell everyone that Jackson is depressed. That seems like a betrayal.”

      Doc rose. “I can’t help you there. Sounds like you need a brownie.”

      “A brownie?”

      He nodded and started to walk toward the door. "The best way to get an idea to take root is with Katie's famous brownies," he said before leaving.

      "What do I owe you?"

      He laughed. "If you ever write about me, I want people to think I look like Sam Elliot when he was in his forties and fifties."

      She laughed. "Got it." She waved to Agatha and walked out of the pharmacy. She didn't have a solution, but she wouldn't mind a brownie.

      Katie's shop stood at the corner. Its window display was filled with festive decorations that sparked a sense of cheer despite the disaster last night. The bell jingled as Amanda entered, drawing Katie's attention.

      "Amanda," Katie greeted, concern evident in her voice. "How's Jackson?"

      Amanda gave a small smile, her gaze wandering toward The Wishing Wall. "He's ... struggling."

      "I can imagine."

      "I don't know what to do. Doc told me to come here and have a brownie, and an idea will take root."

      "Doc's rarely wrong." Katie plated a brownie and delivered it to the table under The Wishing Wall.

      Amanda took a bite of the brownie and thought about Doc's words, and an idea sparked. She reached out to grab a pen and a small piece of paper. Her heart pounded as she wrote down her wish, a silent prayer on her lips. She stuck it to the board and stepped back.

      Katie leaned in to see what Amanda had written. "I wish someone would dig up the perfect tree from our yard and replant it in the town square," Katie read aloud, her eyebrows shooting up in surprise. "Are you serious?"

      "I am."

      Katie cocked her head. "But when I was out there, you said you'd never give the tree up."

      Amanda remembered that day all too well. "They say never say never. And sometimes, never turns into maybe, and yes, when the timing is right, or the need is great. Besides, I don't want to cut it down. I want to transplant it. It seems a shame to kill something so lovely."

      "That's a big wish. It's winter, and transplanting will shock it."

      Amanda nodded. "I know, but I think ... it's what the town needs. What Jackson needs."

      Katie stared at her. "That tree is perfect, sure. But..."

      Amanda thought about Jackson, who'd taught her that some experiences were better when not faced alone. She considered the moments they'd shared, which felt all the more remarkable because they were together.

      "But nothing. When you came to my house and asked about the tree, I didn't understand what Aspen Cove was about, and now I do," Amanda answered, her voice firm. "Things are better when shared. Friendship. Love. A tree. Responsibility. Jackson taught me that. And now, I think it's time we taught him the same."

      Katie studied her, the sincerity in her gaze matching her own. She nodded, her lips curling into a small smile. "You're right. And you know what? I think I can make it happen."

      Amanda left the shop, and a new hope blossomed in her heart. The magic of the season was still very much alive.

      When she returned, she found Jackson in the kitchen, a steaming cup of coffee in his hands. His posture was hunched, the morning light casting long shadows on his face. Yet, when he looked up and met her gaze, there was a certain clarity in his eyes that hadn't been there the night before.

      "Hey," he said, his voice a soft balm to her worries. "I owe you an apology."

      She blinked in surprise, reaching out her hand to rest on his arm. His skin was warm, a big difference from the cold morning outside.

      "For last night," he explained. "I shouldn't have left you alone. That was ... selfish of me."

      She studied him for a moment, her heart warming at his words. She realized then he wasn't just battling his guilt over the town's Christmas lights. He was also wrestling with the guilt of shutting her out and letting his shame and embarrassment overwhelm him to the point that he'd left her to bear the weight alone.

      He ran a hand through his hair, a nervous gesture she'd come to recognize. "I don't know how I'm ever going to walk through town again," he admitted. "But that's my cross to bear. I shouldn't have made you suffer too."

      She shook her head. "Jackson, you don't have to bear anything alone. Not in this town. Not with me."

      He leaned in and kissed her. "I missed you last night," he murmured against her lips, his voice filled with regret and affection.

      His confession stirred something within her that seeped deep into her bones. "I missed you too," she said.

      "Do you need to work right now?"

      "No, I just want to be with you." She thought about telling him her plan but decided to wait in case it didn't work out. "Why?"

      "Because I have a night to make up for.” With a soft pull, he led her toward her bedroom. As the door closed behind them, the outside world was a million miles away.
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      The interior of the cabin was scented with the rich smell of just-made coffee and sharp, clean pine. Jackson was deep in his task, methodically dragging the wood plane over the bare boards. His strong muscles worked in a pattern of familiarity, transforming the rough surface into a smooth one with expert hands.

      Meanwhile, the fireplace popped and crackled, casting lively shadows over the cabin's rustic features. Gunner was stretched out near the heat, his ears flicking in his sleep and his tail lazily thumping against the floor. Catsby lounged on the sunny window ledge, his vibrant fur ablaze in the soft daylight.

      Across the room from Jackson, Amanda was nestled in the comfy armchair near the fireplace, immersed in her writing project. Her face held a focused intensity, pencil sweeping over the pages with practiced grace. She'd nibble on the end of her pencil, her brow creasing as she navigated through her thoughts. He'd become quite fond of this sight, admiring how her eyes lit up when she was buried in her creativity. She wouldn't tell him anything about the story, only that he'd like it when she was finished.

      The peaceful moment was interrupted by a familiar buzz. Amanda's cell phone lit up on the coffee table, the screen announcing a new message. Jackson looked up from his task, his eyes resting on her as a surprised smile painted her face, her eyes widening as she processed the message's contents. The thud of her pencil dropping onto her book echoed in the silent room. "Jackson," she called, capturing his attention.

      He placed the wood plane down, his eyes meeting hers. "Yeah? What's up?"

      "Would you mind if we made a trip to Copper Creek? I want to get some Christmas lights."

      Jackson raised an eyebrow, stunned by the sudden shift in their plans. "Christmas lights?" he echoed, pushing himself upright. The wooden planks under his feet protested.

      "Yes," she said. "I've been thinking about decorating the tree in our yard. I think it's time we invited some holiday cheer to our neck of the woods, wouldn't you agree?"

      "We already have the tree inside all lit up." Considering the previous unfortunate incident, he was hesitant about dressing up another tree outside.

      "I know," she responded, "but wouldn't it be amazing to have another one outside?"

      “I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to create a do-over for the last disaster, but it won’t work.”

      “Stop being a party pooper. No one is blaming you.”

      He frowned. “It’s because I haven’t been in town in almost a week.” He’d never been a coward, but he figured the longer he stayed away, the more likely the townsfolk would forget.

      “Please.” She steepled her hands as if in prayer and that was his undoing. He couldn’t deny her. "Alright," he conceded, a small smile pulling at the corners of his lips as he dusted his hands off on his work jeans. "Let's do it." He crossed the room to join her, causing Catsby to leap off his spot and Gunner to lazily lift his head to survey the change.

      Amanda set her notebook and pencil on the chair after standing up. They faced each other, only a breath of space separating them. Their eyes locked, mirroring their affection. Amanda tipped onto her toes, her fingers threading around Jackson's shirt as she coaxed him closer. Their lips connected in a tender, lingering kiss that stirred a rush of emotion.

      After pulling back, they kept their foreheads resting against each other, their breaths merging in the center. A moment of comfortable silence wrapped them, emphasizing the depth of their shared connection. Amanda released him before fetching her jacket from the coat stand. Her lips were still curled in a contented smile. "This will be so much fun."

      After casting a final look at his unfinished work, Jackson ensured the fire was banked and the screen was in place before he followed suit. He bent down to ruffle Gunner's soft fur, whispering a quick “be good” before waving a playful farewell to the aloof Catsby. With a final glance at the room, he followed Amanda outside and closed the cabin door behind them.

      The pickup engine rumbled to life, a low and comforting purr that vibrated beneath them. The truck was much like Jackson himself—rugged, dependable, and filled with a quiet strength that was undeniable. At least, that was how he thought people once saw him.

      They made their way down the country road to the highway. The route, framed by the snowy landscape and distant mountains, was almost magical. Above them, a hawk made lazy circles in the sky, its piercing eyes scanning the ground below. A deer flashed across the road and vanished into the thick brush.

      Amanda broke the silence, her voice soft but laced with concern. "You haven't been to the bar in days, Jackson. You can't keep hiding." The words hung in the air between them.

      They drove silently for a few seconds before Jackson responded, his voice gruff. "Cannon gave me a few days off when I said I needed time." He glanced over at her, looking for some understanding.

      She nodded. "That was considerate of him."

      "Yeah," he agreed, a heavy sigh escaping his lips. "I guess ... I guess I'm just scared. What happened wasn't intentional, but I can't shake off the feeling that folks are blaming me."

      She reached over and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. "Jackson, people aren't always as harsh as we make them out to be in our heads. Sometimes, they're just concerned, not blaming."

      "But—"

      She cut him off. "What happened was an accident. And everyone knows that. You're punishing yourself more than anyone else is."

      He fell silent, letting her words sink in. Maybe she was right—he was unable to forgive himself, projecting his guilt onto others. It wasn't easy, but perhaps facing the people and moving forward was the right thing to do. The problem was he wasn't sure he was ready for that.

      "You're probably right.”

      The drive led them into Copper Creek, a much larger town, busier than Aspen Cove and fully decked out for the holidays. Christmas lights shone from every building, illuminating the streets in festive colors. Shop windows displayed various Christmas merchandise, each more enticing than the last.

      Their first stop was The Glittering Fir. They stepped inside and were met with a rush of holiday cheer. Christmas songs played in the background while shoppers moved through the store eagerly. Every step brought a stronger smell of pine and cinnamon, no doubt from the garland strung around the entryway and candles that burned in pretty glass jars. It was like Christmas had already arrived.

      Amanda seemed to shine in this environment. She moved from aisle to aisle, her fingers brushing over shimmering ornaments and strands of lights. She was like a kid in a candy store, and Jackson found joy in just watching her.

      "Jackson," she called, waving two strands of Christmas lights at him—one cool blue, the other warm gold. "Which one would look better on our tree?"

      He took a moment to look at her eyes sparkling with happiness before shrugging. "Whichever one keeps that smile on your face." At that moment, surrounded by the festive cheer, Jackson realized that his worries about returning to Aspen Cove paled in comparison to the joy he was experiencing right now, just being with Amanda. They bought warm gold lights.

      After The Glittering Fir, they visited several other shops. Each was decked out for the holidays with various decorations, filling the air with sweet treats and peppermint scents. Amanda guided Jackson through each shop, considering the items and often asking for his opinion. Her enthusiasm entertained him, and he enjoyed the experience more than expected.

      They spent the morning shopping, and the lively energy of the city left them feeling excited rather than tired. When lunchtime came around, Amanda suggested they find a place to eat. They chose a small café decorated with white lights and green garlands.

      Inside, the café was warm and smelled of coffee and fresh bread. Soft jazz played in the background, creating an engaging and comfortable atmosphere. They sat by the window, watching the bustling town while they ate and chatted. Their conversation flowed easily, filled with shared laughs and stories.

      Just as they were finishing lunch, Amanda got a text. After reading it, she seemed eager to get going. "Ready to head back?" she asked, looking toward the door. Although it was a sudden change, Jackson agreed. They picked up their shopping bags and headed back to their truck, ready to make their way home.

      “I need to stop in town for a moment.”

      Jackson frowned but nodded.

      When they returned to Aspen Cove, he noticed a lot of activity in the town square. The place was packed, with people laughing and looking excited. Jackson was nervous, surprised by the unexpected crowd.

      "Amanda, what's happening?" he asked, his voice shaky. He looked around at the crowd, bracing for harsh looks, but all he saw were friendly smiles and waves.

      "You'll see," Amanda said, giving him a mysterious smile. “Let’s park.”

      “But…” Though he was reticent to follow her directions, he pulled into a free space and parked the truck. This time she beat him out of the truck and rushed around to his door, opening it, and offering him her hand.

      Her grip was solid and reassuring. He started to feel a little less worried and a bit curious.

      “Grab the bags we bought.”

      Everyone in the square got quiet and turned toward them. Jackson held his breath as he got the decorations from the truck.

      Then he saw it.

      In the middle of the square was a tree. But it wasn't just any tree but the giant spruce from Amanda’s yard. He was stunned, his mind trying to understand what he was seeing. He was shocked, confused, and relieved all at once.

      He looked at Amanda, who was grinning. "Surprise," she said, her eyes brimming with tears. Jackson let out a breath he didn't know he'd been holding. He still couldn't believe what was happening.

      Looking at the tree again, he saw it in a new way. It wasn't just a tree anymore. It was a symbol of hope and new beginnings and a sign of the strength of their bond. The kindness and forgiveness the people of Aspen Cove had shown him was overwhelming. They had given him another chance, and he was ready to take it.

      In the sea of eager faces, a familiar one caught Jackson's attention. Dressed in her vibrant red winter coat, Katie started walking toward them. Her expression was filled with purpose, a sight that intrigued and worried him simultaneously.

      "Jackson, Amanda," Katie greeted them, her tone radiating excitement. She gestured toward the giant spruce with a wide grin. "We needed a new tree, and Amanda here had a perfect one."

      Confusion filled him. He glanced at Amanda. "But it was perfect where it was.”

      With a soft squeeze of his hand, she turned to him. "I made a wish, Jackson. I wanted our tree to bring joy to everyone in Aspen Cove. It belongs here."

      His heart pounded, realization dawning on him. The Wishing Wall. The secret trips to town. The sudden text messages. It all made sense now.

      "But ... how?" he managed to stammer out. Moving a tree that size was no small feat, especially in the heart of winter.

      "With a lot of help and a little bit of hope,” Katie chimed in. “We hired an arborist, dug it out, and brought it here. Given the shock of being uprooted and relocated, we had to stake it to support it."

      Katie's gaze drifted toward the tree. Her smile was tinged with worry. "He said there's no guarantee it'll survive... The timing, the weather, it's not ideal."

      Amanda's response was immediate, her words spoken with a faith that left him in awe. "Katie, all things thrive when planted and grown with love."

      He could only watch, a lump in his throat, as the rest of the townsfolk approached them. Their hands were filled with strands of new Christmas lights, their faces reflecting the forgiveness and acceptance that their gesture implied.

      They plugged them in strand by strand, to make sure everything was in order. With the lights in his hands and the people of Aspen Cove around him, Jackson was speechless. He glanced at Amanda, her eyes reflecting the warm glow of the Christmas lights.

      "But I thought you loved that tree," he said, his voice filled with emotion.

      She smiled at him, her words resonating through the chilly air. "I do, Jackson. But I love you more."

      His heart stopped and then started with a bang as her words repeated in his mind. "You ... you love me?"
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      "Yes," Amanda replied quietly, surprising herself with the certainty in her voice. "I do." Her confession was lost to the wind yet heard by the one person it was intended for.

      Jackson's face transitioned from shock to disbelief to a soft smile that made her heart flutter. His eyes warmed with newfound understanding, a clarity that even she was still grappling with. She loved him. She had recognized his strength almost instantly—a silent, unyielding resilience that had seen him through the worst of times. His features, carved from experiences she could only imagine, told a tale of endurance and survival. It was a strength not just of body but of spirit, honed by adversity and trials she knew were part of his past. The thought of the horrors he'd faced, the life he'd led during the chaos of war as a soldier, made her admire him even more. He had weathered countless storms, each leaving its mark, shaping him into the man he was now—a man who, despite all odds, managed to love and be loved.

      She'd seen the tenderness with which he treated the people he cared about, his dedication unwavering and selfless.

      He was strong but also full of laughter and good-natured humor that had a way of sneaking past her defenses. It was a potent combination that stirred something in her that she couldn't quite name.

      Reaching up, she touched his face, his stubble prickling against her fingertips. Leaning in, she said, "You are kind and patient, handsome and strong." She tugged him down so her lips were next to his ear. "You're also an excellent lover." She stepped back and a blush spread from his neck to his ears. It was unexpected, a sweet testament to the man beneath the tough exterior.

      "I'm glad you think so."

      "I don't think ... I know."

      Hand in hand, they stepped into the crowd that had gathered around the massive spruce tree. A cheer rose as they approached, the townsfolk encouraging Jackson to take the honor of hanging the lights on the tree. He glanced back at her with a sheepish smile as he shrugged off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves.

      Thomas and the rest of his fire crew stood nearby, just in case.

      "Come on, Jackson! You can do it!" Maisey shouted.

      With one last glance at Amanda, he stepped forward, taking a coil of lights from Doc. The crowd quieted, watching as he dressed the tree, the lights casting a heavenly glow on his face.

      Each movement he made was measured and deliberate, his respect for this tree and the town's new tradition apparent in how he handled each strand. These small moments, these little glimpses into who Jackson was, made Amanda's heart pound.

      The tree lit up, bit by bit, until it stood glowing in the heart of the town's square, a beacon of holiday cheer. The sight was stunning, but Jackson, standing beneath the tree with a satisfied smile, took her breath away.

      As the crowd erupted into applause, she knew she'd made the right choice. She had no idea what the future held but she wouldn't want to be anywhere else. Because here, with Jackson, everything felt right.

      As tree lights twinkled and the town hung their ornaments, a collective sigh of awe swept through the crowd. The atmosphere was electric, the tree's luminescent glow adding a fairylike touch to the otherwise humble place. As if on cue, the first notes of a familiar melody floated through the air. One by one, people joined in, their voices blending into a heartwarming creation that filled the night with cheer.

      The sound of the singing wrapped around Amanda like a hug. It was a picturesque moment to witness the people of Aspen Cove coming together to celebrate.

      As the last strains of "Silent Night" echoed across the square, Maisey emerged from the diner with a tray filled with mugs of steaming hot cocoa. She moved through the crowd with practiced ease, passing out the warm drinks. Rich dark chocolate drifted through the air. It was a comforting and familiar scent that filled Amanda's heart with gratefulness.

      While people warmed their hands and spirits on Maisey's cocoa, Katie appeared with a tray of homemade cookies. The sight of the baked goods brought forth smiles and eager hands, the sweet treats adding yet another layer to the celebration.

      The caroling gave way to laughter and conversation, the square buzzing with energy as friends, family, and neighbors swapped stories and shared in the holiday spirit. Jackson was pulled into a conversation with a group of older men, but his laughter echoed over the sound of the bustling crowd.

      She moved among them, a warm mug of cocoa in her hand, and wondered if Bea would be proud. She listened to tales of past holidays, laughed at old town legends, and shared her own stories. She realized she'd met and talked to everyone in town. They were now a part of her life and future.

      Everybody here had their pasts, hopes and dreams, and heartaches. Yet tonight, under the glow of the holiday lights and in the comfort of shared goals, they were one.

      It was in this small town, among these people, and with Jackson by her side, that she was beginning to feel like she was home. And as the last notes of a carol moved through the night, she knew, with a heart full of hope, that this was where she belonged.

      The celebration in the town square wound down. Hand in hand, Amanda and Jackson made their way to the truck and back to the cabin.

      Once inside, they shook off the winter chill, hanging their coats and kicking off their boots before sinking into the comfortable couch and relishing the feel of each other's company.

      "Thank you,” he said.

      She laid her head on his shoulder. "Anything for love."

      They spent the next hours reflecting on the day's events. They talked about the holiday songs they sang, the laughter, the sense of togetherness, and their feelings. The conversation flowed easily between them, as though they'd known each other for years instead of weeks.

      As the evening deepened into night, they found themselves off the couch, out of their clothes, and naked in front of the fire. Amanda lay there as Jackson showed her how great a lover he was. He started with a kiss, exploring her curves with soft caresses, each touch eliciting a pleasured moan. His hands moved to her hips, waist, and shoulders until his fingers tangled in the curls of her hair.

      Their bodies became entwined in a passionate and tender embrace, each movement expressing a deeper intimacy that could only be born from true love. As he entered her, Amanda was drawn closer to him with each stroke. She clung to him as the sensations of pleasure began to build.

      The fire crackled in the background while their lovemaking played out in the foreground. With each thrust, the heat between them seemed to rise until they were both lost in an intense fog of bliss.

      Time seemed to stand still as they moved together until, in one explosive finale, they reached the heights of ecstasy together. Gasping for breath, they slowly fell back into reality, their hearts pounding between sighs of contentment.

      Jackson rolled off her and pulled Amanda close. Laying his head on her chest, he whispered, "I love you," as they lay there peacefully, basking in the afterglow of their lovemaking.

      "I love you more," she said.

      As night gave way to morning and the world slowly crept back in, Amanda knew that whatever life had in store for them, she was ready for it because here with Jackson was where she would stay.
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      Jackson stepped back and held the brush high in the air, admiring his work with a satisfied sigh. It had been a labor of love, transforming the worn and broken cabinets to their current renewed state.

      He had spent days replacing panels, sanding, and then painstakingly applying multiple coats of low-VOC paint in a soft cream color. Amanda had been adamant that this would be the perfect shade to set off the rustic walls, and she was right. They were the perfect compliment.

      Gunner stretched out next to the warm hearth while Catsby had found a comfortable spot on a chair, observing the proceedings with a curious eye.

      Steam rose from the slow-cooked stew on the stove, a new recipe Amanda was trying. She was an excellent cook, and he loved their time together in the kitchen.

      His gaze wandered to her, bathed in the soft light of her desk lamp, wholly engrossed in her writing. Her fingers paused over her keyboard as she turned to him. "Dinner will be ready soon."

      He grinned at her, sniffing the air theatrically. "Smells amazing, sweetheart. Can't wait to try it."

      Excitement filled her eyes. "I'm glad. And the paint ... it's okay for the animals to be here?"

      Nodding his head, he chuckled. "It's low-VOC and safe for us and the pets. You can't even smell it."

      She lifted her nose in the air. "You're right. All I smell is the stew." She returned to her screen, her fingers resuming their movement across the keyboard. He continued to watch her, intrigued by the intense focus she exhibited. He couldn't wait to read what she'd put hours of passion into writing, but it would remain a secret until Meg edited it and Amazon printed it.

      After their meal, Jackson stood from the table and gathered the dishes. Amanda protested, but he shook his head with a smile. "You cooked. I clean. It's only fair."

      As he cleaned the dishes, Amanda leaned against the counter, her arms crossed. "You did a great job with the cabinets, Jackson. They look amazing."

      He glanced back at her, offering a smile. "Thank you. I'm glad you like them."

      Just before he left for his shift, he pulled her close, pressing a lingering kiss to her lips. "I'll see you when I get back, sweetheart." She returned to her computer to type as he slipped out the front door.
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        * * *

      

      At the bar, the welcoming atmosphere warmed Jackson. He enjoyed the friendly banter with the regulars and the stories they shared. As the evening wore on, Doc entered the bar, his eyes alight with the promise of competition.

      "Ready to lose another game, Jackson?" Doc taunted, sliding onto a stool.

      Jackson laughed, shaking his head. "Not tonight, Doc. Tonight is my night."

      As they began their tic-tac-toe game on the countertop, Doc started conversing about the town's Christmas tree. "That was a beautiful sight. The tree, all lit up."

      Jackson nodded, his eyes on the makeshift game board. "It was a special moment."

      Doc paused, giving him a knowing look. "You two seem quite taken with each other." Doc finished the game quickly, winning his nightly beer as usual. Jackson poured him a frosted mug.

      Jackson's heart warmed at the thought of Amanda. "I can't deny that Doc. She's ... she's something else."

      Doc nursed his beer as he looked at Jackson. "You seem happy, son. This life suits you."

      Jackson paused, a soft smile gracing his lips as he thought of Amanda. "I am Doc. I never thought I could be this content."

      Doc raised an eyebrow, a glint of curiosity in his eyes. "Ever think about making it more permanent? Marriage, children?"

      Jackson laughed, remembering Doc's earlier advice. "Now, didn't you tell me to take things slow?"

      Doc chuckled, taking a long sip of his beer. "Yep, you got me there. I love having you two here. Marriage and babies seem to keep people in place."

      "We aren't going anywhere." He couldn't imagine himself in another town, living in another home, or being with another woman. Amanda, the cabin, and Aspen Cove were all he needed. And the babies, those would come when the time was right. He was certain.

      As the night progressed, the bar started to thin out, each patron heading home. Doc was one of the first to leave, giving Jackson a friendly pat on the back before making his way home in time to watch Dancing with the Stars with Agatha, whom he called Lovey.

      Soon enough, it was just him, Red, and Viv. Viv was a fiery woman with a quick wit, who, along with her boyfriend Red, had become family to Jackson. Viv was the first person he'd met when his truck broke down on the side of the road, and she felt terrible for his dog and gave them a ride into town.

      She swirled her drink as she stared at him. "You know, it's funny how life works, right?"

      Jackson looked at her, raising an eyebrow as he wiped down a nearby table. "How so?"

      She gestured between herself and Red, then back to Jackson. "None of us came here looking for love. Red and I were just here for business, and you were here to start over. Yet, here we are, all warm, fuzzy, and smitten."

      Jackson laughed, shaking his head. "Must be something in the air."

      "Must be," Viv replied, her gaze softening. "But happy looks good on you, Jackson."

      They finished their drinks and left him alone to lock up. Jackson made his way home, Viv's words echoing in his mind. He was happy and in love, and like he promised Doc, he was staying.

      He entered the cabin to find Amanda fast asleep at her desk with her hand on the laptop keyboard. The words 'The End' were displayed on the screen. As he woke her and took her to bed, he hoped the characters she created would find the same joy and love he had found in her arms.
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      Amanda paced the living room of the secluded cabin, the cool hardwood under her bare feet a stark contrast to the heat radiating from the lit fireplace. It was a different kind of anticipation today, not like any of her previous book releases. This one was personal, more meaningful somehow. She couldn't keep still, her heart fluttering with every rustle of leaves or crack of a twig outside, half-expecting it to be the delivery truck she was anxiously awaiting.

      Catsby meowed in protest of her sudden movements, weaving around her ankles as if attempting to calm or trip her and stop the endless pacing. Amanda stooped to scratch the cat behind his ears, the purring a soothing balm to her restless spirit.

      Gunner chose to observe the spectacle from the comfort of his rug by the fireplace, too tired from the morning's walk to partake in the excitement. His brown eyes followed Amanda, his tail thumping against the floor at her occasional reassuring smiles.

      Desperate to ease her nerves, she called Meg. Her friend's voice was always a grounding force in her whirlwind of emotions.

      "Hey, Meg," Amanda exhaled into the phone, pressing it against her ear as she continued her restless pacing.

      "Has it arrived?"

      "No," she said in exasperation before walking three more lengths of the room.

      "I can hear you. Have you left a worn path on the floor yet?" The sound of Meg's laughter eased the tension. "You've done this before, remember?"

      A small smile tugged at Amanda's lips. "I know, but this feels different. It's ... it's Aspen Cove."

      "I get it. It's a piece of you. But remember, you've written a brilliant book, and I can't wait for the next one. Trust me. The world needs more of what you offer.”

      A sudden rustle outside had Amanda's heart leaping. "Meg, I think it's here! I'll call you back!" She hurriedly ended the call, leaving Catsby in her wake as she rushed toward the window, hoping to see the long-awaited delivery truck. However, she only found that pesky raccoon who habitually looked in the windows as if begging to return.

      Seeing her anxiety, Jackson tried to bring her back into the present moment. "Why don't we focus on our special Christmas Eve plans? That'll help keep your mind off waiting."

      Amanda turned toward him. "What plans?"

      "Did you forget about the Christmas cookie hop we talked about?"

      Recognition flashed in Amanda's eyes. "Oh my God, yes. I did." Every family in Aspen Cove was supposed to bake a batch of cookies and go to Main Street to sample them.

      "I thought so, which is why I'm about to get started on our batch."

      He gestured toward the kitchen, where a jumble of ingredients lay waiting on the counter. The oven was preheating, filling the cabin with a comforting warmth opposite to the chilly winter outside.

      "Would you come and help me?" he asked, his eyes pinning her with a playful challenge. "I could use the company. Maybe the distraction would do you some good."

      A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips, and her mind steered away from her book. She gave a decisive nod with a thoughtful glance at the waiting kitchen. "Alright, let's do this. Christmas in Aspen Cove wouldn't be complete without a proper cookie hop."

      With the promise of the warm, shared activity, the cabin was filled with a new kind of vitality—the start of a new tradition and the joy of a group event. And the delivery of her book took a comfortable backseat to the delightful prospect of baking Christmas cookies with Jackson.

      With newfound determination, Amanda tied an apron around her waist and joined him in the kitchen. They embarked on the cookie-making journey, a dash of laughter and a sprinkle of playful banter being ingredients just as crucial as the flour and sugar they worked with.

      They fell into a rhythm, Amanda mixing the dry ingredients while Jackson whipped up the wet ones. He'd occasionally sneak a bit of cookie dough, grinning like a child when Amanda would swat his hand away, scolding him about salmonella risks. Their smiles were bright and genuine, the kitchen brimming with lightheartedness.

      Catsby hopped onto a stool, watching them with intrigue, while Gunner wagged his tail happily, hoping for any dropped goodies.

      The cookie dough was soon ready, and they painstakingly shaped it into little rounds, Jackson even attempting to make a few in the shape of Christmas trees, their forms more abstract than accurate. Amanda laughed at his attempt, her worries forgotten in the shared joy of the task.

      Finally, the cookies were slid into the oven, the cabin filling with the richness of sweets. They waited, watching the cookies rise, their golden edges promising deliciousness and decadence.

      Just as the oven timer rang, announcing the cookies' readiness, the screech of brakes outside shattered the serene atmosphere. Amanda's heart raced. She recognized that sound—the delivery truck.

      She rushed to the door, flinging it open to see the delivery man lifting a large box. It was here—her novel. The sight made her breath catch. The moment she'd been waiting for had arrived. As Jackson pulled the cookies from the oven, the cabin filled with the scent of sweet success—baked cookies and her completed novel.

      With shaky hands, she tore open the box, the cardboard giving way to reveal the culmination of her dedication and hard work. She pulled out a copy, its fresh pages smelling of new print and dreams. The cover was stunning, capturing the essence of Aspen Cove in vibrant colors.

      Her fingers traced the title and her new pen name, Kelly Collins. She glanced up at Jackson, who was eyeing the book with curiosity.

      "Why Kelly Collins?" he asked, leaning against the kitchen counter, a still-warm cookie in his hand.

      She shrugged, a playful smile tugging at her lips. "Kelly, for the green color of the pines in Aspen Cove. And Collins, well ... it's got good alliteration, don't you think?"

      Jackson chuckled, taking a bite of his cookie. "It does."

      His gaze moved to the title. “One Hundred Reasons ... What's it about?" he asked.

      Warmth spread in Amanda's chest as she considered her answer. She ran a hand over the glossy cover, her smile tender. "It's about real life, Jackson. Real people. It's about love, hope, and resilience. It's about the trials and tribulations that the world throws our way, and the strength we find to overcome them. It's about the power of a small town, of a tight-knit community. It's about Aspen Cove."

      Jackson was quiet, a softness in his eyes as he looked at her. "I can't wait to read it," he said, his voice filled with sincerity.

      Aspen Cove, their life here, was a story that needed to be shared with the world, and with Sage's and Cannon's blessing, she started where Bea's gifts began.

      With the opened box now sitting on their kitchen table, Amanda turned to Jackson. "You up for some Christmas elf work?"

      He arched a brow. "Depends. Do the elves get cookies?"

      Laughing, she swatted at his arm. "I’ll give you more than cookies."

      “In that case, I’m in.”

      They spent the rest of the afternoon wrapping the books in festive paper, complete with red and green bows. It was a task that should have been tedious, but with Jackson by her side, cracking terrible jokes and singing off-key Christmas carols, it was anything but. Gunner and Catsby kept them company. One curled up by the fireplace and the other perched on a kitchen chair, watching everything with the curiosity only a cat can muster.

      Once the books were neatly bundled, they lovingly placed them into sturdy boxes, preparing for their journey to town. The air in Aspen Cove was infused with the spirit of Christmas. Laughter echoed through the air, intermingling with the jingle of bells and the merry tunes of carolers. The small-town ambiance embraced them, wrapping them in holiday cheer.

      With each step, the tantalizing scent of freshly baked cookies wafted around them, as if the very essence of Christmas had been captured in these delightful treats. The town's residents, dressed in holiday sweaters and festive hats, shared their culinary creations with joy and excitement.

      Friends and neighbors hopped from shop to shop, their hands holding plates brimming with an array of cookies, from buttery sugar cookies adorned with vibrant icing to fragrant gingerbread men with delicate icing smiles.

      As she and Jackson handed out the gift-wrapped books, the reaction from the townsfolk was overwhelmingly positive. Smiles spread across faces, surprised gasps filled the air, and more than one person hugged Amanda, their eyes filled with happiness.

      By the time they finished delivering the books and cookies, dusk had settled, and the twinkling Christmas lights illuminated the streets, painting a picture that Amanda knew she would cherish forever.

      With their tasks for the day completed, they, along with Gunner in tow, made their way toward the cemetery. The last rays of the setting sun bathed the landscape in a golden hue, turning the snow-covered grounds into an expanse of peace and serenity.

      Amanda walked up the hill to Bea's grave, her heart heavy but full. Kneeling, she placed a copy of her book by the headstone, her fingers brushing over the etched letters of Bea's name. "Hey, Bea," she whispered, the wind carrying her words.

      Her throat tightened, emotions swirling within her. "Thank you. For everything," she started, her voice shaky. "You changed my life. You changed all our lives. Aspen Cove ... it wouldn't be what it is without you." She pointed to the book. "This is because of you. Because of this place you loved, and the people you cared for."

      Beside her, Jackson placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, his silence a strong presence.

      "I found the desire to write again. Most importantly, I found love," she added, "in more ways than I could've imagined. I found it in this town, its people, the quiet of the woods, and Jackson."

      She took a deep breath, her words echoing in the expanse of the cemetery. She was silent as if letting her words settle, allowing the appreciation to seep into the ground beneath them, reaching Bea wherever she was.

      As they headed back under the emerging stars, they were quiet. The stillness surrounding them seemed to encapsulate the serenity within their hearts. It was a journey of ups and downs and unexpected turns and surprises. But as they neared their cabin with the golden light from the windows guiding them, Amanda was filled with contentment.

      "I love you, Jackson," she said, her voice soft but firm. "And I can't wait to see what the future holds for us."

      Jackson squeezed her hand in response. "I love you too, Amanda. And whatever the future brings, we'll face it together."

      The final words hung in the air as they stepped into their home with the promise of more stories, more adventures, not yet written but eagerly anticipated. Aspen Cove had given them the freedom to love, live, and laugh, and they were ready for whatever came their way. They stepped into the next chapter of their lives with happiness in their hearts, hope in their eyes, and so much more to explore.
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      Wow, you got through twenty-four books. Twenty-five if you count the prequel, One Hundred Moments. That’s quite an accomplishment. And if you started at the end, I would implore you to go back to the beginning and see how we got here. As I considered the conclusion to the series, I thought it would be lovely if a writer such as myself brought the series full circle, and that’s why Amanda entered the story. I still think it was a brilliant ending, and I hope you do too.

      The bulk of my career has been spent writing books in Aspen Cove. I got the inspiration while visiting Estes Park, Colorado. It’s a small town that’s quite a tourist destination but a place I visit every summer. The thing about it is, I’ve never felt like a stranger there but a friend no one has met.

      When I wrote One Hundred Reasons, it was entirely out of my norm. I’d been writing steamy romance for several years, so toning down the intimacy was a challenge at first. Still, I loved how I could replace all that with something equally emotional and profoundly beautiful—love in its rawest and purest form. The deep connections, the shared dreams, and the resilience of the human spirit. That's what Aspen Cove has come to embody, and I'm forever grateful that you've embarked on this journey with me.

      Over the years, we've met incredible characters, faced heartbreaking moments, and shared joyous celebrations. Aspen Cove became more than just a setting for these stories. It became a home—our home. With every word, chapter, and book, we've woven an elaborate tapestry of lives, love, and second chances.

      Your messages, comments, and love for the characters and their stories have driven every page I've written. Each character holds a piece of my heart and knowing that they've touched yours in some way makes every late-night writing session, every moment of writer's block, and every hurdle crossed worth it.

      I want to express my deepest gratitude as we bid farewell to Aspen Cove. Thank you for your unwavering support and passion for these stories and for becoming a part of this journey. Without you, Aspen Cove would be a collection of words. You've brought these characters and their stories to life with enthusiasm, tears, and laughter.

      While we're turning the last page of Aspen Cove, it's not goodbye. It's a celebration of the journey we've shared, the friendships we've formed, and the love we've found. As I move on to new adventures in my writing career, I hope you'll join me, carrying the spirit of Aspen Cove in our hearts.

      So, here's to you, the reader, the dreamer, the believer. Here's to every sunrise we've welcomed and every sunset we've bid farewell in Aspen Cove. Here's to love, second chances, and the magic of small-town romance.

      Thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for being a part of the Aspen Cove series. Until our next adventure together, happy reading!

      Always choose love,

      Kelly
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        Bea’s Beautiful Pineapple-Glazed Ham

      

      

      
        
        No celebration in Aspen Cove is complete without Bea’s pineapple-glazed ham. The leftovers would make great sandwiches … if there were any leftovers.

      

        

      
        1 7-9 lb fully-cooked, bone-in ham

        1 ½ cup pineapple juice

        1 cup brown sugar

        1 tbsp Dijon mustard

        ¼ tsp ground cloves

        1 can pineapple slices

        I jar maraschino cherries without stems

        Toothpicks

      

        

      
        Preheat oven to 325 degrees.

      

        

      
        Set the ham cut-side down in a large roasting dish. Make the ham pretty by attaching the pineapple slices (using the toothpicks) all over the ham, in whatever pattern you please. Again, using the toothpicks, affix a cherry in the middle of each pineapple slice. This is your masterpiece, so have fun with it!

      

        

      
        Bake the ham for 30 minutes. While baking, put the glaze ingredients into a small saucepan and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat and simmer for 10-15 minutes, until the mixture reduces to a syrup. Remove from burner.

      

        

      
        After the initial 30 minutes of baking time, remove the ham from the oven. Brush glaze over the ham. Return to the oven and bake for another 30 minutes. Remove from oven, and brush additional glaze on the ham. Return to oven and bake for an additional 30 minutes. Remove again and brush the remaining glaze over the top of the ham. Return to oven and bake until a meat thermometer reads 140 degrees, about 30 more minutes.

      

        

      
        Remove your masterpiece from the oven. Don’t forget about all of those toothpicks when you start slicing!

      

      

      
        
        Bacon Me Crazy Green Beans with Bacon

        Bacon. Need I say more?

      

        

      
        6 slices bacon, raw, chopped

        1 1/2 pound green beans, trimmed

        1/2 cup diced yellow onion

        2 garlic cloves, minced

        1 cup chicken broth

        1/2 teaspoon salt

        1/2 teaspoon black pepper

      

        

      
        Cook the bacon in a large skillet or Dutch oven (with a tightly-fitting lid, which you’ll need later) until browned. Remove from pan and keep warm.

      

        

      
        Add the onion and garlic to the pan and cook until the garlic starts to sing (about 2 minutes). Stir in the green beans. Add the chicken broth, give it a final stir, and cover the pan. Reduce heat to low, and cook for one hour, or until the green beans are tender. Stir in the bacon and cook just until you’re sure you aren’t serving your guests cold bacon in their beans.

      

        

      
        Mouthwatering Mashed Potatoes

      

        

      
        Can mashed potatoes make a person swoon? If you say no, you’ve never tried these potatoes.

        4 lbs Russet or Yukon Gold potatoes, peeled and quartered

        ½ cup butter, melted

        4 cloves, minced garlic

        1 cup cream or half and half, warmed

        Salt and pepper to taste

        Place the potatoes and minced garlic in a large pot and add enough water to cover the potatoes. Bring the pot to a boil, then reduce heat slightly. Boil until the potatoes are tender. Turn off heat and drain potatoes. Add the butter and mash the potatoes with a potato masher. Slowly stir in the warm cream until incorporated. Salt and pepper to taste.

      

        

      
        Sweet on You Sweet Potato Casserole

      

        

      
        Not a fan of sweet potatoes? This dish is sure to change your mind. Everything is better with a streusel topping.

        3 lbs sweet potatoes, peeled and cut into 1-inch cubes

        1 cup cream or half and half

        ½ cup brown sugar

        1 tsp salt

        1 tsp vanilla

        2 eggs, lightly beaten

      

        

      
        Topping:

        2 cups miniature marshmallows

        ½ cup flour

        ¼ cup brown sugar

        ¼ tsp salt

        2 tbsp butter

      

        

      
        Preheat oven to 375.

      

        

      
        Boil the sweet potatoes until tender. Drain and allow the potatoes to cool slightly (no one wants scrambled eggs in their sweet potatoes). Mash the potatoes. Stir in cream, brown sugar, salt, vanilla and eggs until combined and smooth.

      

        

      
        Spread in a greased 9X13 pan or large casserole dish. Top with mini marshmallows (feel free to pop a few in your mouth to make sure they’re fresh). Mix the flour, brown sugar, and salt together in a small bowl. Cut in the butter and sprinkle the crumbly mixture on top of the mini marshmallows.

        Bake for 30 minutes.  

      

        

      
        Sugar Cookies

         

        These crisp sugar cookies are perfect to take to a gathering or share with friends … if they make it out of the house…

      

        

      
        1 cup powdered sugar

        1 cup granulated sugar

        1 cup butter

        1 cup vegetable oil

        2 eggs

        1 tsp vanilla

        1 tsp almond extract

        4 cups flour

        1 tsp salt

        1 tsp baking soda

        1 tsp cream of tartar

        1 tsp almond extract

      

        

      
        Using mixer, blend sugars, butter, oil and eggs. Add remaining ingredients. Chill dough for 30-60 minutes.

      

        

      
        Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Roll dough into 1-inch balls and place on parchment paper lined baking sheet. Flatten with a glass dipped in sugar.

      

        

      
        Bake for 8-10 minutes. Remove from oven. Allow to cool for a few minutes, then remove cookies and place on a baking rack to finish cooling.

      

        

      
        Delicious Pumpkin Dump Cake

      

        

      
        “Dump cake” is such an ugly name for this rich, amazing comfort dish. You will be the most popular person at every gathering if you bring this super-simple dessert (and you don’t have to tell anyone how easy it was).

      

        

      
        1 15 oz can pumpkin puree (NOT pumpkin pie mix!)

        12 oz can evaporated milk

        3 large eggs, lightly beaten

        1 cup brown sugar

        2 tsp pumpkin pie spice

        1 box yellow cake mix

        ½ cup chopped pecans (optional)

        1 cup butter, melted

        Whipped cream (optional)

        Preheat oven to 350. Grease a 9X13 baking dish.

        In a large bowl combine the pumpkin, evaporated milk, eggs, brown sugar, and pumpkin pie spice. Spread into the prepared baking pan. Sprinkle the cake mix over the top of the pumpkin mixture. Sprinkle the pecans over the top if you’re adding them. Drizzle the melted butter over top of everything.

        Bake for 45-50 minutes, until the center is set and the edges are browned. Although it’s amazing served warm, it is delicious at room temperature, too!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SNEAK PEEK AT SWIPE RIGHT FOR ROMANCE
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      The morning sun peeks through the curtains like a nosy neighbor, spotlighting my empty bed. Oh, the irony. I'm the genius behind Love Bug, the app that's supposed to make Cupid look like an amateur with a slingshot. My app promises love so intense it could make a cactus cry, yet here I am, cuddling with my cold, unresponsive sheets. It's like being a personal trainer and tripping over your own shoelaces.

      My mind takes a stroll down Ex-boyfriend Lane, a sad parade of men who were more caricature than character. Think guys who live in their mom's basement, their mismatched socks screaming, "I've given up!" Men who think romance can flourish amidst the aroma of microwaved pizza rolls and the glow of video games. At this point, I'm less of a love guru and more of a bug zapper for the romantically challenged.

      But today? Today is different. I've got a meeting with someone who could be the fairy godmother to my Cinderella story, the venture capitalist to my start-up dreams. If this goes well, Love Bug will be more than just a pipe dream and a tax write-off. And maybe, just maybe, I'll find someone who doesn't think "Netflix and chill" is a long-term relationship plan.

      So here I am, eyes sparkling like a kid in a candy store, and "swipe right for romance" is practically my new catchphrase. I'm all set for my meeting, armed with Love Bug—the app that's going to make Cupid file for unemployment. Seriously, who wouldn't want to invest in love's next big thing?

      I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and flash a grin. I'm rocking my lucky shorts, the ones that saved me from becoming a human speed bump. Liv, my guardian angel, yanked me back by my belt loop just as a bus was about to introduce me to the afterlife. I walk through my apartment, my pink fuzzy socks generating enough static to power a small village. I enter the kitchen, where the aroma of coffee promises a day that's all sunshine, lollipops, and zero dread.

      "Ah, my liquid courage," I say, grabbing my mug that boldly declares, "Turning Mere Mortals Into Morning Avengers!" A dollop of oat milk and a dash of vanilla later, my coffee morphs into an elixir that could probably give Popeye a run for his money.

      Mug in hand, I sashay to my desk like I'm about to accept an Oscar, ready to conquer whatever challenges today throws at me. My laptop wakes up with a cheerful hum, as if it's just as excited about today as I am. As it springs to life, I take a moment to admire my apartment. I have a futon that's more colorful than a Mardi Gras parade, and a chunky blanket that's practically begging for a rom-com binge. My place is a delightful mess, the physical manifestation of my quirky, creative soul.

      My walls are a veritable "Who's Who" of visionaries—Musk, Jobs, Winfrey. They're like my silent life coaches, always there to remind me, "Hey, if we can do it, so can you, but no pressure, okay?" My whiteboard is a Jackson Pollock of ideas, a chaotic swirl of scribbles and arrows that only make sense to me—and maybe a psychic on a good day.

      My desk is its own landscape of crumpled notes and unpaid bills, each one screaming, "This meeting better go well, or else!" I've already played the ol' switcheroo with the utility companies—sending the electric bill to the gas company and vice versa. At this point, they're probably on to me.

      I'm teetering on the edge of a financial abyss, staring down the gut-wrenching decision to pawn my grandmother's wedding set. It's not just jewelry. It's a symbol of the love she believed I'd find. Right now, it's sitting in my nightstand, a sad monument to my unfulfilled dreams.

      Coffee in hand, I lock eyes with my laptop screen. Love Bug needs me. It's got bugs that need squashing and potential that's begging to be unleashed. I'm ready, armed with caffeine, dreams, and the stubbornness of a fire ant that refuses to be stepped on.

      Just then, my phone buzzes, shattering my focus. It's a text from Liv.

      Ready to roll ... I mean, scroll?

      Ah, Liv, the pun queen and the artistic genius behind Love Bug's look and feel.

      I flex my fingers and shoot a message back.

      Let's create a buzz the world can't ignore.

      It's cheesy, but it makes me smile.

      I’m here.

      Seconds later she bursts through the door, arms laden with kombucha and vegan cookies from "Pies Before Guys." Because, priorities, right?

      Liv's entrance is so grand, she could give any Broadway star a run for their money. "Brain fuel," she announces, setting down her haul like it's a treasure chest of pirate gold.

      And just like that, we're ready. Ready to pitch, ready to dazzle, and more than ready to turn Love Bug into the next big thing in romance. So, world, you better watch out. We're here to make love happen, one swipe at a time.

      I crack open a kombucha, grinning at Liv. "You're the best."

      "I know," she says, eyeing me like a fashion police officer about to make an arrest. "Juniper Lee Parker, you're not seriously wearing that, are you?"

      I glance down at my T-shirt, which proudly declares, "I'm not weird. I'm a limited edition."

      "What's the issue?" I ask, genuinely puzzled.

      Liv's eyes do a full 360. "Would you wear that to a job interview? Because this is basically a job interview."

      "Maybe we're interviewing him too. What if he's a dud?" I counter.

      Liv grabs my arm and practically drags me back to my room. "If he's got cash and is willing to part with it, he's Prince Charming in my book. Now, why the limited-edition get-up?"

      I sigh. "Ran out of detergent. Turns out water alone doesn't quite do the trick."

      Liv shakes her head. "You're a hot mess."

      "I prefer digital wizard," I say, smirking. "Besides, I'm sure I look better than anything Ethan, our coder, would cobble together."

      "If Ethan were on this call, I'd raid his closet too," Liv says, dragging me to my room and diving into my wardrobe. She surfaces with a red shirt and a black sweater. Add some antennae, and I'd be a walking, talking Love Bug mascot.

      "Okay, but the lucky shorts stay," I insist.

      "Fine, just keep your butt in the chair during the call so he can’t see them," Liv says.

      "Deal."

      Liv dashes back to the living room, fussing over the decor like it's a set for a Hollywood movie. "Do you think he cares about the throw pillows?"

      "We can't risk it," she says, eyeing my shorts one last time. As always, she’s right. We can’t risk anything, so I retreat back to my room to change into some respectable black slacks—my funeral pants, as I like to call them.

      "We've got five minutes," Liv calls out.

      I re-emerge, now fully pants-clad. Liv grins. "That's the spirit." She pops open her kombucha as we dial into the call. The room is thick with anticipation, like we're about to open a treasure chest or, you know, secure funding for our start-up.

      The screen flickers, and there's Mr. Morimoto, all the way from Kotohira, Japan, dressed in a suit that screams "I mean business." I suddenly appreciate Liv's fashion intervention. I glance at her, impeccably dressed in Chanel, and subtly shift my chair to give her the limelight.

      After the customary bows and greetings, Liv takes a deep breath and kicks off our pitch. "Good afternoon, Mr. Morimoto. Shall we dive into the future of romance?"

      She gets right to it. "Love Bug isn't just another app where you swipe left so much you develop carpal tunnel. We're in the business of making meaningful connections based on shared interests, unique quirks, and the kind of conversations that don't involve ‘What's your sign?'"

      It wasn’t planned, but I tag team off Liv like we scripted the pitch this way. “Why is online dating these days so depressing?” I ask. “Because it’s all about appearances and unrealistic expectations.” I whip out my phone and hold it up to the camera. “Look at these profile pics from leading dating apps. There’s more editing on these than in a Hollywood movie production. But what happens when they meet? They fell for something superficial that’s not even a real example of what they’re getting. It’s false advertising. No one cares about personality or shared values. It’s just selfies and snap judgments.”

      "Love Bug sifts through the superficial to focus on what truly counts, compatibility over catfishing," she continues, beaming. "We're not just changing the game. We're rewriting the rulebook."

      Silence hangs in the virtual room, but Liv isn't deterred.

      "Our compatibility quiz, crafted by our in-house love guru Junie, is as engaging as a rom-com, not a slog through a tax form," she says. "And our graphics? Think Pixar, not PowerPoint."

      I chime in, "We've ditched the vanity parade of profile pictures for avatars that reflect your personality. It's like a masquerade ball, but for the digital age."

      I hold up my phone to display my avatar. "See this fire ant? That's me—determined, ambitious, and always up for a challenge. I might not have the grace of a gazelle, but I've got the tenacity of a honey badger. And let's be honest, I'm the type who could trip over air and sprain an ankle. It's happened. Twice. Hence, my collection of Velcro shoes."

      "You think a fire ant is sexy?”

      “Well, it's not the bug that's hot, it's the traits it represents," I say, trying to keep my cool. "Think of it as the spirit animal of dating."

      "Who wants to date an ant? Especially one that bites?" Mr. Morimoto fires back, clearly missing the point.

      "The avatars are like training wheels for love," I explain. "They're there until you're ready to ride the relationship bike without them. Once a genuine connection is made, the profile pictures are revealed, and voila! No more training wheels."

      "Why delay the grand reveal?" he asks, still skeptical.

      "Because we're building on a foundation of more than just good looks," I say, my voice tinged with passion. "I created this app out of frustration with superficial dating. By focusing on deeper connections first, we're setting the stage for something real, something lasting."

      Mr. Morimoto shakes his head. "It's too unconventional for me. I don't want to invest weeks only to find out my date is a toad."

      I resist the urge to tell him that toads aren't even in our avatar lineup. "But what if that toad turned into a princess with just one kiss?" I counter, trying to salvage the conversation.

      "Sorry, not interested," he says, bowing out—literally—and disconnecting the call.

      I stand and slump onto my futon, defeated. "I knew I should've worn those lucky shorts."

      Liv moves to the edge, giving my arm a comforting pat. "Don't sweat it. Mr. Morimoto wasn't our knight in shining armor."

      "But what if he's onto something? What if the only match for a fire ant is an exterminator?" I ask.

      Liv swivels her laptop to face me. "Look, we're a 99% match according to our own algorithm. It works. There's a lid for every pot, a bug for every net."

      “I suppose, but it would be better if you had it all … tall, dark, and handsome with you know…”

      “Oh, I know... a package deal? Some nice abs, biceps, and, most importantly, rock-solid equipment?”

      I nod. “What do we do now?”

      “We hope for a miracle,” Liv says.

      “I thought we’d take the dating world by storm in the same way Elon Musk made space exploration possible.”

      Liv laughs. “Yes, but with fewer Twitter rants.” She squeezes my hand. “Don’t give up.”

      “I won’t, but it’s hard to keep flitting forward when the entire world keeps swatting you back,” I say, rising to hug my friend. "Your dad wouldn't want to be our financial fairy godfather, would he?"

      Liv shakes her head. "No, but he did say I could do whatever I want with my trust fund."

      "Really?" My ears perk up.

      "Yeah, but there's a catch. I can't touch it until I'm thirty-five. Until then, I'm living on love and ramen."

      I slump back into the futon. "Seven years, huh? Do you think my landlord will accept IOUs for that long?"

      Liv rises, her eyes alight with a secret. "He might not have to. I've got one last ace up my sleeve. If it works, we won't just be in the game, we'll be the game."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING.
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        Reviews help readers find books.

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving an honest review on the site where you purchased it.

      

        

      
        Do you love talking books with other readers?

      

      

      
        
        Join Kelly Collins’ Book Nook for prizes, books, and live chats.

      

      

      
        
        Kelly Collins’ Book Nook

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET A FREE ASPEN COVE BOOK.
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        Click here for a free exclusive Aspen Cove novella.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      International bestselling author of more than thirty novels, Kelly Collins writes with the intention of keeping love alive. Always a romantic, she blends real-life events with her vivid imagination to create characters and stories that lovers of contemporary romance, new adult, and romantic suspense will return to again and again.

      Kelly lives in Colorado at the base of the Rocky Mountains with her husband of twenty-seven years, their two dogs, and a bird that hates her. She has three amazing children, whom she loves to pieces.

      
        
        Sign up for my reader’s club and never miss a thing.

        Click Here

      

      

      
        
        For More Information

        www.authorkellycollins.com

        kelly@authorkellycollins.com
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