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C H A P T E R  O N E

ran always said that the mountains “hugged” Kedgewick

Creek. And in some strange way, when the Blue Ridge

Mountains came into view, Piper Dawson felt her chest

squeeze as if the hug had made it all the way to her heart. Those

mountains carried some kind of magic with them. Always had. And

the magic took on a Christmas twinkle in the small mountain town of

Kedgewick Creek.

A smile slipped across Piper’s face, and her entire body relaxed as

the historic covered bridge came into view. Three wreaths dotted the

white wood on the side of the Kingston Bridge, and one massive

wreath hung over the entry. Every time she came home, the bridge

stood like a portal from the world outside into a place of smalltown

goodness and streets lined with everlasting Christmas.

If life had conformed to her plans as perfectly as Kedgewick Creek

did to those snow-frosted mountains, then Piper would be living her

best life now. But nothing had seemed to fit since she left home five

years ago. Of course, she’d slipped into town for a night or two to visit

Gran at the Sleigh Bell Inn, but she never stayed long enough to risk

reestablishing those roots she’d pulled up.
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No, she’d just dashed off to another prospective job that ended

much too soon.

Chasing dreams?

Or chasing…well, she wasn’t quite sure what, but her dreams and

her heart didn’t seem to quite know how to match with real life.

Certainly not as beautifully as they did for her twin. Paisley’s hopes

and dreams fell into place like a Hallmark movie. Piper’s barely

seemed to work well enough to be a Christmas commercial.

She shrugged. Okay, there were some pretty amazing Christmas

commercials out there. And Christmas had always been her favorite

time of year, especially in Kedgewick Creek. But coming home

jobless, with no prospects other than to take up Christmas duty at the

inn, felt more like a Christmas commercial failure than a Folger’s

Coffee masterpiece.

The pinnacle of town emerged from around a bend in the road like

a picturesque landscape Piper might choose for a web design—a

hodgepodge of buildings that made up the land of eternal Christmas:

Mistletoe Square.

The expanse of two years since her last visit pressed in on her

heart with surprising force. Her eyes stung. This time she’d stay

longer than a couple of days because she didn’t have any job interview

to dash off to. And Gran needed her. Even if the matriarch of the

Dawson family wouldn’t admit it, Piper had heard it in her tired voice.

She sighed and rolled down her car window to breathe in the cool

air. The idea of Gran’s hugs and fresh baked cookies swelled a sweet

comfort over her. She could totally do this. She needed to do this.

She firmed her resolve.

All she had to do was avoid Gabe Cameron for a little while. Long

enough to prepare her heart first. That’s all.

She pushed away the possibility and focused on the narrow road

leading into town. This time of year, Mistletoe Square would be lit

with Christmas lights and each storefront adorned with a festive

display of holiday decorations. Well, every storefront except Lost

Things Antiques. But what would Christmas be without a resident

Scrooge?
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As she steered toward the Square, Piper’s gaze shifted over the

mismatched roofs and narrow lanes of its own accord. At the tip-top

of Main Street, on a little knoll overlooking town, stood a beautiful

white Victorian home. Even from this distance Piper could make out

the garland draped across the wrap-around porch and the massive

Star of David dangling from the arched entry.

Her smile broadened.

Since Gran had been sweet enough to offer Piper a place to live

and work for as long as she needed, Piper knew the perfect way to

make her introduction back to the inn. Baking. After all, she’d learned

it from the very best: Hannah Dawson, sole proprietor of the Sleigh

Bell Inn. And when you worked in Hannah Dawson’s kitchen, you

learned how to create Christmas magic every day.

The locally-owned grocery store—Wallie’s—hadn’t changed an

inch in five years. The brick edifice still boasted the plastic

mannequin of a blond cartoon-like preteen in an apron with a ridicu‐

lous smile on his too-big face, only—she squinted as she neared the

entrance—he was missing one of his porcelain teeth. At least the

Christmas wreath he wore around his neck distracted from the gap in

his smile.

With a goal to snag a few groceries and be on her way, Piper

moved directly toward the baking ingredients as Christmas music

blared throughout the store. The familiar scent of freshly baked

breads—especially cinnamon rolls—nearly redirected her boots

toward the right, but she held her ground. She already saw spoonfuls

of cookie dough in her future. The last thing she needed was to add a

Wallie’s Wonderoll to the list of hip-widening options.

She almost added a little skip to her step. Baking was her stress

reliever. Her therapy and pleasure, with an added joy-giving bonus

tossed in for recipients. Very Christmassy. With no deadlines circling

her head like vultures and the prospect of baking the day away,

Christmas may have just come to Piper three weeks early.

She snatched a five-pound bag of flour in one arm and its

matching pair of sugar in the other, cradling the precious cargo like

happy medicine for her bruised ego. Okay, the actual baking seemed to
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do that more than the eating, but the eating came as an added bonus.

As she reached for the brown sugar, she paused. Maybe she should

have gotten a cart.

She scooped up a pack of chocolate chips with her fingers, then

turned to the next aisle to make her escape…and ground to a halt.

In the center of the aisle, staring toward the paper products, stood

a man dressed from golden head to leather-tipped boots in full Scot‐

tish regalia. His red-and-green kilt hit him at the knee with some

similar designed cloth draped over his shoulder. And was that a knife

sticking out of his knee-high sock-looking things?

She blinked a few times to clear her vision, but the Scotsman

remained. He even raised his fingers to scratch his well-defined chin.

Piper’s mind whirred with possibilities. Was he a time traveler

from the past? Her brain glitched at the idea. Sure, the Blue Ridge

Mountains were rife with Scottish influence, but why would a time-

traveling Scotsman appear in a grocery store? If anything, he would

likely materialize up at Downie Ridge, where one of the bloody Revo‐

lutionary battles happened between the Appalachian Scot-Irish

mountaineers and the British.

Piper’s bottom lip dropped as her body slacked. Or maybe he was a

ghost! The sudden white cloud emerging into her periphery seemed

to verify her assessment. Her thoughts ground to a halt again. But

why a grocery store?

The vision turned, its deep gaze focusing on her. Why did the

ghost look strangely familiar?

And he appeared much too non-translucent to be ghostish, but

what about the white aura?

“Piper?”

Her eyes widened. The Scotsman knew her name? Was mind

reading a time traveler quality or a ghost one? She was refusing to

read A Christmas Carol for the rest of her life.

“I didn’t know you were back in town.”

And he didn’t sound Scottish at all. But she knew the cadence of

that voice. Vaguely.

She blinked again, and the guy started moving toward her, his lips
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quirking the way of his eyebrows. “Joe Riley is not going to be happy

to clean up your mess. You remember that time we knocked over a

canned food display?”

Canned food display? Her mess? She followed his attention to the

powdered disaster on the floor. The white cloud wasn’t some ghostly

aura from another realm. Oh no! It was much worse.

In her mental angst, she must have lost her hold on the flour bag

and… She released a groan and dropped to her knees. “Oh great!

What a way to come home!”

The man joined her on the floor, fumbling through helping her

push flour back into the broken bag to no avail. “I’d say it’s about

time.”

She looked back at him, his face much closer now. Those hazel

eyes. She knew them. But…but it couldn't be. “Gabe?”

His smile quivered and then spread. How had he grown into such

a smile?

Last time she’d seen him, his grin had seemed too big for his face

and his black-rimmed glasses had always hidden those rich, marble-

like eyes of his. Of course, she’d seen him without his glasses aplenty.

They’d been nearly inseparable all throughout school, or at least until

their senior year. But she’d never imagined the scrawny history nerd

would grow into…

Her gaze took in his broad shoulders and equally impressive chest.

Well, that.

The years had been much more than kind. They’d been downright

magnanimous.

“Still baking?”

She pulled her attention from him to the powder explosion on the

floor, heat returning to her face. “Usually with better results.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen some of your masterpieces on social media.” He

chuckled. “That hobbit hole birthday cake was amazing.”

Piper paused in her futile attempt to clean up the flour. That had

been a year ago. She remembered him commenting on it. Made her

miss Kedgewick Creek a little more, and then reminded her of one of

the reasons she’d left. Her heart squeezed with a fresh pang. And the
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one person she’d wanted ample time to prepare to see, she’d seen

within five minutes of being in town. Her throat constricted. “Thanks.

Paisley’s fiancé loved it, that’s for sure.”

Gabe gathered up the flour package against his shirt, and Piper’s

brain continued to attempt to make sense of her nerdy high-school-

buddy-turned-Scottish-warrior holding a broken flour bag in

Wallie’s.

“Yeah, your gran told my parents as soon as Paisley became

engaged.” He stepped around her, snatched up an unbroken flour bag

in his other hand, and raised an eyebrow for her to follow. “Seems like

your sister is doing well.”

“Paisley is always doing well.” Piper sighed and followed Gabe

down the aisle toward the front of the store. “She’s got Dad’s Midas

touch.”

“Well, you always had your mom’s big heart, and there’s lots to be

said for that.”

She studied his profile, trying to reconcile this apparent ease back

into friendship when they’d parted high school barely speaking to one

another. Well, he had barely spoken to her. She’d tried to connect with

him after his sister’s tragic death, but he’d pushed everyone away.

Even his so-called best friend. Her fingers tightened around the

chocolate chip bag.

“So, you’re on your way to the inn?”

“Mm-hmm.” She swallowed through the lump in her throat, trying

to choose which feeling to embrace. All those practice conversations

she’d had about seeing Gabe again for the first time failed to help her

right now. Greeting a highlander hadn’t been in the mental script, so

she couldn't quite get her bearings or pull out her well-honed and

emotionally distant responses fast enough.

“Your gran will be really glad to have you here.” His gaze found

hers, searching. “A lot of folks will.”

She still couldn't usher up a response, so she just dumbly followed

like the brilliant woman she was, but the sudden urge to both hug him

and shake him—at the same time—came to mind.

He dumped the broken flour bag into the trash can and placed
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the new one in a small cart. Without a word, he began taking each

item from Piper’s arms and setting them safely beside the flour.

“Safety precaution.” His grin twitched when he pried the chocolate

chips from her fingers. “I thought you’d grown out of your

clumsiness.”

Her spine straightened in defense, and she blinked out of her stare.

“I wasn't planning on seeing a Scottish warrior in the paper products

aisle of the local grocery store upon my return.”

His eyebrows shot northward, and he looked down at his attire as

if only now remembering he wore it. “Right.” He rubbed the back of

his neck, his face growing an endearing shade of carmine. One of her

favorite features—his sweet embarrassment.

She shook her head. Nope. Used to be. In the past.

“I don’t suppose you knew about me joining the Downie Ridge

reenactment.”

Breath burst out of her. Of course! That made perfect sense. Her

gaze took another detour down his…attire. “What a great idea for a

history teacher! I just didn’t expect you to have…” She searched for

some traces of the friend she’d once tutored through Language Arts

beneath the Scottish laird. He caught her staring, and the heat in her

face magnified to broiling. She shrugged and waved a hand toward his

body. “…grown into your…kilt so well?”

His laugh exploded, deep and rich, and somehow dimmed a little

bit of the humiliation radiating across her cheeks. The laugh she

remembered. Like his whole soul got involved. And she fought every

inclination to run from the store without one baking ingredient

in tow.

“I’m glad you’re back in town.”

“Are you?” The question slipped out before she caught it.

His smile stilled, his expression sobering before it softened. “Yeah,

I am. It’d be good to talk.”

Piper studied him, searching for an answer to a question she

couldn't voice. And she wasn’t even sure why it still mattered so

much. It had been five years! But what had happened so long ago?

They’d been inseparable. The Dramatic Duo. Bound by mutual
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nerdom and love for the theater. He’d understood her like no one else

in the world.

And then, when his sister died in the car accident, Piper had not

only lost her friend Charity but Gabe had disappeared too.

Completely. Dropped out of school and…vanished. So Piper had

graduated and left Kedgewick Creek on the heels of her sister and her

sister’s big city dreams. But that was in the past. And yet, standing

here in the middle of Wallie’s in flour-stained jeans talking to a man

dressed like Jamie Fraser, the past creeped right in front of her like

Dickens’ Jacob Marley.

She bit down on her bottom lip to keep the sudden rush of tears at

bay. Good heavens, she had the current emotional control of a

preteen. Lord, help me!

“Gabe, don’t you have your phone with you?”

Piper blinked out of the hold his gaze had on hers and turned to

see a lovely brunette walking toward them in her perfect winter

ensemble of red button-up coat, black leggings, stylish boots, and

matching cap hugging her heart shaped face. Her lipstick matched her

coat. Piper wasn’t sure why, but a Christmas cupcake popped to mind.

As the woman removed her sunglasses, her azure gaze trailed

down Piper with an unwelcoming hue of get away from my Scot. The

woman focused her smile back on Gabe. “I’ve been trying to text you

for the last fifteen minutes.”

Piper pushed her hair back away from her face, then caught sight

of her hand—powdered with flour—and realized she’d probably left a

few white streaks in her brown hair. Perfect.

“I…I left my phone in the car.” Gabe's smile twisted in a strange

direction. “How did you know I was here?”

“Mom told me you’d stopped by to get a few things we needed for

the party. How could you forget your phone again?” Without hesita‐

tion, she leaned over and pressed a kiss against Gabe’s cheek. “You

silly boy.”

One of Piper’s eyebrows took flight. Boy? One look at him and boy

wasn’t the first word that popped to mind.

“What do we need?” The red hue returned to his cheeks.
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Oh, maybe Piper’s presence in front of his girlfriend embarrassed

him?

She frowned. The stranger didn’t seem his type, though. Piper

rolled her eyes at her own thoughts. How would she even know his

type? The guy was currently draped in plaid and wearing button up

boots!

“Well, since you didn’t answer your phone, I had to hunt you down

to make sure you picked up extra napkins.” The woman’s syrupy

sweet grin didn’t match the glare she shot in Piper’s direction. “You

know, men and grocery stores aren’t always compatible.”

Piper attempted to stifle her laugh, but not before a tiny snort shot

out. Gabe had cooked with his mom as far back as Piper could

remember. Poor Charity hadn’t even been able to toast…toast, but

boy, she’d painted like a pro.

Gabe must have heard the snort, because a glimmer lit his eyes as

he shot Piper another grin. Dimpled this time. Yeah, that was the Gabe

she remembered. This highlander gig was throwing her off and

leaving her with a strange sense of…well, she wasn’t quite sure, but

any previous warm fuzzies were currently being singed by Lady

Cupcake’s presence.

“I’ve got it covered.” He gestured with the napkins toward Piper.

“Lexi Montgomery, this is Piper Dawson, a friend from high school.”

The woman’s smile tightened, and she held out her hand some‐

what hesitantly. “Any friend of Gabe’s…”

Piper took her proffered hand with equal enthusiasm. “Nice to

meet you.”

“We really need to go.” Lexi subtly wiped the hand she’d used to

shake Piper’s against the side of her leggings and grabbed Gabe’s arm.

“We’re already going to be late, and you know how Mother gets about

these things.”

“Lexi’s mom is the PTO president and is having a Christmas party

for my history class.” He waved toward his attire. “We’re all dressing

in costume.”

Piper’s gaze traveled back down him and his highlander self,

another splash of warmth climbing up her neck at the renewed
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awareness in Gabe’s transformation. She flipped her attention back to

his face and nodded. “Have fun.”

“Yeah.” He paused, holding her gaze, almost like he was hesitant to

leave with Lexi Long Legs. “I hope we can catch up, Piper.”

And with that, Lexi nearly dragged him to the checkout counter

and out of the store.

Piper stood staring, trying to sort out what sort of weird reality

she’d just stepped into, then shook off the irritation. Five years was a

long time. People changed, clearly! The image of a kilt popped back

into mind, and she shook it away. Nope. Gabe had pushed her out of

his life five years ago for a reason. She wasn’t interested in opening

that wound again, so she’d just stick with conversations across a

grocery aisle. Besides, he’d clearly changed enough to date…Lexi.

She shot a look to the warehouse-esque ceiling of the store. Okay,

sorry. Lexi probably has some award-winning qualities. Color coordination

being one of them.

She squinted through a wince of conviction. Okay, sorry, Lord.

And Gabe had moved on.

Which was exactly what people did. Exactly.

Her eyes withered closed. Almost everybody.

After alerting one of the workers to the flour explosion on aisle

five, Piper gathered the last of her baking needs—plus a few more she

hadn’t needed before seeing Gabe—and walked to the checkout.

The sole checkout lane.

Because Wallie’s was still Wallie’s.

“Bless my soul! Look who decided to find her way back home at

last.”

Piper’s gaze landed on Cassie Taylor, longtime cashier with an

even longer track record of dishing—and sniffing out—Kedgewick

Creek gossip like one of the best coon dogs in the mountains.

“Hi, Cassie.” Piper gritted her teeth behind her smile, determined

to keep any of her business out of Cassie’s unpredictable hands.

“Well, Paisley, it’s about time, all I gotta say.”

Piper failed to correct the misnomer. Story of her life. “It’s good to

see you too.”
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Cassie studied Piper with those bright blue eyes of hers, made all

the bluer from the astounding shade of eye shadow covering her lids.

“Folks ought to come home once in a while.”

“I’m glad to be back,” Piper offered, trying to stick to polite and

uneventful.

“I’m glad to hear it.” Cassie took her time ringing each of the items

across the scanner. “After all, since your parents done moved to Flor‐

ida, ain’t nobody been around to keep a watch on your granny, and

she’s runnin’ that inn all by her lonesome. If I've told her onst I’ve told

her a thousand times. She can’t keep runnin’ herself to death.”

Though Cassie was known for exaggeration, the sliver of truth in

her words stung a little. The inn wasn’t easy. And Gran wasn’t getting

younger. All Gran’s immediate family lived in other parts of the U.S.

The same unease that had squirmed through Piper’s middle at the

sound of Gran’s tired voice on the phone last week twisted a little

deeper. Maybe staying through the New Year before Piper resumed

job hunting was a good idea.

“It’s always nice to be in Kedgewick Creek. Especially during the

holidays. And the inn does Christmas so well.”

“Well, it’s a landmark and that’s the truth. Been in your family for

nigh close to six generations if I recollect rightly. I’d hate to see her

sell it.” She gave her chin a dip. “And places like the inn and people like

your granny ought to be valued, is all I’m sayin’.”

Oh, Piper got what Cassie was saying all right. She felt it to her

bones. Family needed family. “Have a nice day, Cassie.” Piper gathered

up her bags and slipped from the store as quickly as possible. Granny

Hannah was still a young woman as far as grannies went. Running the

Sleigh Bell Inn was her pride and joy. She’d never think of selling.

Would she?

Because if she did, Piper might have to do something drastic.

Like stay in Kedgewick Creek long enough to change her mind.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

he Sleigh Bell Inn in all its Christmas finery welcomed

Piper forward. Even before she opened the front door,

hints of fresh pine wafted forward, bringing with them a sudden calm.

Ever since she could remember, this inn had offered a sense of magic,

especially around Christmastime. She’d spent years rushing through

the hallways, helping Gran and Pop string garlands along the massive

staircase and even—as she grew older—baking delectable Southern-

style breakfasts and pastries with Gran for inn guests and the commu‐

nity. In fact, Piper learned her love for baking in the massive country

kitchen at the back of this very inn. Every favorite memory of her life

had happened here.

And the weird thing about it all was that she couldn’t pinpoint why

she kept running away. Chasing her sister? Exploring new horizons?

Trying to find out where she fit in the middle of a great wide world

and her sister’s very big shadow?

Maybe those were part of the reason, but some other unidentified

caution lurked beneath, and she had a strange feeling it had some‐

thing to do with kilts.

She groaned, shook away the mental image, and placed her hand

on the door latch with a smile. As soon as she entered, she’d hear the
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chime of the sleigh bells above the door alerting Gran to a new visitor.

Historic sleigh bells, with a romantic and timeless story behind them.

Piper drew in a deep breath and pushed open the door.

The scent of fresh pine swirled with hints of cinnamon to coax her

over the threshold and into a timeless treasure. The family heirloom

of a house—with a history as classic as the ornate crown molding and

as well-loved as the scarred pinewood floors—welcomed her like an

old friend, and she immediately regretted staying away so long. She’d

never felt as if she belonged anywhere as much as here.

There was a stillness in the place. Piper checked the time on her

phone and grinned. Ah, the inn’s afternoon slumber, when guests

were either out exploring Mistletoe Square, taking in some of the

mountain views, or enjoying a much-needed nap. She closed the door

with her hip and navigated her grocery-laden-self down the hallway,

past the library/gift shop to the right and sitting lounge to the left,

then beyond the grand staircase on one side and the window-lined

breakfast room on the other until she came to the kitchen.

Yes. The massive white farmhouse kitchen, with enough space for

any cook to spread out and completely absorb herself in the creation

of all things carb, butter, sugar, and chocolate.

If Gran needed sugar cookies for the decorating contest tomor‐

row, Piper had come prepared to offer a head start. Plus, she could

add in a batch of chocolate chip along with her own creation of mint-

peanut-butter-chocolate swirl. She placed her bags on the island and

sighed.

Let the therapy commence.

An hour later, the scent of chocolate, a little peanut butter, some

cinnamon, and the overarching deliciousness of sugar cookies wafted

through the room in tantalizing synchrony. This was Piper’s favorite

way to relax. Mixing ingredients, rolling dough, tossing in comple‐

mentary ingredients, and discovering familiar and new combinations.

“If only people kept web designers on for their baking skills.” Her

gaze rose heavenward. “Right, Lord?”

The quiet padding of feet warned of a visitor. Piper turned to see

her granny taking in the well-used room and all the ingredients
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poised in various places on the countertops. Gran, wearing her signa‐

ture cardigan in Christmas red, set her gaze on the plate of cookies in

the middle of the kitchen island, and her pale eyebrows shot high.

“Well, now. There ain't no better smell in the world than to walk into

the house of a baker.”

Piper grinned and stepped right into her granny’s arms, breathing

in the welcoming and familiar vanilla scent. “It’s good to be home.”

And she meant it. All the way down to her flour-covered shoes.

“And you are.” Gran pulled back, her grin spreading. “Right where

you belong, if you ask me.”

Piper raised a brow at Gran’s not-so-subtle suggestion, then

gestured toward the various containers spread across the kitchen. “I

thought I could go ahead and get to work earning my keep.”

“Well, you won’t hear me complain one bit.” Gran patted her

cheek. “You’ve always been better at this baking business than me.”

“How on earth do you think I even learned this baking business?”

Gran snickered and snuck one of the mint-peanut-butter-choco‐

late swirl cookies from a reindeer plate. Piper held her breath, trying

not to stare as she moved some chocolate chip cookies from the

cooling rack to a container.

“Woowee, Piper,” came Gran’s hum. “These are just about as good

as they come.” She turned and waved the remainder of the cookie in

the air. “What is it? Mint? Peanut butter?”

Piper nodded, her grin burgeoning against her cheeks. “I just

figured out the right combination last week so that the mint isn’t

overwhelming.”

“Mm-hmm, just right.” Gran winked. “And Christmassy. I think

we’ll have to add those to the evening cookie bar, girlie.”

The hearty compliment settled over Piper like a hug. After losing

another job because of downsizing, feeling as if she could do at least

one thing well certainly added a bit of comfort.

“I plan on using your excellent baking skills around here as much

as possible, but I have another way for you to ‘earn your keep,’ as you

say.” Gran tossed the rest of the cookie in her mouth.

Piper leaned back against the counter. “You do?”
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“Sure do.” Gran snatched up another cookie from the plate and

used it as a pointer. “I’ve seen all them website designs you’ve been

working on for the past few years.”

“I was just let go from that job, Gran.”

“Not because you didn’t have the skills.” She took a bite of the

cookie and continued talking. “As I recall, you told me your boss

thought you were a hard worker and one of the kindest employees

he’s ever met.”

“Sweetness isn’t a necessary job requirement for corporate

marketing. In fact, I think it might be a detriment.”

Gran’s forehead furrowed with her frown. “But the main reason

he let you go,” she continued as if Piper hadn’t spoken at all, “was

because he had to take seniority and experience into account when

the merger happened, so the other marketing gal kept her job.” She

waved the new cookie in the air, her gaze piercing. “You got the

skills to help folks around here, Piper, and we sure need them

skills.”

“What are you talking about?” Helping folks by baking? Being

friendly?

“What you do with those websites. I know for sure that the Sleigh

Bell Inn could not only use your baking but a good dose of updating

our website.” Granny sighed. “Shucks, I don’t even know what our

website looks like no more. I haven’t seen it in years.”

Piper stifled a cringe. She’d looked it up a few months ago, and the

site had been removed. Likely from someone not paying for the host.

Now the inn had no online presence except Gran’s almost extinct

social media page.

And the last photo posted there was from three years ago.

But create web designs for the locals? Piper lowered her spatula to

the counter. The idea hadn’t even occurred to her. Her big plan after

making it through the New Year had been to run away to the next job,

but…design? Here? Would there even be enough folks who’d want

Piper’s help?

“You mean, you want me to bake and web design?” And just saying

it out loud sounded weird. She’d never in her wildest dreams imag‐
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ined putting two of her favorite things together as a possible business.

In fact, who would?

“Why not?” Granny shrugged. “Course, I could always put you on

cleaning duty.”

The mischievous glimmer in her granny’s eyes inspired Piper’s

grin. Yeah, Piper had a longstanding hate relationship with cleaning

duty at the inn, starting with a rogue mouse and ending with nearly

being sucked down a toilet. Some things were better left unsaid.

Maybe even unremembered. “Well, I suppose I can try while I’m here.”

While she was here. Right. And she could manage Gran’s website

remotely no matter where she ended up moving next.

Gran grinned in that funny way that communicated knowledge

Piper probably didn’t want to ask about.

“I fixed that clogged drain, Mrs. Dawson. Was there something else

—” Bobby Palmer came to a stop in the doorway, his eyes locked on

Piper.

Oh dear.

“Bobby, I don’t reckon I told you about Piper moving back home

for a spell, did I?”

From the red blotching all the way up the guy’s pale neckline,

everyone in the room knew the answer to that question. Poor Bobby.

Hopefully he didn’t still have a crush on Piper, but the guy’s

complexion currently matched his hair color.

“It’s…it’s good to see you, Piper.”

“You too, Bobby.” Piper offered a little wave. “Thanks for taking

such good care of Gran’s…drains.”

“And I believe your cousin Erica helped him a bit, Piper. Didn’t

she, Bobby?” This from Gran.

Bobby didn’t answer right away. He just stared.

Despite every gentle hint to Bobby for years, he’d harbored some

sort of fascination with the twin who tended to disappear into the

shadow of her much more flamboyant sister. But maybe he’d grown

out of that fascination after five years.

His gaze took on a little starry-eyed hue.

Or maybe not.
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“She was a good help. Likes to talk.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I

reckon I’ll be gettin’ on to my next job.” He wiped his hands on his

jeans and ducked his head as he took a step back into the hallway. “I

put the bill on your desk, Mrs. Dawson.”

“That’s right nice of you, Bobby.”

His gaze flitted back to Piper. “Hope to see you ‘round, Piper.”

“You too.”

Gran turned back to Piper once the front door closed behind

Bobby. “Poor boy. We gotta get him off your scent some way or other,

and I have an idea.”

“Gran…” Piper started shaking her head. She already guessed at

her granny’s mental direction. “I am not getting involved in another

one of your matchmaking schemes. Do you remember what a disaster

Mr. Phelps and Agnes Rich was?”

“I know for sure about this one, Piper.” Granny winked and pulled

on her apron. “Erica.”

Piper’s jaw slacked. “Erica Reynolds?” An image of Piper’s younger

cousin came to mind, complete with a fishing pole in her hand and a

ballcap on her dark head. Piper lowered her voice and peered toward

the hallway. “She’s worked here since she was twelve, Gran. You’d

think if something was going to happen between them, it already

would have.”

“You’ve been here since you were born, and I can’t say that’s the

case for you.” Her grin twitched, and another light gleamed in those

blue eyes. “I’ve been dropping little hints here and there betwixt the

two of them, and I feel for certain there’s a good chance. They both

like the same sorts of things. She’s all extroverted, and he’s all sweet

and introverted. I ain’t never heard tell of anyone loving fishin’ as

much as Bobby.”

“Oh my goodness.” Piper relaxed against the counter. “Erica loves

fishing.”

“Exactly. And bowling.”

“And Erica could fill in all the silence in that relationship,” Piper

added, but then shook her head. “No, no. I’m not going to—”

“I got just the mind of how to do it too.”
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“Gran?”

Piper heard the warning in her own voice, but Gran just ignored it

with another grin. “Now, I saw your suitcase still sitting by the front

door. I’ve got a room all set up for you.”

Changing the subject when she didn’t want to disagree? Classic

Gran.

“You do?”

“Sure do. Until you decide you’re going to stay, that is.”

“Gran.”

“The green room’s just perfect for you.”

“The green room?”

“That’s right.” She avoided eye contact. “Because I’ve made your

and Paisley’s old room into the Mistletoe Suite.” She chuckled. “It has

the best view of the mountains and the largest bathroom.”

Piper tried to keep from rolling her eyes at the idea of her old

room being used as a “romantic” suite but must have failed, because

Gran’s grin broadened.

“Now, now.” She tsked. “Don’t worry. It’s our bestselling room.”

She waved toward the stairs. “The front room is all ready for you

though. I moved all your and Paisley’s old things in there, and it’s

right beside mine, away from all the guest rooms. Plenty of room for

one.”

“Thanks, Gran.”

“And I reckon you’ll want to change before you head back into

town.”

Piper froze as she reached for her suitcase. “Back into town?” Her

stomach dropped. She’d had enough blasts from the past for today.

“Your timing in coming is just perfect, girlie. I’ve got an electrician

arriving in half an hour, but I told Mr. Lewis I’d pick up a few antique

tables and chairs I’d ordered today. He needs them cleared to make

more room for Christmas inventory. Do you mind taking the truck

down to Lost Things and picking those up for me?”

“Sure,” Piper answered, trying to keep up with the dizzying

conversation. The antique shop should be safe from the ghosts of

Christmas past, right?
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“But I reckon you’ll want to change before you go.”

Piper followed her granny’s gaze to her flour-covered blouse and a

chocolate smear along the hips of her jeans. “Um…yeah. Probably so.”

Piper grabbed her suitcase and went up the back stairs to the

apartments used for the family. The “green room,” as she’d always

called it because of the forest-green wall color, boasted an excellent

view of Mistletoe Square with its four steeples. The white Baptist

church at one end and the rock Presbyterian at the other. The

Methodist stood halfway up Tinsel Street, and the non-denomina‐

tional hovered on the edge of Kringle. Pretty much a typical Southern

town…with a whole lot of Christmas-vibes tossed in for good

measure.

She pulled out her phone and took a photo from the window. The

adorable square framed the view perfectly, with the mountains

offering a lovely blue backdrop. Piper’s mind already started perco‐

lating with website design ideas.

She’d never designed a Christmas-themed website before. A little

giggle slipped from her lips, and she jotted down a few ideas on her

iPad before heading to the bathroom.

After a quick shower, she checked the closet for hangers only to

find a few boxes stored in one corner. Two were marked Paisley &

Piper. One was marked Grandpa. Piper reached for the first box and

carried it to the bed, opening the lid to reveal a mixture of various

clothes, mostly Paisley’s.

On the very top of the pile was Paisley’s favorite sweater. Dark

green, cowl neckline. A color that flattered both of them. Piper looked

over her shoulder, as if someone would spy her stealing Paisley’s

clothes, and then chuckled. No one cared at this point. Gran had put

these clothes away because they’d been discarded.

Fair game.

Her eyes caught sight of the old elf clock on the wall in the room.

Four o’clock? She only had an hour before the antique shop closed.

She glanced in the dresser mirror at the wild array of dark curls

framing her face. There wasn’t time to straighten her hair, so she

towel-dried it as much as she could, slipped on her jeans, and—after a
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brief hesitation—tugged on the green sweater and headed out the

door.

Lost Things stood on the same corner of Tinsel and Holly Streets

as it had for as long as Piper could remember. Its name fit—a

conglomeration of timeless antiques and refurbished classics, waiting

for the next vintage lover to step through the door and find her own

treasures. If Piper hadn’t been so late to arrive, she would have

indulged in a longer perusal and daydreamed a little about things to

add to the inn, but Harvey Lewis kept to a strict schedule. With a

slightly disapproving look, he helped load the two café-style tables

and four of the six chairs into the back of Gran’s little pickup. Piper

barely had enough time to purchase an amazing watercolor of a

mountain lake winter scene before Mr. Lewis nudged her toward the

door and wished her a disgruntled good night.

After a solid ten minutes of trying to organize the café-style tables

and chairs into the back of the truck, plus carefully adding the paint‐

ing, she had one lone chair left to add and then she could get back to

the inn.

“Long time no see.”

Piper spun around at the sound of the voice, chair legs pointed

outward, and unceremoniously impaled a man. Well, not really

impaled. But the legs of the chair lunged into his stomach enough to

bend the guy at the waist.

“Oh my goodness.” Piper dropped the chair and rushed forward.

“I’m so sorry.” She patted the man on the shoulder, leaning close and

breathing in a deliriously delicious scent of honey and fruit, like a

scented candle.

She blinked out of the stupor. “Is there something I can do to

help?”

With a wave of his hand and a groan, he straightened to reveal the

very handsome, though somewhat reddish, face of Lance Murphy, her

sister’s high school ex-boyfriend.

“Lance.” Piper cringed and squeezed his arm. “I’m so sorry. What a

way to meet again after all these years.”

He coughed and continued rubbing his stomach but made a valiant
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effort at something close to a smile. “It’s definitely memorable.” He

chuckled through another cough. “But you’ve always had a way with

being memorable.”

A sudden memory came to mind of Piper dropping her tray in

the middle of the cafeteria only to have the ketchup splatter all over

two cheerleaders and result in Ms. Simpson nearly skiing across the

floor on the top of a milk carton until she landed on Mr. Donald‐

son’s lap.

“Yep. You could say that.” Though Ms. Simpson was now Mrs.

Donaldson. Not that Piper was claiming her cafeteria debacle as

matchmaking prowess, but…if she hadn’t dropped her tray, who’s to

know? “Listen, I’m sorry. I was picking up a few things for Gran and

you came up behind me and—”

“No worries.” He chuckled again. “I was just as surprised to see you

back in town.”

He studied her with those deep brown eyes of his, his long black

dress coat flapping behind him in the slight breeze like something

from a romantic movie. The former high school quarterback hadn’t

lost one ounce of his presence. Or even changed his cologne. But he’d

grown into adulthood very well.

Piper swallowed through her tightening throat. Very well indeed.

“I hadn’t planned to skewer old classmates upon arrival.” She looked

away, face warming at his thorough perusal of her. “Are you sure

you’re okay?”

“Yeah. Maybe a little sore tomorrow, but otherwise okay. Seeing

you was worth the skewer risk.”

Piper could count on two fingers the times she’d had a handsome

man make such an impact on her internal temperature, and neither of

those involved words. One had definitely been a smolder, which she

later found out was a glare because she was standing in the way of a

guy meeting his girlfriend, and the other had been a stranger who

took her in his arms to save her from stepping in front of a taxi.

Neither instance involved this little bit of delicious magic directed

very purposefully at her.

“Well…um…maybe I could make it up to you with one of the Daily
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Press’s famous hot chocolates.” Piper waved toward the green-and-

white-striped awning down the street. “Or mochas?”

“Really?” His lips tipped up at one corner. He continued to stare at

her as if she fascinated him. Was this how he’d looked at her sister?

No wonder Paisley had had such a hard time breaking up with him

when she went away to school. Have mercy! He blinked as if coming

out of a trance and looked at his watch. “I really wish I could, but I

have an appointment in fifteen minutes.” He searched her gaze again,

and her throat went dry. What was going on? I mean, she couldn't

remember a guy ever looking at her with such unadulterated interest.

Well, maybe Gabe, but he’d always had a way of making her feel

special.

Until he didn’t.

“How about dinner? Tomorrow night?”

“Dinner?” Piper breathed in a quick breath, which only reminded

her of his wonderful scent all over again. “With me?”

“Of course.” He smiled and added a wink that just caused her

thoughts to stumble all over again. “We can catch up. Revisit good

memories.”

“Um…” She blinked her thoughts into motion. “I can’t. I’m helping

Gran with the scavenger hunt and cookie decorating contest

tomorrow afternoon.”

“Oh, right.” His gaze trailed her with a surprising expression of

satisfaction. “The scavenger hunt does start tomorrow.” His gaze rose

to hers, a twinkle in those eyes. “Always fun memories around that

event, huh?”

“Well, all the romantics in town enjoy it, that’s for sure.” Though

Piper hadn’t experienced it, except for some mysterious person one

year who’d stopped sending notes in the middle of the hunt so that

she never found out who it was.

“You don’t sound very impressed with it.” His dark eyebrow rose.

“Someone really needs to change that for you.” His grin tipped. “It

really has been too long.”

Piper’s voice stalled as his gaze intensified. Would Paisley care that

her ex-boyfriend was flirting with her twin sister? Piper's breath
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stopped. Flirting? With her? But Paisley had moved way beyond

Lance Murphy to sweetheart surgeon Sawyer Templeton, so maybe a

little flirting wouldn’t hurt anything.

“How about lunch?” His question brought her back to the present.

“Who can turn down Vera’s Diner? 11:30?”

How many times had Piper hoped to find a man like Lance for

herself? Suave, romantic, charming… “Y…yes?”

His smile spread slowly just before he and his mesmerizing

cologne took a step back. “Great.” He dipped into a bow and backed

away. “See you tomorrow, Paisley.”
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aisley! All heat fled Piper’s face. Lance had mistaken her

for Paisley? Sure, she and her sister were twins, but there

were differences the most familiar people always noticed. And he’d

dated Paisley for the last two years of high school! Maybe it was the

sweater?

She moved a few steps toward his retreating frame, then stopped

as the remnants of his cologne hit her afresh. Her face warmed. Oh,

how he’d looked at her!

His sturdy silhouette disappeared around the corner of the build‐

ing, and she sighed. There wasn’t any reason why she couldn't just

correct him tomorrow, right?

She leaned against the truck, then looked down at the last café

chair, still waiting to be loaded into the back. It was kind of nice to

have a man look at her all googly-eyed for a change. Was that what her

sister felt all the time? She groaned and picked the chair back up.

“So, Paisley, is it?”

Piper spun around, café chair legs pointed out like weapons, to

find Gabe Cameron leaning against the side of her truck, arms folded

across his chest. She pulled her gaze from the bulge of his biceps

beneath his long-sleeved T-shirt and frowned.
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So much for keeping clear of Christmas Past.

“Why are you sneaking up on me?”

“Just passing by, Paisley.” He drew out the name, one of his brows

rising like a menacing pinpoint against her conscience.

“Stop it. Or I’ll jab you with my chair.” She shoved the café chair

toward him just enough to have him take a step back. “I’ve already

almost impaled someone, just so you know.”

His grin unfurled, and he tugged the chair from her hands. “The

guy dated your sister for two years. You’d think he’d be able to tell the

difference.”

Her frown deepened. “Right. The unassuming, less attractive sister

is much easier to spot.”

“No.” He growled and placed the chair in the back of the truck. “It’s

just that the two of you are not the same.” He shrugged and moved a

step closer, some warm spicy scent swirling in the cool air around

him. He had not worn that in high school. “And Lance should know

the difference, even if you’re wearing your hair curly.”

She reached up to press her palm against her still-damp hair. “It’s

been a few years.”

“Some things don’t change.”

Clearly, he wasn’t speaking about himself. Her fist balled at her

side until her fingernails pinched her skin.

His grin hitched as his gaze roamed over her face and head.

“Though, I’ve always liked your hair curly.”

Piper blinked a few times in quick succession and placed her hand

back on her head. He had? Something unexpected flickered in her

chest, so she turned away from the source of the…whatever it was and

looked down Christmassy Main Street. The Square grew more

magical as the streetlamps glimmered alive in the growing dusk, and

she steadied her breathing. “Well, this place still goes to sleep with the

sun like always.”

Gabe shifted closer, or at least she thought so from the way his

cologne swept around her like a hug. A tingle slipped over her shoul‐

ders and up her neck. She’d always had a thing for warm, welcoming

cologne. Yeah, she was that girl. The kind that held on to a guy’s shirt
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long after he’d broken up with her just because of the scent. Or…the

one who walked really slowly past the men’s cologne counter in the

department store to get a lingering whiff of dastardly and delicious.

She squeezed her eyes closed. Why couldn’t she be a little less “hope‐

less romantic” and a little more “devil-may-care”? Besides, it was

Gabe! Former best friend who’d held her hair when she vomited after

her first lead performance in the Kedgewick Creek High School

production. The same guy who’d saved her from a chicken attack in

eighth grade. The guy she’d fought a bully over in sixth grade because

Gabe wouldn’t take up for himself.

The friend who’d abandoned her.

Her heart squeezed, and she reined in a sudden urge to turn into

that mannish chest of his and beat it a few times. Likely cry a little too.

Ugh. Why couldn’t she just not care as much as he appeared to? Her

heart pulsed another pang.

She breathed in and out, praying. But the scent kept invading her

senses like the smell of a donut shop after she’d finished a run.

“One of the perks of small towns, you know,” came Gabe’s voice,

low, close. “We actually see stars here.”

She rolled her eyes and turned to face him. “You really don’t like

the city, do you?”

“Cities are fine. I just don’t want to live in one.” His grin unhinged

again. “And I know a special place in this small town that’s still open

for a few hours yet.”

She slipped a step back from his eau-de-mesmerizing. “I should

really get back to the inn.”

“Okay.” He shrugged a shoulder. “I bet you’ve lost your edge after

all this time anyway.”

Her gaze shot back to his. “My edge?”

“Yeah.” He waved away her question. “With all that grown-up stuff

you do all the time?”

“Grown-up stuff?” She almost laughed. “What on earth are you

talking about?”

His eyebrows danced a shimmy. “Cannonball.”

Her breath swooped out on a gasp. “You don’t mean…”
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“You don’t think they’d close something as historic as Sinclair’s, do

you?” He patted the side of the truck and released an exaggerated sigh.

“And I beat your record last year anyway.”

She blinked. “You what?”

“Yep.” He made the p pop. “June twenty-third to be exact.”

She shifted her attention to the truck, then to the fading light in

the sky, then back to Gabe, whose smirk stiffened every vertebra in

her spine as if five years had evaporated. She even overlooked the hurt

she felt at the challenge he’d posed. “Really?”

“It’s not like I wasn’t going to beat your record eventually anyway.”

His smile tipped. “I’d been in second place long enough, don’t you

think?”

“I think, Gabe Cameron”—her hands went to her hips, fueling a

little of her frustration in a gaming direction— “that a lesson in

humility might be just what you need.”

His grin flashed wide, and for a second, her pulse took off on a full

highland dance in response. Like…like, well, she wasn’t quite sure, but

it definitely wasn’t bad. And somehow that ache didn’t hurt quite as

much as it had before.

The happy chatter from Sinclair’s met Piper long before she

turned the corner on Tinsel Street to see the “Scottish” blue awning

with the place’s name scrawled in something that looked like a caveat

font. The large window spilled a warm glow onto the sidewalk, as

inviting as ever, and without one hint of hesitation, Gabe reached

back, grabbed Piper’s hand, and pulled her through the double doors

into the noise.

A live bluegrass band played from the stage in the far corner, a bar

ran the length of one side, and happy customers waited at tables

across the space as they enjoyed the music and food. The place hadn’t

changed at all, and something about its sameness settled over Piper

with a strange sense of welcome. Without pausing for a hello, Gabe

wound his way through the crowd to an aged green door on the back

wall of the restaurant, casting her a grin before he pushed it open.

The scents of savory dishes and sweet treats wafted through and

mingled with the time-worn aura of Sinclair’s, and she grinned. She’d
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forgotten how much folks loved gathering here. The happy sound of

bluegrass. The way the bartender, Angus, welcomed folks with such

ferocity most new guests thought he was angry.

But the way Gabe’s fingers wrapped around hers introduced a new

experience. He’d held her hand before, to help her along or guide her,

but this seemed different somehow. A man’s hand holding a woman’s.

And then her feet came to a complete stop. The game room waited

like a step back into her teen years. Pinball machines lined one wall,

and old-fashioned arcades another. A pool table stood in the center,

already in use by a few locals. Her attention scanned the colorful array

of beloved games and finally landed on the prize—Cannonball. The

toughest pinball game in the lot.

Years melted away like ice cream in summer, and she relaxed into

memories and fun and so many wonderful things. “I can’t believe it’s

still here.”

“The real question is, Piper Dawson”—one of Gabe’s eyebrows

propped high— “do you still have it in you?”

If she didn’t know better, she’d guess that maybe Gabe was trying

to navigate their relationship as much as she was, except he was trying

a whole lot harder. And the idea didn’t hurt as much as she thought it

might. In fact, he deserved to be the one to try harder.

Her grin tipped in response. “Oh, Gabe. I didn’t even know I’d

been storing up reserves for five years for this very moment!” She

nudged his arm with hers. “But I think you’d better get ready for a

new champion.”

Somewhere between an embarrassing moment of reorienting

herself to the game of pinball and Gabe crushing her score over and

over again, the camaraderie of their friendship bloomed back to life,

or at least began to bud. Maybe. But somewhere within those hours,

she began to realize how very much she’d missed him. He’d encour‐

aged her to believe in herself, even if the believing included math, and

she’d encouraged him to be brave. With him being the smallest boy in

the class, her job had felt much more challenging than his…until

Algebra hit. She’d passed only because he wouldn’t let her quit.

They’d bonded over bullies, weaknesses, and theater…and then
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they’d just belonged. Together. A friendship which she’d thought was

carved in mutual nerdom and everlasting shared embarrassments, not

to mention some pretty great memories.

And then his sister had died. He’d stopped coming to school. And

church. And no matter how many times she’d sought him out or tried

to comfort him, he’d pushed her away, so that when she left

Kedgewick Creek, she’d left a broken friendship behind. Not just

broken but…unfinished, somehow.

Yet now, in the back of Sinclair’s, the familiar bond tugged,

attempting to pull the broken pieces back together, and she wasn’t

exactly sure what to do with that. Too much hurt lay between them.

They didn’t talk about anything important as they engaged in an

ultimate pinball battle competition. She mentioned taking a few

months to figure out what she wanted her next steps to be. He shared

a little of his experience as a first-year high school history teacher.

They reminisced, laughed over some of their favorite theater stories.

And then he ruthlessly beat her again at pinball before calling it a

night and walking her to the truck.

Maybe beating a ball for two hours calmed her, because she felt a

lot less like taking her frustrations out on Gabe…at the moment.

“I’d forgotten how fun pinball could be,” Piper said as she stopped

by the truck and looked over at Gabe. “Even if I need to polish up my

game.”

His hands tucked in his pockets as he leaned against the side of the

truck. “You have kind of lost your touch with all that grown-up stuff

you’ve been doing in the city.”

“And working as a high school history teacher isn’t grown-up

stuff?”

His grin tipped, and hers responded immediately. “Not if I can

help it.”

“Well, graphic design can be fun too, you know.”

“I bet it can be.” One of his infernal brows rose again. “If you let it.”

She needled him with a glare. “Who says I don’t?”

The way he looked at her made her wonder if maybe he was right

on some level. She’d lost the joy of designing. The projects had felt all
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the same, uniform, like the same expectations over and over and no

touchpoint with the clients.

“I think coming back is definitely a good choice.”

“Do you?”

He nodded. “No one else really gets Cannonball like you.” The way

he stared at her, searchingly, gave his innocuous sentence a deeper

meaning…maybe?

She could play that game. “Well, some people just don’t appreciate

its value.”

His entire expression sobered. “Or maybe they didn’t have the

skills to play the game at the time.”

Her breath shallowed. No, they weren’t talking about pinball

anymore.

She stepped back and forced a smile. “Well, it seems your skills are

in perfect working order now.” Her voice shook. “It was really good to

be with…” She waved a hand between them, failing to find the right

word. Were they still really friends? After all this time?

“Yeah,” he whispered. “It was.”

Her gaze shot to his, attempting to weed through the sudden

awkwardness as she reached for the truck door. “Well, I’m gonna get

on back to the—”

“Friend?” He placed a palm over the door and drew a step closer,

his increased inches still a little disconcerting. “It was good to be with

my friend.”

She took the declaration in with a nod, allowing the word to seep

back into place among the hurt places. “You think after five years we

can still say that?”

“Maybe the previous eight can counteract the last five? I mean, if

theater doesn’t bind you for life, nothing will.” His lips twitched into a

grin, but his sober gaze searched hers. “I’m willing to find out. How

about you?”

The wounds from his absence still reverberated with a deep ache

through her chest, but boy, had she missed him. Whether from the

aura of Sinclair’s or the lateness of the hour, they’d stepped back into

their companionship like a long-awaited hug, and she wasn’t ready to
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let that go. Not after getting a glimpse of it again. She drew in a

breath, swelling the silence a bit longer, trying to explore his expres‐

sion for any reason she should run away to keep from feeling that

horrible pain again, but all she saw was the grown-up version of a guy

who’d known her better than almost anyone else in the world.

And, maybe, a man who was searching for a little reconciliation as

much as her?

She released her held breath and relaxed her lips into a small smile.

“Yeah, I’d like that too.”

VERA’S DINER offered its usual warm welcome with the addition of

Christmas decor in full swing. After a full morning helping Granny

feed the guests and ensure the delicious lunches ordered by guests

who wanted to eat-in were prepared and ready to go, Piper felt as if

she’d caught some sort of rhythm she’d been missing. The whole

process relaxed her—sniffing the aroma of baked goodness, kneading

dough into biscuits, styling up dishes to look as delicious as they’d

taste, hearing the happy chatter from the dining room, and just

hanging out with Granny prepping cookies for the cookie decorating

contest.

The Christmas decor probably added a little extra magic too, but

with a place like the Sleigh Bell Inn of Mistletoe Square, how could

you expect any different? And since she’d gotten past two initial meet‐

ings with Gabe, the worst part had to be over, and she could try to

reenter the sweet and simple life of Christmas town U.S.A., right?

Easy.

Right after she met with her sister’s ex-boyfriend for a lunch date

after he’d mistaken her for his former high school sweetheart.

Sweet and simple.

Yeah. That was weird on any level.

Poinsettias brightened almost every corner of Vera’s, and a festive

spray of holly and ivy softened the oak mantel of the large fireplace

near the table where Piper met Lance.
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He stood, looking as dolled up for a lunch date as Piper usually

planned for a dinner one. Lucky for her, having followed her sister’s

dating life through high school, she’d made the right guess in going

with slacks instead of jeans.

“So good to see you again.” Lance stood, showing off that award-

winning smile of his. “I know you don’t have a lot of time, but at least

we can catch up a little.”

Piper forced a smile and lowered into the chair opposite him. “I

need to clear up a misunderstanding first.”

“No need for that.” He shook his head in a reassuring way. “I’ve

already figured it out.”

“Oh, good.” She sighed. “I didn’t want things to go on and on

without some clarity.”

“I forgive you.” He smiled. “Life happens, right?”

Tension swarmed back into her shoulders. “Forgive me?”

“For never contacting me after you left Kedgewick Creek.” His

forehead crinkled. “I mean, we were pretty close.”

The waitress appeared at the table, red sweater and black slacks,

the typical uniform at Christmas. “Are you all ready to order some

drinks or an appetizer?”

“Could you give us a minute, please?” Piper shot a look at Lance,

whose jaw slackened.

The waitress’s attention darted between them and she slipped

away.

“I’m not Paisley.” Piper reached for her purse, ready to exit when

the news sank in.

He laughed. “I think you may be taking this reunion a little too far,

Pais.”

Piper closed her eyes and released a slow breath for control. What

had she been thinking? This was a disaster. “I’m Piper. I didn’t realize

you’d mistaken me for my sister until you’d already said good night. If

I’d had a way to contact you, I would have.”

His entire expression froze in such a way that Piper immediately

thought of a Ken doll. “Piper?” He leaned closer, studying her face.

“Really?”
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She stared right back, wondering in which universe Paisley would

ever try to pretend to be her. “Pretty sure.”

“How did I not know that?” He shook his head as if to clear it. “I

should have known that.”

“Well, it’s been a few years.” Piper wasn’t sure what else to say. Her

fingers tightened on her purse. Stupid idea.

“Piper?” He leaned back in the chair and examined her a little

longer. “Wow.”

Piper nodded, her smile tightening to the hurting spot. “So, um…

I’ll just—”

“Stay.” He waved toward her. “It was my mistake, not yours.” He

shook his head again and stared back at her for another second. “Any‐

way, we’ve never really gotten to know each other.”

Nope. Piper could think of maybe a dozen conversations, and

most of them started with “Have you seen Paisley?” Though, after

hearing her sister talk about Lance for years, Piper felt pretty certain

she knew quite a lot about him. “Really, you don’t have to.” She stood

this time, pulling her purse strap over her shoulder. “I just didn’t want

you sitting in the middle of Vera’s alone when you’d asked me to meet

you here.”

“So you’re going to leave me alone here now?”

Piper paused and scanned the restaurant. “Oh.”

“Come on.” His grin resurrected with swoony ease, and he waved

toward the chair. “I promise I’ll get the name right the rest of lunch.”

With a slight hesitation, she slipped back into the chair.

The lunch ended much better than it started. Lance pelted her

with questions about the past five years—quite a few questions about

Paisley, but an equal amount about Piper, too, so Piper shrugged off

the slight discomfort of talking about her sister with her sister’s high

school ex-boyfriend.

Besides, she loved her sister. Talking about her wasn’t the problem.

Trying not to feel like a constant failure when paired beside her

corporate superstar sister was the problem. And… trying to sort out if

Lance’s interest in Paisley bordered on infatuation or just harmless

curiosity proved a little disconcerting too. He did deflate a little when
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he learned Paisley was engaged but perked right back up when he

started sharing about how much he enjoyed his job as one of the top

realtors in Kedgewick Creek.

And that was saying something, because real estate in this area of

the Blue Ridge was a hot commodity. Granny had mentioned several

folks trying to get her to sell the inn to them. Piper’s stomach

dropped, and she shook off the chill. She couldn’t imagine anyone else

in that place but her family. It was a part of her. She hadn’t really real‐

ized it until she’d come back this time.

When the conversation turned to the annual Christmas scav‐

enger hunt, Lance’s interest piqued anew. “I think I entered that

scavenger hunt two years in a row, and Paisley always knew it

was me.”

“You were pretty obvious about it.”

“Really?” His eyebrows pinched.

“Yeah, I think the fact that you kept asking her how she liked the

clues kind of gave away the whole mystery about it.”

He chuckled, the hue in his cheeks deepening a little. “Man, I hope

I’d be better at it now. A high school brain is not always the smartest.”

With the whole mistaken identity thing, the high school brain may

have lingered a few years. “People seem to love it.”

“You don’t?”

She hadn’t meant to give that away in her voice. “I think it’s a fun

idea, especially for couples, but if you’re not in a romantic relation‐

ship, it can feel a little…disappointing.”

“You’ve never gotten one?”

“From family.” Admitting it sounded so pitiful. She shrugged and

stood. “My dad never wanted me to feel left out.”

He studied her for a minute, then stood. “Weren’t you dating

someone in high school?”

Dating someone? Not that she remembered, but clearly Lance’s

memory wasn’t super-duper. “Nope, not really. A couple of dates here

and there, but nothing like you and my sis.”

“I thought you and Gabe were together.”

Her gaze shot to his, and she was pretty sure her eyebrows might
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have started orbiting her forehead. “Gabe? And me?” Why did her

laugh sound a little psychotic? “No. We were great friends though.”

“Friends? You guys were together all the time. I thought for

sure—”

“Nope. Just friends.” Though, now that she thought about it, he

would have made a fantastic boyfriend. Then. Before all the not-so-

friendly things happened. She sighed and stepped back. “But I am glad

to get reconnected with Kedgewick Creek. I didn’t realize how much

I’d missed it.”

“Thanks for meeting me. If I call you by the right name, do you

think we could”—he shrugged— “do this again?”

Her mouth dropped open before she could catch it. “With me?”

“Maybe it’s my pride, but I’m determined to make a better impres‐

sion than ‘mistaken identity man.’” His attractive grin slipped wide

again. “And I had a great time.”

Caution rose to the surface, but she found herself caving before

her caution stopped her. “Okay.” Maybe she was still suffering from

high school brain. She turned and nearly dashed from Vera’s. This

Christmas was easily turning out to be one of the weirdest of her life.

TO READ the rest of The Christmas Clue to Finding You, click here to

purchase Christmas in Mistletoe Square.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

s Avery Blair flexed the fingers of her right hand, the holiday

crooning of Michael Bublé fed through her wireless speaker.

She sat on the cold, hardwood floor in front of the display window in

The Daily Press, her combination coffee and bookshop, white crinkles

of papers sprinkling across her lap like the finest snowflake flurries as

she continued to cut into the paper. It was December, the best season

of the year, or so the songs said. But this year seemed more about

surviving never-ending winter than anticipating Father Christmas

with gifts.

The tread of light steps filtered through the large oak counter

behind her, the best feature of the bookshop.

“I posted the next essay.” Elaine Donovan appeared in the arch

separating the books from the coffee shop, chestnut hair twisted into

a messy bun, wispy curls framing her face. She leaned against the

doorway separating her domain and Avery’s as clearly as the black

and white tile signaled the transition to the coffee shop. “It’ll go live

first thing in the morning.”

“What did I write about this time?” Avery fought the need to look

anywhere but at Elaine as her chest tightened and her fingers fidgeted

with the scissors. She needed to tell Elaine about the fourteenth email
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from the publishing house in New York City. How they wanted to

publish her blog posts—only they weren’t Avery’s. It was also the

fourteenth email she’d ignored rather than responding. Confess she

wasn’t who they thought. Better to ignore something than tell the

truth.

“Topic: The Ten Best Christmas Books Every Home Library

Should Contain.”

“Have I listened to them?”

“You should have. I listed classics with a couple newer books.”

Elaine’s broad grin reminded Avery of the Grinch—after his heart

grew larger. “A few have even been made into movies that you’ve

seen.”

“Ouch.” Avery placed a hand over her heart as if the words had

been a well-aimed shot. “That’s what we should write. A post about

Christmas movies. I can pop the popcorn.”

“You mean that’s what I should write.” A thread of bitterness lined

the words as Elaine wound a bright red scarf with white tassels

around her neck and tied it in front. The young woman had been

slowly losing her joie de vie over the last weeks, but hadn’t shared why.

“I have a life. But if you get inspired, I’d be happy to post it for you.”

“No need to be snarky.” Avery blew out a breath. “Is everything

okay?”

“Sure. Just a busy season.” There was something Elaine wasn’t

saying, but how could she probe when she had her own secrets from

Elaine.

Avery nodded, avoiding her friend’s gaze once again. For someone

who ran a bookstore, words should be friend not foe, but it didn’t

work that way for Avery. She picked up the scissors and focused on

the business angle—the part she was good at. “Do we have enough

copies of the books in stock when the orders start flowing?”

“Yes. If the flow becomes a deluge, we can order more. Online

sales are tricky right now. People don’t pay enough attention to the

shipping dates, and I’m encouraging all Christmas orders be placed by

the 15th. Even that might cut it close. I’ve added language to the form

at the bottom of each page that we can’t guarantee orders will be
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received in time for placing under the tree after that date.” She paused

until Avery was forced to look from her lap full of paper snowflakes,

as fragile and fake as she was, to the young woman who helped her

live a lie. “I left a page on the desk with the synopsis of each novel.”

“Thank you.” Avery would ignore the file, and instead have the

computer read the words to her after she was certain she was alone in

the quiet hours after everyone left but her. “We make a good team. I

don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Sell a lot fewer books and pray the town liked your coffee

concoctions enough to keep the shop afloat. As for me, I’ll take good

old English Breakfast every time.”

“That’s why I keep a box under the counter. Need one to go?”

“No, I want to sleep tonight.” Elaine waved an arm toward the

books. “I love the shop, but it’s not my forever stop. I think I’m ready

to try college next year. I don’t want this gap year to extend beyond

the four it’s already been and become a gap twenty.” While the words

were light, there was a heaviness that underlined them. A reminder

that while they were friends, Elaine harbored her own secrets.

“Can’t you study online?” Avery knew of people who loved getting

their degree that way, though the thought made her skin crawl. So

many words swimming across the pages, threatening to drown her.

And yet, this wasn’t just about her. She should focus on what was best

for Elaine.

Elaine loosened the knot on her scarf and then adjusted her

beanie. “No. I want to be in the classroom. I need to know my profes‐

sors and commiserate with my classmates about the terrible assign‐

ments.” She quirked a grin that revealed the slight gap in her front

teeth. “That sounds wonderful.”

“If you say so. I’ll miss you.”

Elaine’s grin slipped, but then she hiked her backpack on her

shoulder. “I’ll see you in the morning. I have a haircut first thing, so I’ll

be in closer to eleven.”

“See you then.” Elaine waved before exiting the door. Avery could

only hope there was nothing more going on than the desire to move

on to the next stage of life.
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As Avery considered her friend’s reactions, the ding of the silver

bell that jingle-jangled each time the door opened caused the weight

of the shop to drop on to her shoulders. It had never been her dream

to run the shop, but when her mom retired, suddenly Avery was

responsible for her mom’s dreams for the bookstore’s future. Adding

the coffee helped, but she didn’t belong in a bookstore. She definitely

did not have what was needed to write a book.

She swiped a tear from her eye and firmed her jaw. “Now is not

the time to give up, Ms. Blair.”

Right.

She was all alone. Still and again.

Sure, Mom bee-bopped in and out of the store, but Avery didn’t

have anyone special. Anyone who sought her out for anything more

than a cup of the state’s best coffee.

Blue Christmas was not the mood she needed right now. She tugged

out her phone and tapped a few times until she pulled up some Penta‐

tonix. Soon the smooth harmonies flowed through the speaker, but

not into her heart. She tapped over to Pinterest to the inspiration

photos that had made her believe she could transform The Daily Press

windows into a magical display that would stop children and parents

in their tracks, maybe even lure them into the store to invest some of

their Christmas spending with her.

When had she turned into such a Scrooge?

She loved people.

Loved her shop, if not the books.

Loved everything about Christmas in Kedgewick Creek around

Mistletoe Square.

Maybe that was the problem.

She didn’t want to leave, and the emails she’d forced herself to read

so many times she’d memorized them, threatened to upend every‐

thing about her sweet, quiet life in the hidden town at the foot of the

Blue Ridge Mountains.

No one in town knew she led a double life, but if she agreed to

turn her blog, and Elaine’s words, into a book, that anonymity would

shatter.
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Maybe that’s why her life felt so lonely. Nobody knew everything

about her because she didn’t allow them to get close.

She shifted, causing pins and needles to shoot up her right leg,

letting her know in no uncertain terms she’d sat criss-cross apple‐

sauce too long. The music morphed to a rendition of a Christmas

waltz, and Avery glanced at the stack of paper triangles she needed to

pull apart to reveal snowflakes. In her mind’s eye she could see them

strung from the ceiling on fishing wire cut in varying lengths. She’d

already set the wingback chair Elaine usually sat in when reading to

the toddlers during story time on the raised platform in the display

window. A small wire table sat next to it with a plate and cup resting

on it, ready for children to imagine Santa Claus resting for a moment

in the midst of his Christmas Eve dashes. She’d place a stack of

favorite children’s Christmas stories next to the plate, giving parents a

reading list for their children from the list Elaine made.

Even with all the festive imagery, the inherited weight of keeping

the store afloat pressed against her shoulders.

Her mom had created the store and then treated it as her retire‐

ment fund, a tricky endeavor in the small resort town. Avery had

added the coffee shop as soon as it could be installed and made it her

domain.

The goal was to sell each person who bought coffee a book—and

vice versa. That’s why she and Elaine started the shop’s blog with

posts pairing coffee roasts and books. Elaine had discovered the town

during spring break her senior year of high school and returned as

soon as she graduated, bringing her flair for writing, coupled with an

eagerness to take a break from school—a short break that had lasted

longer than she’d planned.

Like Christmas? Buy a bag of Christmas Morning whole beans

paired with an O. Henry short story collection that included The Gift

of the Magi. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe should be paired with

a robust blend. How the Grinch Stole Christmas with a dark roast. That

morphed to matching books with travel. Then Elaine added photos of

Avery holding the books in various spots around town in flowing

vintage clothing from one of the local boutiques. Four years later,
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Elaine still insisted the blog and other social media platforms needed

a face to break out of a rut and, as the owner of the shop, that face was

Avery’s. Next thing Avery knew, several posts went viral. A stylist

contacted her and helped her create a separate blog focused on

fashion tips for the regular woman. She included vintage finds when

she could with tips on sustainable fashion.

And somewhere along the way the blog’s reach had expanded,

gone viral, and she remained the face people saw. She felt more

trapped with each post, but Elaine insisted she didn’t want people to

know who she was. Avery wasn’t certain it made it right.

She owned the shop, but Elaine owned the words.

They aimed for a post every week, but people clamored for more.

The social media following somehow caught the attention of a

publisher, but Avery had never dreamed of a book with her name on

it. Seemed loving words was a prerequisite to that dream. She’d

ignored the emails and calls because she needed everything to stay the

same.

She sighed as she smoothed the last snowflake out. The fishing

wire lay in strings ready to attach with the clear pushpins already tied

in place.

How long could she ignore the calls and emails?

She’d hoped forever, but the frequency—the badgering—was

increasing. She never wanted to meet Hunter Chandler on the off

chance he was anything like his emails.

Brusque.

Short.

Annoying.

She tied a snowflake to the cut line and sighed.

This winter would never end, and the warm spirit of Christmas

was far away.
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f he didn’t get off this puddle-jumper of a plane, Hunter

Chandler might hyperventilate and that would end any

hope of Christmas for him. The plane’s nose dipped again, and his

fingers curled around the armrests as if his life depended on how

tightly he gripped them. He’d never known he was afraid of heights.

Or maybe it was just the fear of a too small plane plummeting from

the sky as it struggled over the mountains.

Hunter Chandler wanted off this puddle-jumper of a plane—now.

The plane’s nose dipped again as it struggled over the mountains,

and his fingers curled around the armrests as if he could steady the

plane by sheer force of his will. His breathing was ragged—the threat

of hyperventilating cutting off what little hope he had.

“Get this contract signed, or you’ll be looking for a new job.”

Paul Cross, the publisher at Fine Street Press, had left no doubt his

assignment was a must-get.

Merry Christmas to you too.

Paul’s demand was the latest attempt to convince the rest of the

editorial board he could put the mid-size press on the map, a needed

development after the pandemic slow-down.
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The thing Hunter still didn't understand was why this book and

this author.

Yes, the woman had a whimsical style, but her writing was dated

and out of touch compared to everything he saw real style leaders

posting. He’d dug online through social media looking for any clues.

Instead, he found someone squeaky-clean. Boring. How could they

pitch a wholesome, girl-next-door and the story of a small-town

entrepreneur to a generation of young women who wanted to know

how to be thought leaders?

Pair this coffee with this book?

Read this book at this destination?

Nothing original. There was even a hint of desperation, as if she

had to convince you to darken the door and buy a book.

Who was the real Avery Blair? Did she even exist? Was there a

ghost writer involved? That might explain the blandness, but that

reality would make his directive more challenging to execute. If the

author was an employee, though, it could be worked out easily.

His questions had bounced off Paul like he was made of Teflon.

And now Hunter sat on this plane praying it wouldn’t plummet to the

ground, taking his life with it.

Paul owed him. A lot.

The wheels finally bounced against and then settled on the tarmac

and, after deplaning, Hunter collected the keys to a rental car. Mr.

Cross’ assistant had a sense of humor, reserving a convertible for him,

one that wasn’t even airtight in the brisk chill of December in the

North Carolina mountains. It might get to the mid-forties during the

day, but as he steered the winding roads leading out of Asheville and

started the two-hour drive through the mountains, the wind slipping

under the top indicated much colder temperatures outside.

He slowed for another hairpin turn, and wondered if making this

drive in the dark had been an abysmal idea. But he had only three

days to get the contract—or else—and couldn’t waste a night staying

somewhere else.

Drive on winding mountain roads in the dark? He’d do it. Nothing

like job threats to coerce cooperation.
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Once he hit Highway 28, he followed it until he could turn

onto Main Street in Kedgewick Creek. He drove slowly down

the empty streets that were lit with white Christmas lights

creating a serene, postcard-worthy image. A gazebo in the

middle of the town was lit up, revealing the pine boughs looped

around its railings. All of the storefronts were illuminated with

elaborate seasonal displays, except for a shoe shop. Someone

stood hanging large snowflakes in The Daily Press’ windows.

Could it be Miss Avery Blair, the reason he was driving through

Kedgewick Creek? He glanced at the time on the dash. 10:04

p.m. Definitely too late to stop and determine whether his guess

was correct.

He continued down Main until it went up a knoll where the Sleigh

Bell Inn, a stately Victorian home, waited. Candles sat in each

window, twinkling a welcome through the darkness. He parked in the

small lot and then smelled the pine garland almost before he could see

it by the porch’s automatic lights. A massive Star of David looked

down from the arched entry.

The door was locked, but a quick call to the main number fixed

that.

A young woman with corkscrew curls opened the door with a

quick smile. “So sorry the door got locked. We don’t usually get late

check-ins. Follow me, and I’ll get you settled in right away.”

True to her word, he’d barely had time to notice the interior, walls

lined with crown molding and wood floors scented with pine mixed

with cinnamon, before she handed him a key for a room on the

second floor. “You’re staying in Clause Corner. Breakfast is served

starting at seven. You won’t want to miss it because tomorrow I’m

making peppermint chip pancakes.” She yawned and then smiled.

“They are amazing, even if I say so myself. Wait until you see the

snowflakes on top.”

He cleared his throat and she startled. “I take it your Piper?”

Her smile faltered but then renewed as she extended a red Santa

Clause shaped key ring. “Yes. Guess I forgot that detail. I’ll blame it on

the time of night. And welcome to the Sleigh Bell Inn.”
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“Thanks.” He knocked the key against the counter as she waited. “I

appreciate you letting me in late.”

“My pleasure.”

He regripped his suitcase handle and headed toward the stairs. The

rolling wheels seemed too loud in the quiet of the night, so he picked

it up and carried it up the stairs and down the hall to his room.

The key slid into the lock and a moment later he stood inside a

good-sized space, larger than he’d expected in a B&B. The tension

caused by both the harrowing airplane ride and the drive to reach this

tiny town leached from his shoulders. He’d survived, and now he

could collapse. He sank to the bed and moaned as his spine relaxed

into the pillow top softness. Maybe he didn’t need to move until it

was time to eat peppermint pancakes. He’d bet they were dyed red.

Wait a minute.

He jerked upright again.

There were Santas watching him from all the surfaces. Most smil‐

ing, but one or two more sinister than jolly. One by one, he collected

the lot and consigned them to the back of the closet. Much better than

silent Santa stare downs disrupting his sleep.

The next morning, he left the Inn, his tummy full of pancakes, and

headed toward Main Street and Mistletoe Square. He wanted to guffaw

at the idea the town actually had an area that was marked for Christmas

all year long. Did they think they had the lock on Christmas? Ridiculous.

No wonder the writer had difficulty being pinned down to a personality.

He’d only been in town twelve hours but was more than ready to

get back to the city where Christmas was limited to the tree in Rocke‐

feller Plaza and the windows at Tiffany’s. While that might be a slight

exaggeration, Christmas hadn’t exploded all over the city either.

When had he become a man of all winter and no Christmas?

As he strolled, Hunter wrapped his red plaid scarf around his neck

and dug his hands into his wool peacoat’s pockets. Piper’s pancakes

had been creative—fluffy and flavorful. When she’d suggested he leave

his car and walk to the square, it sounded like a good idea, and he

allowed the details of the quaint village to flow around him. The
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houses transitioned into small businesses, all set against the backdrop

of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It was charming, even if it lacked the

pulse and action found in the city.

He yawned, wondering if the coffee was any good at The Daily

Press. It couldn’t be as good as Brews and Books in the city, but he

needed a jolt of java. And it gave him a good excuse to waltz into the

shop with a something other than his real purpose. He passed the shoe

shop devoid of Christmas decorations and smiled. That proprietor

was his kind of man.

He crossed the square and wandered across the roundabout by the

gazebo and then walked along the sidewalks in front of Frostea’s Tea

Shop and then Vera’s Cafe. The downtown was a cute mishmash of

buildings. Some were wood and others brick—a charming small

town, only with Christmas overshadowing everything. Then he

spotted the bookstore sitting across the street from the regal Town

Hall.

The Daily Press boasted a facade of brick with large display

windows. A sandwich board sign alerted him to the coffee of the day,

a gingerbread latte with real whip cream, and an assortment of books

artfully arranged. A teaser of sorts. Try these and there are so many more

books inside. Let us find the perfect one for you. A few were wrapped in

brown paper and advertised as a blind date with a book. The book

lover in him wanted to grab every one and discover which books

Avery had wrapped to attract passersby into her shop.

He stood before the window display, noting the books set on the

table next to the chair. A hint of Clause in the titles selected. And then

the flurry of hand cut snowflakes hanging from the ceiling.

A woman stepped into the space with a stack of books—the

woman who’d brought him to Mistletoe Square.

A MAN with hands shoved in his coat pockets studied Avery from the

other side of the glass.
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Who was he, and why didn’t he move along? Had she acquired a

stalker?

“I knew the blog was a bad idea.” It was only a matter of time

before some crazy decided to come bother her . . . even in out-of-the-

way Kedgewick Creek. Along winding roads. That got icy and slick

during the winter. Her thoughts were spiraling in all sorts of odd

directions this morning.

She sucked in a breath as a thought hit her.

What if this was the man who’d emailed and called dozens of times?

No. It couldn’t be.

That was too awful a thought to entertain.

He quirked an eyebrow as if he’d somehow read her mind. She

frowned and quirked a brow back, ignoring the slight shift in the

tower of books. Two could play the staring game. Then the tower of

books slid from her grasp, crashing to the floor, one sharp corner of a

spine colliding with her shin as the books flurried down around her.

“Oww.” She closed her eyes and when she reopened them, the man

was gone, but the bell over the door tinkled.

Please, don’t let him come in here.

She wasn’t sure why she’d prayed that. But she knew if he came in

everything would change—and not for the better.

“Looks like you could use some help.” The rich baritone signaled

her prayer hadn’t been answered.

She opened her eyes slowly.

The man stood in front of her. Red tartan scarf wrapped around

his neck over a blue wool peacoat. He was several inches taller than

her, but she guessed not that much older, placing him around thirty.

He wasn’t the publisher. Based on the website photos, that man was

old enough to be her father. No, this man had eyes so green they made

her think of the freshest Christmas tree . . . and if she stared at him

too long, the imaginary scent of pine would pull her closer. That

couldn’t happen, no matter the mistletoe hanging by the silver bell.

Not when there was so much he could never know.
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A CAT HAD Avery Blair’s tongue. There was no question this was the

woman he’d come to town to convince to sign a contract. Her auburn

hair was cut in long layers that fell to her shoulders in waves. She

wore a sweater dress that hugged her curves while looking warm and

cozy rather than come-hither. Like the voice in her blog posts, she

looked the all-American, sweet girl next door, right down to the way

she worried her lower lip between her teeth as if she wasn’t certain

what to do or say.

“Nice shop you have.” The bookshelves lined with a mix of both

bestsellers and books by local authors surprised him more than it

should have. Framed covers of famous books lined the walls that

weren’t taken up by bookshelves. However, the coffee part was hiding.

“Is ‘the Press’ part of your name accurate? Or is the gingerbread latte

advertised outside designed to lure caffeine starved people inside only

to be lost in a maze of books?”

She blinked as if coming back to the moment. “I’m sorry?”

“Press, like coffee. A French press maybe. I am in serious need of a

good cup of coffee, if that’s possible.” He could almost smell and taste

the cortado he would order at the coffee shop in the lobby of his

apartment building. A small Italian shop, one of their fresh pastries

and an espresso shot were the perfect start to a morning. “Coffee.

Please.”

“Of course.” She stooped to pick up the books, and he bent to help.

When their hands connected over a copy of A Christmas Carol, she

froze. Her gaze met his, and she gave him a tentative smile. “Thanks.”

He forced his mind from the charge of electricity zinging up his

arm. “Least I could do, since I startled you.”

“Lost my drip.” She didn’t seem to notice the mixed-up word as

she reached for the next book. “Happens a lot. Carrying too much. An

occupational hazard.”

“Do you always do this?”

“Do what?”

“Talk in phrases rather than sentences?” It didn’t really match her

writing style, but then author-speech rarely did.

“I don’t know what you mean.”
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“Now that was a sentence.”

“Thank you. I did finish eighth grade, even in small town North

Carolina.” The words were abrasive, but there was a glimmer of a

twinkle in her eyes, like there was someone worth knowing winking

at him from behind a stack of gloriously wrapped Christmas presents.

Now he was very interested in finding that woman.

Maybe this trip wasn’t a waste of time after all.
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he instrumental Christmas music filtering through the

speakers set up around the shop couldn't hide the way her

heart thumped as she watched the man. There was warmth and a

tease in his gaze that made her think of the best moments of the

season. That time you unwrapped the perfect gift you hadn’t known

you wanted until it sat before you.

The store came alive with the sounds of shoes colliding with hard‐

wood floors, the tinkle of the bell each time the door opened, and the

murmur of childish voices exclaiming over different books from the

display that matched the latest blog post. But Avery was frozen in the

moment and she didn’t want anything to melt her from it.

The cinnamon oil wafting from the diffuser matched the holiday

vibe, and if Avery ignored the stack of snowflakes waiting to be strung

from the ceiling, she could pretend she was ready for Christmas.

What she wasn’t ready for was playing verbal darts with the man

in front of her.

“Excuse me. I have to help some customers.” Especially since

Elaine hadn’t blown in yet from her haircut.

“I might be one. Especially for the right cup of coffee.”

“Then I might help you when you’re ready to purchase something.”
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“Coffee.” His lips quirked to one side. “I’m hunting for the perfect

shot of good brew.”

“Fortunately, you aren’t the only one.” What was she doing? She

didn’t bait customers like this. She swallowed and started again. “Feel

free to read the menu board while I help Mrs. Present check out.”

“What’s your favorite drink?”

“The one you aren’t having.”

His eyes widened, likely in reflection of hers, and she spun on her

heel before she said something she might truly regret. What had

gotten into her? She rarely ran from coffee toward books, but this

man had her doing that.

“I make the white mocha syrup from scratch, so you might try that

if you like sweet coffee.” She pivoted to gesture toward the menu

board she’d drawn with chalk. “Have a look and I’ll be back in a

minute.” Her cheeks warmed as she hurried toward the book counter.

“Look, Momma. The cookies are for Santa.” The awed whisper

from the girl with Anne of Green Gables hair twisted in twin braids

had Maggie Present, the mayor’s wife, chuckling where she waited at

the register, a stack of books resting in front of her.

“I remember when my children were that entranced by Christ‐

mas.” Maggie brushed a strand of silver hair from her eyes before

patting the stack of children’s books. “Those were the days. I hope

these books will entice my grandkids to look up from their devices

long enough to discover the classics. Avery . . . your cheeks are

flushed. Are you not feeling well?”

“I’m fine.”

“Can’t be too careful these days.”

“True, but no need to worry.” Avery smiled as she scanned the

books’ barcodes. “Ballet Slippers. Secret Garden. Hardy Boys The Tower

Treasure. I’d say you selected some great books.” At least the audio‐

books she’d listened to confirmed it. She slipped the books in one of

the shop’s branded reusable bags. “Don’t forget when you show your

receipt at the coffee bar, you get a dollar off a specialty drink.

Customers seem to like the white mocha with a peppermint twist.”

Maggie smiled but shook her head. “I like my coffee black and
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from Folgers. Well, the mayor tells me I should or else the coffee

exceeds our budget.”

Avery kept her lips tipped upward even as she wanted to wrinkle

her nose at the thought of such a cup being called real coffee. Once

people tried the coffee crafted at her bar, they saw the light like the

Wise Men following the Christmas star. All that machinery sparkled,

ready to whip together the perfect cup for each customer. If Maggie

tried it, the woman would talk it up as befitted the town’s matriarch.

“You know what? I’ll make you one for the cost of a regular black

coffee. You might like it with one of the orange-cranberry scones. I

made them from my grandma’s special recipe.”

“That does sound good.” The woman picked up her purchase. “It’ll

be the perfect treat as I inscribe notes in all these books.”

“Great. I’ll meet you at the coffee bar in a minute. I just need to do

a quick check around here first.” Since no one waited to check out,

Avery left the space behind the counter—only to stop short when she

faced him again. “Get tired of reading the board?”

He turned the full force of his green eyes on her—not even his

glasses dimmed it—and her knees quivered. Traitors. She tipped her

chin, forcing it to stay angled up. “My mind hasn’t changed. I had a

staff member tell me the white mocha syrup was made here.”

He seemed to know who she was, but she had only a guess who he

was. “Have we met?”

“Not in person, though I’ve left you multiple voicemails and sent at

least two dozen emails, all of which have been ignored. My boss ques‐

tions whether I’m competent at my job, and so here I am in your

charming hamlet to meet you face-to-face.”

The blood drained from her face, leaving her light-headed as he

confirmed her guess. “You’re. . .”

“The editor from Pine Street Press.” He extended his hand, but she

only stared at it. “Hunter Chandler at your service—and you have to

extend your hand to shake mine.”

“Of course.” A nervous giggle slipped out. So unprofessional. “Why

not say something a few minutes ago?”

“And change your warm welcome?” He slipped his hands into his
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coat pockets. “I wouldn’t have wanted to miss that. Do you treat all

first-time customers with such charm?”

“No, I reserve that for the truly special ones.”

“I detect a hint of emphasis on special.”

“Not intentional, I assure you.”

He smirked . . . smirked at her. “Can I take you to lunch? Discuss

the offer?”

This couldn’t be happening. Why hadn’t ignoring him been suffi‐

cient to prevent this scenario? “I have to cover the shop over lunch.”

“How about dinner then?”

“Can’t. The coffee bar doesn’t man itself.” Not to mention there

was the Christmas dance she’d planned on sitting out, but now

seemed like the perfect excuse to sidestep Hunter Chandler.

“Careful, or I’ll assume you’re avoiding me.”

Busted.

“Why would I do that?”

“Why, indeed? Most people would be thrilled to have a publisher

chasing them.”

“I’m not most people.” She resisted the urge to slide her sweaty

palms down the front of her dress.

“You certainly aren’t.” He leaned closer and studied her like she

was a finely detailed ornament, just like the ones on display near the

books. She fought to catch her breath, but her lungs refused to inflate.

“What I’d like to know is why.”

“Oh, our Avery here is unique.” Elaine breezed up behind Avery

and gave her a side hug. “She’s one in a million.”

ONE IN A MILLION.

Hunter agreed with the other woman’s assessment, but there was

clearly something going on. Normally, people pursued him for a

contract, and here Avery blocked him with an impressive force field.

A backstory existed, and it was a mystery he would solve. He had to if

he wanted to keep his job.
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When his phone vibrated he stepped back from the counter. “As

much fun as this is, I’ve gotta take this.” He stepped into a corner to

keep an eye on the activity as he took the call. “Chandler.”

“This is your boss.” Paul’s words were direct.

“What do you have?”

“I’m at the bookstore.”

“And. . .”

“She’s not interested. Shut down even as I identified myself.”

“Huh.”

“I’m trying to figure out what’s going on—”

“Change her mind. Wine and dine her. I’m sure she’ll succumb to

your charms.”

“My . . . charms?”

“The GQ look. It’s why I sent you rather than someone else.”

“Not sure I like being used.”

“It’s called doing your job, Chandler.”

And this was turning into one of his more bizarre assignments.

“Why the full press, sir?” He winced at the way he’d unconsciously

played on the shop’s name.

“Let’s say it’s need to know.”

“I’d think if anyone needs to know, I do. Especially since I’m the

one tasked with getting her signature.”

“We’ll see. There’s a spark I want before anyone else corrupts it.” A

phone blared in the background. “Keep me posted.”

“Yes, sir.” He hung up and then jolted when the young woman

who’d interrupted his conversation tapped his shoulder.

“Why are you bugging Avery?”

“Who are you again?”

“Nice evasion. I’m her employee, but I’m also her friend. I might

look young, but I will not let you take advantage of her.”

He held his hands up to ward off her verbal blows. “There’s none

of that here. In fact, I want her take advantage of my employer. He’s

offered her a book contract. A good one.”

“Really? Interesting Christmas gift.” She crossed her arms and

stared daggers at him even as a bit of color swept into her face.
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“Why would he want to do that? She’s a nobody from Podunk,

USA.”

“Because her blog is brilliant.” He resisted rolling his eyes as the

cliché rolled off his tongue. “There’s a book in there.”

Her eyes squinted, but she didn’t flinch. “Well, if you want a

chance, you’ll need to take her to the Christmas dance.”

“Pardon me?”

“Yep. It happens tonight. Fake snow. Good music. Avery’s over

there. Go ask her. Now.”

Avery stood behind the espresso machine carrying on a rapid-fire

conversation with a couple of customers as she tapped, brewed, and

latte-ed. She was captivating as she sparkled in a way she’d hidden

from him. There was the hint of vibrancy the blog photos showed. “I’d

think she’s had a date for weeks.”

The young woman shrugged and then stepped back. “I guess you’ll

never know.”

As she weaved through the bookshelves, he sensed the invisible

gauntlet she’d thrown down. He didn’t understand why, even as he

picked it up and headed to order his coffee.

TO READ the rest of Silver Bell Secrets, click here to purchase Christmas in

Mistletoe Square.
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For Eric. I’ll spend the rest of my life

choosing you over and over again.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

llie Larson blinked back tears as the last notes of her favorite

Christmas hymn floated into the rafters of the old Rock

Presbyterian Church sanctuary. Evergreen boughs draped from each

stained-glass window, candles flickering around the Advent wreath

on the altar, and seasonal music usually sent her festive spirit to

soaring heights. Yet, being in church with every reminder of God’s

unfailing love made all the more real her earthly shortcomings and

disappointments.

She reached into her purse for a tissue and caught sight of the

small cranberry-red box she’d picked up yesterday from Lost Things

Antiques. She ran her fingers over it, imagining the words she’d had

inscribed on the Christmas gift for her husband. “Thanks for 30

merry years. Love, E.”

The irony of giving Oliver the old bronze pocket watch hadn’t

been lost on her when she found it a month ago. All she’d ever wanted

was his time. After praying for months for God to soften her heart

and stir within her renewed patience—and maybe ripen all the other

fruits of the spirit while He was at it—she’d bought the watch. It

represented the hope and longing she clung to so tightly.

Ellie discreetly dabbed a tissue to the corners of her eyes, then sat
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up, back straight against the wooden pew. Her shoulder brushed

against Oliver’s, sending shivers up her spine. He looked over and

their eyes connected for a full three seconds before his lips curved

upward ever so slightly and Ellie turned away.

Still loving him so deeply made the war of emotions waging inside

her all the scarier. She had so much to lose. They had honored every

vow they’d made in this very place over thirty years ago. Richer or

poorer, sickness and health—all that jazz. And heaven help her, he was

still the most attractive man in town. But how did she forgive the

promise he’d broken?

As a young bride, Ellie had told herself she wouldn’t fall victim to

the stubborn streak she’d seen so strong in her mother and grand‐

mother alike. For years, she’d managed so well. Understanding when

vacation plans had to be cancelled. Finding contentment in simple day

trips when her soul longed for adventure in far off places. Teaching

their children that supporting someone you love often means making

sacrifices.

But now in her fifties, with an unchecked bucket list a country

mile long, resentment had slowly taken her over and transformed into

unmoving frustration. Every move Oliver made—the tapping of his

yellow No. 2 pencil against a script, the way he swayed while waiting

on the coffee pot to fill, even how he pushed his trendy glasses up

onto the bridge of his nose when they slid—set her on edge.

The congregation buzzed with chatter and movement after the

pastor gave a closing prayer. A deep sigh passed through Ellie’s

glossed lips as she slid into her vintage teal velvet coat, a recent trea‐

sure discovered at Restored Delights second-hand boutique, and

reached for her purse. Showtime.

“See you two at Vera’s?”

Ellie flashed her full, toothy grin—the one she was known for on

and off the stage in her hometown of Kedgewick Creek, North

Carolina—at her best friend Sara Conrad. “Sounds good.”

The happy expression was no small feat considering the chills that

gave new life to the threatening tears when Oliver placed his hand on

her back as they made their way down the carpeted aisle. Not so many
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months ago, his touch would have sent still chills of an entirely

different sort through her. How she longed for those days again.

Thankfully, Sara waved, then disappeared into the sea of familiar

faces, allowing Ellie’s guard to drop at least for a moment. Sunday

lunches at the tastiest spots around town used to be her favorite. That

had changed, along with so many other things, since Ethan, their

youngest, had left for Florida State two years ago.

“There’s my favorite empty nesters! Looking sharp as ever, Oliver.”

Pastor Bryan’s jolly voice greeted them from the open double doors to

the church as they approached. He grinned at Ellie and shook Oliver’s

hand.

Ellie returned a smile, then quickly dropped her attention to

fitting the buttons on her coat as the brisk air blew up the church

steps and chilled her legs despite her woolen tights. The men held

their handshake while trading opinions about the latest football game,

leaving her to start down the stone steps and disappear into the

quickly thinning crowd of parishioners.

Empty nesters. Ellie really hated those words. Sure, she had some‐

times longed for a bit of freedom after becoming a young mother the

same year she and Oliver wed. But she’d hardly shoved her three chil‐

dren out of the nest to fly away. Her “little chickadees,” as she lovingly

referred to Grace, Patrick, and Ethan, were her world.

With gloved hands nestled into her coat pockets, Ellie let her gaze

settle on the serene landscape of Mistletoe Square under a bright

midday Carolina-blue sky. The square didn’t need the thin blanket of

snow that had fallen overnight to give it a Christmassy atmosphere—

with its gazebo at the center draped in twinkle lights, lampposts

wrapped in evergreen garland, and festively decorated store fronts—

but the white fluff sure didn’t hurt either.

An easy smile began to pull at Ellie’s mouth. It never ceased to

amaze her how she’d yet to tire of the Christmas magic this town

somehow managed to breed in its lifelong residents and annual visi‐

tors alike.

“Hey there, Mrs. Larson.”

Ellie’s eyes blinked shut for a full second at the unmistakable
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sugary-sweet voice to her left. A deep inhale of cold air inflated her

smile, and Ellie turned to face Gretta King. Oh, for Santa’s sake. The

woman pranced toward her wrapped like a candy cane in a dress

better suited for the Rockefeller Center than their sleepy little town.

Ellie was still adjusting to Oliver’s decision to cast someone else in

the starring role in Meet Me in Mistletoe Square—the role she had

played for the last twenty-five years, ever since Oliver had written the

show that had become an annual town tradition. But did it have to be

someone like Gretta with her elfish personality and not-yet-touched-

by-gravity figure? Of course, Ellie’s obstinance kept her from admit‐

ting that being backstage this year was somewhat of a relief.

She really should add humble honesty to her wish list next time

she prayed.

“Hi, Gretta. Where are you off to?”

“I’m going to sing carols for the lunch crowd at the nursing home.”

Gold bells dangling from the young woman’s ears jingled as an over-

exaggerated smile tilted her head covered in perfect long blond curls.

“That’s nice of you.” Ellie looked over her shoulder at Oliver

making his way down the steps. His suit coat paired with dark jeans

gave him a stylish yet traditional vibe. Add the grays at his temple and

peppered throughout his short beard and he looked downright distin‐

guished.

Ellie swallowed hard and looked away before a flush had the

chance to grace her cheeks.

“Oh, good,” Gretta practically squealed. “Oliver, I’m so glad I ran

into you. Any chance I can get a few minutes with you after today’s

rehearsal? I’d love your input on the monologue.”

Oliver darted sheepish eyes to Ellie as she stood there quietly. She

never had to worry about him being unfaithful to her with another

woman, but the theater was a coy mistress in its own way. Those

sensitive puppy-dog eyes usually melted her on impact, but instead,

annoyance and something embarrassingly akin to jealously swirled in

the pit of her stomach. Hopefully, her stoic gaze revealed neither.

He rubbed a hand up the back of his neck. “Uh, I can give you a
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few extra minutes, but we’ve got plans this evening, so it won’t be

long.”

“Of course.” Gretta’s deep dimples winked at Ellie. “You guys are

just the cutest, you know that? I’ll see y’all later.”

“Bye,” Oliver and Ellie said in unison as Gretta pranced down the

sidewalk.

Ellie’s smile faded as they simultaneously turned and started the

short walk toward Vera’s. There, she’d put on another smile and order

the soup of the day, despite having little appetite.

Keeping up the façade as the town’s most beloved couple was hard

when Ellie feared their love story could very well be over.

“AND RYDER, you’re doing an amazing job, but performances are in

five days. You’ve got to get those lines down, buddy. Good work,

everyone. First tech rehearsal starts tomorrow at six thirty.” Oliver

crossed out the last note he’d scribbled to nudge his leading man to

finish memorizing his lines. He clicked off the book light clipped to

the table at the back of the Kedgewick Creek Playhouse. Fatigue or

something just as subduing produced a big yawn.

As the cast scattered from the stage like ants in the rain, Oliver

stretched his arms above his head and leaned over to Ellie sitting next

to him. Even with her arms crossed and full lips in a perfect pout, her

elegant beauty threatened to distract him from the storm that brewed

just under the surface.

“Ryder’s almost there, but he’s got to get off script,” Oliver said,

resting his arms across the table. “He’s here all the time helping to set

up for rehearsals. Even painted scenery with the crew the other day.

But as good as he is on stage too, he’s got a bit of work to do on lines.”

Thanks to his nerves and a propensity to avoid confrontation,

Oliver had resorted to mostly talking shop with Ellie these days. That

and their kids seemed to be the only safe topics.

“Well, you did cast young kids with little experience.” Her deep
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evergreen eyes pierced him sharply before they softened and dropped

to her lap.

Not as safe a topic as he’d gauged. Oliver sighed, shoulders

slumping another inch. “Ellie, come on. Ryder Freeman isn’t exactly a

kid, and he’s done lots of community theater. The new direction for

the play doesn’t have to be the wrong one.”

She pushed up from the table, her long knit cardigan catching on

the arm of her chair. Oliver reached gingerly to keep it from snagging,

knowing it was a favorite of hers, but she wrapped her delicate fingers

around the fabric and pulled away. “I don’t want to talk about new

directions, Oliver.” The words came out in a whisper but held an edge

he’d grown all too familiar with.

“Ellie…” A resigned sigh floated after her name. He didn’t know

what to think anymore, never mind what else to say to make things

right again. To fix things with the only woman he’d ever loved. The

woman he adored and still dreamed of. The woman he feared he’d

lost.

“Smile. We’ve got company.” Ellie’s stoic countenance brightened

into an impressively genuine smile as the young leading lady made

her way past the rows of seats toward them. “Nice job tonight,

Gretta.”

“You really think so?” Gretta practically melted into Ellie’s arms.

“That means so much coming from you of all people. You practically

are Faith Fairington!”

Ellie cut her eyes to Oliver as she reluctantly received Gretta’s

embrace. “No one is a part, dear. They just play one.”

As Gretta chattered on about rehearsal to Ellie, Oliver gnawed on

his thumbnail. They were playing the part of the happy, charming

couple they’d always been, and he understood the agreement to keep

their marital strife under wraps, even from their own children. Maybe

they’d say something after New Year’s, but no one’s holiday was made

merrier with news of a crumbling marriage.

Of course, it was easy to hide they’d been sleeping in separate

bedrooms since the Big Fight back in the spring. Once or twice he’d

thought things were blowing over like they’d always managed to do
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before, but the closer they got to the play, the higher the tension rose.

Then came the most recent blow up just after Halloween. Like a tea

kettle on the stove, Ellie’s pressure just kept building. Keeping up

appearances in public was wearing him thinner by the day.

“Oliver?”

“Hmm?” Oliver raised his eyes to meet Gretta’s.

“Ready to run those lines?” She waved her script.

“Oh, sure.” He reached for his own worn and dog-eared copy lying

on the table and stepped toward the top of the aisle. Before following

Gretta, he turned to Ellie, who had slid into her coat. “See you at

home.”

With her keys in hand, she closed the distance between them and

leaned in, brushing her lips against his cheek. “Please don’t be late.”

Her hot breath sent chills dancing up his spine. However, instead

of the enticement the exact same words had once delivered, Oliver

only heard a challenge.
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he view from where Ellie sat at one end of their eight-

person dining table rivaled a Norman Rockwell painting.

The homecooked dinner, linen napkins, freshly lit taper candles—all

backdropped by the fresh Fraser fir in the adjoining family room

decorated with twinkling lights and family ornaments. Her eyes

landed on the mistletoe hanging in its traditional spot over the

opening dividing the two rooms. She wrung her hands tightly in her

lap, her whole body weighted with sadness.

When Oliver had hung the mistletoe two weeks ago, she’d

protested. They hadn’t shared a real kiss in over eight months, by far

the longest drought in their entire relationship. He hadn’t begged or

anything, but she wasn’t about to offer either, even if it was her

favorite Christmas tradition. Or had been until this year.

She swallowed past a lump and cleared her throat as Oliver came

in with two glasses of iced tea. He set one in front of her, then looked

down at the other end of the table where she’d sat his plate of roasted

chicken, wild rice, and creamed spinach.

“If this dinner is couples therapy homework, don’t you think we

should sit closer?” His chestnut-brown eyes pleaded with her.

“The food’s getting getting cold.” She dropped her eyes to her own
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plate to try and hide the wince of regret. The fact was, she ached to be

near him. But it wasn’t that easy.

“Yeah, okay,” he said softly.

Once settled in his assigned seat, Oliver blessed the food, and they

began eating in silence. Between the scraping of silverware against

their plates, the soft melodies of holiday tunes floated in from the old

record player next to the fireplace. Oliver had turned on the music as

soon as he arrived home from the theater. God love him, he was

trying. It wasn’t that she couldn’t see that. She just couldn’t fully see

past the Big Fight. Not with the constant reminders.

“Thanks for cooking. The chicken is great, as always.” He smiled

that one-sided smile that revealed a deep dimple at his right cheek‐

bone from an old scar created by a rough tackle in high school.

She’d run to him from the sidelines, pom-poms in hand, and knelt

over his bleeding face, telling him it was going to be okay. They’d held

hands a brief moment, and he’d smiled that same crooked smile up at

her before one of the coaches told her to move. The memory tugged

at her heart and crept toward the corners of her mouth but stopped as

she spotted the box of playbills on the credenza behind Oliver.

She returned her focus to cutting her food. “How’d things go with

Gretta?”

“Remember, Dr. Green said we should try and not talk about the

theater over dinner.”

“Well, I tried.” Though, had she really? Heat rose up Ellie’s chest in

defiance. “Yet, once again, it seems that we’ve got nothing to talk

about other than the theater.”

Oliver sat back against his chair and placed his palms flat on either

side of his plate. It was the stiffest, most awkward posture, and yet

he’d always done it when faced with an uncomfortable conversation.

“I’m really trying here, Ellie.”

Frustration boiled inside her. Her chest rose as she inhaled a deep

breath, searching for calm, but her fork clattered as it dropped harder

than she’d intended. “Just like you really tried to tell Frank no? Or

really tried to sell the theater but refused a great offer?”

She watched his fingertips twitch as though ready to gather fistfuls
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of the tablecloth, but when their eyes met, he looked wounded. “The

town was counting on us, Ellie. And you know that developer would

have torn the place down. I couldn’t bear to watch that happen, and I

don’t think you want that either. Not to mention, the past thirty years

I’ve dedicated to the arts would disappear along with that beautiful

old building.”

Ellie crossed her arms tightly across her chest and peered out the

frosty window to the darkness outside. Of course she didn’t want to

see the theater torn down, though she’d only admitted that once,

when he’d first told her about the developer’s offer six weeks ago. But

what about the thirty years she’d given?

Ellie held her shaking hands as still as she could underneath the

table and swallowed to steady her equally shaky voice. “You

promised.”

“I know I did.”

“When Grace was born that first year, then Patrick the next and

Ethan three years later…” Ellie paused to dab at a threatening tear. “I

know plans had to change. The late honeymoon to New York City

couldn’t happen when I had morning sickness, and we needed the

money for diapers. And spending our first year married seeing the

country in a camper didn’t exactly make sense. I know all these things.”

Dr. Green’s advice to acknowledge things that did go right echoed

among Ellie’s swirling thoughts. She sighed and tried to regroup her

thoughts. “You started the theater and worked so hard to provide for

us. And I raised babies and carpooled to games and organized

fundraisers. I camped with the Scouts and chaperoned youth group

mission trips. I went alone to countless games and school presenta‐

tions and put kids to bed reminding them you’d see them in the

morning every time rehearsals ran late, yet you somehow managed to

be a great dad. It was a good life. But you promised, when all the kids

were gone, you’d take me to see the world. This is supposed to finally

be our time.”

Her breath gone, she closed her eyes and pressed her quivering lips

together. Unable to take in Oliver’s forlorn expression, she instead

focused on the twinkling lights over his shoulder. His silence spurred
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her on. “We should be in New York right now, Oliver. You’d finally

agreed, and I’d planned the whole thing. I was ready to buy tickets!

Then Frank goes nuts when you tell him you’re not doing the play this

year, how Christmas in Kedgewick Creek needs you, and you cave.

Just like that.” She snapped her fingers loud enough that they both

flinched. “And once again, like always, I get shoved aside to continue

waiting for my time—our time.”

She waited again for him to say something. Anything. But only

more silence filled the thick, stagnant air between them. She began to

tremble with hurt and anger that built inside her like in a pressure

cooker. “Then to add insult to injury,” she hissed—the venomous

sound made her wince, but her emotions were too far out of control

to reign in, “you said no without even talking to me when that devel‐

oper approached you with a way out. You took away our chance.”

Her voice cracked with the last word, compromising the dam

holding back a flood of tears. She stood from the table and her hardly

eaten dinner. Oliver rested his chin in his hand, a finger wrapping

over his lips set in a deep frown, and said nothing.

Fine. Ellie squared her shoulders and cleared her throat. She was

pretty sure rehashing every major argument they’d had in the last

eight months meant they’d effectively failed their homework assign‐

ment to enjoy a simple, quiet dinner at home. Whichever side of her

family was responsible for Ellie’s stubborn streak, the gene was too

strong to temper in moments like this. Her viper-quick defenses were

as uncontainable as a boulder rolling down a hill.

“I guess I can always go without you.” The words were bitter on

her tongue. The second edge of the double-sided sword of stubborn‐

ness was instant regret.

Oliver startled and looked up as though she’d slapped him. “Ellie, I

don’t want that. Please, just—”

He stood and took a step toward her, but she extended an arm and

pointed at him. “No! Do not follow me, Oliver.” She started for the

archway behind her that offered a detour to the staircase, determined

to avoid the mistletoe at all costs.

Her legs felt heavier with each step as she climbed the wooden
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stairs to the bedroom where she’d again sleep alone. Inside the dark‐

ened room, she leaned against the closed door and slammed her eyes

shut. She cried for her pain, her resentment, and her own remorse.

That hadn’t gone the way she’d hoped. Was there a way out of this?

Ellie drew in a deep breath to try and manage the sobs, her throat

strangled with emotion. Down deep, she knew that no dream was

worth having without Oliver.

OLIVER SWITCHED the light off in the guest bath and made his way

down the hall, his spirit every bit as creaky as the old floorboards. He

paused in the threshold of Patrick’s old room and looked to the closed

door of the master. No light shone from under the door.

Ellie’s threat to travel without him was an ultimatum and a new

weapon in her arsenal. It had worked, too, leaving him feeling

wounded and desperate. When he’d come upstairs after cleaning up

the disastrous dinner, he’d knocked but had no answer. With the

exception of that night back in March when he’d had to tell Ellie

about the chat with Mayor Frank Present—the first Big Fight—he and

Ellie had managed to at least say goodnight.

That night, Oliver had wondered if his spine were made of jelly.

He’d folded so quickly under obligation to the town and traditions he

loved. Why was it so hard to let everyone else down even if he knew it

was going to hurt his own wife?

Tonight, heaviness settled on his chest like an elephant. The fact

that he’d no other choice than to lie down without telling his bride to

sleep well, like he had for decades, crushed him with exhaustion.

Yet sleep would not come.

An hour later, having replayed the events of the evening over in his

mind dozens of times, Oliver flung back the flannel sheets, sat at the

edge of the twin bed, and peered out the curtainless window that

overlooked the mountains to the west of town. Under a brilliant full

moon and cloudless sky, they glowed silver.

Oliver had never been one to sling biting retorts in an argument.
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He liked to think it was in an effort to consider the other person’s

feelings and avoid saying something he didn’t mean. But tonight, he’d

just been stunned by the way Ellie’s disappointment had stewed into

such anger.

He’d seen she was still struggling with how things had played out.

They’d covered as much in therapy the last few weeks. Yet he’d

honestly thought—hoped, maybe—that time would have at least

started to heal the wound of having to postpone their long-awaited

trip. Again. A sigh escaped from deep within Oliver’s soul. He couldn’t

exactly blame her for not believing him when he said they could

reschedule.

Then the rejected offer from the real estate developer. Insult to

injury, indeed. A catch twenty-two if there ever had been one. Ellie

was spirited, which he loved about her, but it was hard to believe her

passion was completely blinding her from seeing how impossible a

solution that offer had been.

Oliver’s head spun with dizzying dejection. He would never claim

to be the most confident or decisive person. A people pleaser to a fault

—and it seemed he’d failed at pleasing the only person who really

mattered. Something told him time was running out and he had to fix

this.

He rubbed at his aching right knee, which always bothered him in

the cold weather, and looked heavenward into the starry night.

God, have I really messed up here? I thought I heard Your voice so clearly

tell me that offer wasn’t right and that the theater needs to keep going. But

am I holding on too tight? You know I want to honor my marriage and keep

my promises. You know I want only to be with Ellie. None of it is worth it

without her. Please provide another way. And soon. Before I lose her. Amen.

Oliver’s gaze fell to the perfect view of the town square that sat in

the valley below the ridge their house was nestled into. The annual

holiday play he’d written twenty-five years ago and directed every

year since paid homage to so much he loved about this town. Its

heritage rooted in festive spirit, its friendly and creative people, and

especially its time-honored tradition of kissing your love under the
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mistletoe hanging from the gazebo in Mistletoe Square during the

annual Christmas festival.

With his focus on the roof of the gazebo below, every kiss he and

Ellie had shared there over the last thirty years ran through his mind.

Their first as high school sweethearts. The many pecks with little

ones underfoot. The one captured ten years ago for the new show

poster of Meet Me in Mistletoe Square.

His head rested against the wooden headboard, and he shifted his

gaze back to the door. Was Ellie lying awake in their bed, thinking of

him? An unbearable ache constricted him as he feared she was fast

asleep.

What would Christmas be without kissing his bride under the

mistletoe?

Not going to happen. He shook his head. It was time to grow a spine

and trust God to make a way into action.

From the bedside table, his phone illuminated. Relief oozed from

the small grin that pulled at his mouth. The one-word text message

showing on the screen was an exclamation point to Oliver’s sudden

determination.

ELLIE: Goodnight.

That was it. As soon as the show was over in less than a week, he’d

publicly put the theater up for sale. He had to. Like it or not, his

marriage depended on him closing this chapter so he could turn the

page to the next.
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amaste Mondays are going to turn into ‘Nah, I’mma Stay

in My Bed’ Mondays if Jane keeps turning up the heat in

the studio.” Sara’s forehead glistened with beads of sweat as they made

their way down Tinsel Street even though the Kedgewick Creek Bank

& Trust digital sign read twenty-eight degrees.

Ellie chuckled despite her mood and repositioned the strap of her

rolled up yoga mat on her shoulder. “It’s hot yoga. What do you

expect?”

Sara let out an exaggerated harrumph as they stepped underneath

the baby-blue-and-white-striped awning of Frostea’s Tea Shop and

stepped inside. The earthy aroma of the fresh evergreen garland

framing the front door was quickly overcome by the welcoming

fragrance of tea and baked goods.

After ordering a pot of peppermint tea and a warm plum tart to

share, the two friends claimed the table near the large picture window

at the front of the cozy café. It couldn’t rival The Daily Press across

the square—how do you beat a coffee shop/bookstore combo?—but

since opening at the beginning of December, the tea shop had quickly

become one of Ellie’s favorite spots in town. The exposed bricks,
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ceiling draped in twinkle lights, plus elegant touches like unique glass

teacups and white marble-topped tables, was simply charming.

“Glad to see the owners jumped on board,” Sara said, gesturing

toward a Christmas tree in the corner, adorned with dozens of white

paper angel ornaments. “From the looks of that full box, it’s going to

be stiff competition this year.”

Ellie sipped her tea and tilted her head at Sara. “It’s a toy drive, not

a competition.”

Sara sliced her fork through the fruit fanned out across the golden

pastry. “Yeah, but we all know Piper gives an awesome shoutout at the

festival to the Kedgewick Creek business that brings in the most toys.

How are things going at the theater?”

Ellie sighed and set her cup down gingerly, wrapping both hands

around its warm sides. She looked out the window, fogged around the

edges, to the periwinkle-blue siding of the theater on the opposite

side of the square. “Things aren’t good, Sara.”

“Not much coming in? That’s surprising. The cast and crew did

great bringing in donations last year.”

Ellie looked to her friend, confused. “What?”

Subtle wrinkles above the bridge of Sara’s button nose deepened.

“I have a feeling you’re not talking about the toys.”

Heat rushed to Ellie’s cheeks as she realized the misunderstanding.

All morning, even when their yoga instructor had told them to clear

their minds and focus on deep breathing, Ellie could only think of

Oliver and their awful argument last night. Unable to sleep, she’d been

so tempted to go to him, but had only managed a pathetic “goodnight”

text.

She ran her manicured finger along the edge of the teacup. “It’s

Oliver.”

Sara gasped softly, a few fingers resting in front of her lips. “Oh

my. Is he sick?”

“No,” Ellie replied quickly. “Nothing like that. It’s me and Oliver.

We’ve agreed to not say anything until we get through the holidays,

but I’ve got to talk to someone. Things are not good between us right

now.”
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“Honey, I’m sorry.” Sara reached across the table and slid a hand

over Ellie’s. “You guys are like Mr. and Mrs. Kedgewick Creek. He’s

the absolute sweetest. What could possibly be wrong?”

A twinge of guilt poked at Ellie’s pride. It was true that everyone in

town thought Oliver hung the moon. She had too, not long ago—

before something had snapped and resentment had moved in like a

wall of ominous clouds making it hard to see the light.

Ellie took a slow sip of calming tea before filling Sara in on the Big

Fight and last night’s encore.

When she’d finished, Sara contorted her mouth into a pucker the

way she always did when she was about to dole out some tough love.

“Well?” Ellie braced herself, but a whisper in her heart told her to

be open and listen.

Sara’s pucker melted into a kind smile. “I don’t blame you for

being disappointed and frustrated. Y’all’s lives have revolved around

that theater forever. He’s up there sometimes seven days a week, and

you’ve acted in more shows than I can count.”

“But?” There had to be more.

“But…” Sara drew out the word playfully. “Things don’t work on

our timing. I would think you’d have learned that with your wedding

night baby.”

The women, who’d been friends longer than Ellie had even known

Oliver, chuckled in unison.

“Plus, think about all you know to be true about Oliver,” Sara

encouraged. “He’s kind, hardworking, and is maybe the only one of

our husbands who looked more handsome when he had to start

wearing reading glasses.”

Ellie puffed out another breathy laugh. Sara wasn’t wrong. Oliver

had grown more handsome with every passing year.

But the fact that her husband was aging well didn’t prevent her

from feeling second rate to the unwavering commitment he had to

his business. “I’ve asked for so little over the years, Sara. When he

started the theater, I made his passion mine. I got involved. And now,

when I’m ready to cash in my chips, he doesn’t seem to want to

budge.”
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“Maybe that’s your problem.” Sara’s eyebrows rose over the edge of

her cup as she lifted it to her lips.

“What is?”

“You’re treating your marriage like a round of poker. If you’re

gambling to see what you get out of it, you’re bound to be disap‐

pointed by the payout.”

Ellie cringed at the truth behind her friend’s advice. “Okay, maybe

cash in my chips was the wrong phrase to use. But am I wrong to be

tired of waiting for what he’s promised me for so long?”

Sara took another forkful of the pastry, then shrugged her shoul‐

ders and slid the plate with one last bite on it over to Ellie. “Patience is

a fruit of the Spirit, is it not?”

Right again. Ellie took the last bite of the sugar plum tart and

returned her gaze out the window onto the picturesque, snow-

covered town square. She hadn’t exactly been focused on any of the

spiritual fruits mentioned in the Bible. Not joy, peace, patience, kind‐

ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, or self-control.

What about love? The sweetest of all the fruits. If she still loved

Oliver, it should be enough to sustain her through her deep, painful

disappointment.

Ellie shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cold air drifting in

as a couple entered the café. Surely she still loved Oliver.

Didn’t she?

OLIVER’S LUNGS burned as he rested his hands on his knees just outside

the opening of the old covered bridge outside of town. A moment

later, footsteps thumped behind him, then came to an abrupt stop.

“Geez, man. Where’s the fire?” Jason Conrad stood with his hands

on his hips. Clouds puffed from his mouth like a steam engine.

Jason and Oliver had become friends at Kedgewick Creek High

when they dated attached-at-the-hip best friends, Sara and Ellie.

Subsequently, the men had become husbands, homeowners, and
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fathers together as well. The friendship of convenience had turned

into a strong bond Oliver treasured.

Oliver straightened and rubbed at the tightness in his lower back.

Even though Ellie’s one-word text last night had made it easier to fall

asleep, he’d woken up feeling at a loss for exactly how to move

forward. “No fire. Just felt like running.”

“Well, I promised my orthopedist I’d stick to power walking,

which looks even more ridiculous if I’m doing it by myself.” Jason

motioned with his thumb over his shoulder, and together they turned

around and began walking back down the road that led back into

town. “Seriously, what’s bugging you?”

Oliver kept his eyes on the pavement ahead of him. He didn’t want

to disregard his and Ellie’s agreement to keep their predicament to

themselves, but maybe he needed another trusted opinion on the

matter. And, most of all, to ask for prayers.

“In confidence?” Oliver cut his eyes over at Jason.

Jason took off his knit beanie and ran a hand through his thick

head of dark gray hair. “As long as you don’t plan on confessing a

violent crime.”

Oliver smiled reluctantly. “Ellie and I have been having some

issues. I’d planned to not do the play this Christmas to make time for

her, but Frank got to me. Then I turned down an offer someone made

on the theater in the fall. I’d promised her we’d start traveling more

after Ethan went off to school. It’s obvious now just how much that

means to her.”

“Hold up.” Jason stopped walking and held up both hands. “You’re

selling the theater?”

Oliver waved his friend ahead and, once their paces synced up

again, continued. “I don’t see another way if Ellie and I want to get out

of town on a regular basis. Long overdue vacations aside, I’m sure

grandkids aren’t far off, and we’ll both want to be free to visit often.

But I’m having more trouble letting go than I expected. And Ellie’s

made it clear she’d done waiting.”

Jason chuckled under his breath.
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“What’s that for?” Oliver didn’t find an ounce of amusement in the

situation.

“You attached to the theater and Ellie impatient. Not exactly

shocking.”

Oliver shook his head. “No, I guess not.”

He’d been more than attached to the theater all these years. Not

just a career, it had been his passion project to give the town he loved

its first live theater venue. They’d offered summer camps to countless

kids, hosted dinner theater nights, and even produced outdoor

productions in the park. All ages from the community had come

together to make art and tell stories. Despite the long hours and

sometimes downright grueling work—a tiny staff meant he also

played the roles of janitor, moving man, and even carpenter when

needed—it had rarely felt like work.

How could he just give it up?

“Why’d you turn down the offer?”

Jason’s question pulled Oliver out of his thoughts. “Hmm?”

“Did they offer too little? A lot of folks don’t realize the value of

businesses on the square.”

Oliver shook his head. “No, the price was more than right. But

they planned to demolish it for God only knows what. I just couldn’t

let that happen.”

“Oh, man. Folks would go nuts to see that place—or any business

on the square for that matter—torn down. Must mean God’s got

something more creative up His sleeve.”

His friend’s words sent Oliver’s heart thumping as though he’d just

sprinted again. “So you think I should sell?”

“I didn’t say that.” Jason shook his head. “Selling to the right buyer

may be the best option, sure. Keep your eye out for options. I’ve been

surprised many times in my life by the creative ways God works me

out of jams I’ve gotten myself into.”

Oliver’s thumping heart twisted with anxiety. “But what about

Ellie? We’ve agreed to not make any big decisions until after the holi‐

days, but something tells me I don’t have a lot of time to work with

here. What if I’ve already blown it? I can’t lose her, Jason.”
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The men walked in silence as a Grayson’s Christmas Tree Farm

truck loaded down with fresh cut firs passed them. Once it’d crested

the hill and its rumble faded, Jason placed a hand on Oliver’s shoulder.

“Nothing is impossible with God.” Jason’s eyebrows arched high.

The line from the Gospel of Luke was the man’s answer to just about

any problem Oliver had brought to Jason over the years. And yet, it

had never stopped being a comfort. “I’ll be praying.”

Gratefulness for friends who prayed stole some power from the

worry gripping Oliver. “Thanks, man. But keep your eye out for

someone interested in buying a little community playhouse while

you’re at it.”

Jason laughed. “Right.”

Back at the trailhead, the men parted ways, and Oliver started the

short drive home to take a shower before heading to the theater. He

had to check in with the box office and prep for the evening’s first

technical rehearsal.

He steered his SUV down the slushy streets through town, turning

onto the square. At the intersection of Kringle Drive, he came to a

stop to let a mother pushing a stroller and two older children bundled

up in puffy coats cross the street. His gaze wandered to his left, and he

spotted Ellie and Sara making their way down the sidewalk.

Fighting or not, just the sight of her caught his breath. He’d always

loved the way she pulled her strawberry-blond hair back when she

exercised, exposing her graceful neck. And no woman of any age

carried curves in quite the perfect places Ellie did.

She looked up and their eyes locked. Her nod was subtle and the

quirk of her lips barely noticeable, but she might as well have waved

both arms wildly and blown him a cheesy kiss for the way Oliver’s

body warmed all over.

A short honk sounded behind him, and his eyes darted to his

rearview mirror. With a quick wave to the truck waiting behind him,

he checked for pedestrians, then slowly let his foot off the brake.

When he stole a quick glance back to Ellie, she was gone.

It may have been Jason’s encouragement or the visual reminder of

what—and who—he simply couldn’t lose, but Oliver felt a ton lighter.

97



PEPPER BASHAM

Grinning, he turned off the square and onto the road that led to their

home.

He tuned the radio to the station that played non-stop Christmas

music and hummed along for a moment while Bing Crosby crooned a

classic, then he whispered a quick prayer under his breath. “God, be

creative. I want my wife back.”

TO READ the rest of An Unscripted Christmas, click here to purchase

Christmas in Mistletoe Square.
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P

C H A P T E R  O N E

eyton Hammond had zero patience for shoplifters at The

Toy Boutique, even if they were tall, dark, and a teensy bit

handsome. She peeked around the cascading display of stuffed bears,

puppies, and unicorns to see the man still lurking about, shoulders

hunched. Although the hood of his sweatshirt shielded much of his

face, the line of his strong nose and brow brought every Tom Hardy

villain to mind. Not to mention those full lips. The guy was probably

used to getting away with petty theft. Well, he hadn’t met Peyton.

His hand once again slipped from his sweatshirt pocket to touch

the display of fairy toys. He rolled one on the palm of his hand. He

glanced back at the cash counter, where Peyton had been standing

one minute ago. Now his hand was empty. The fairy figurine Elia‐

zonda had probably ended up deep in that pocket with who-knows-

what-else.

The shop was no stranger to slick hands, but for the most part the

offenders had been teenagers on a dare or young children angry that

their parents had said no to buying a plush.

But a grown man? No way. She had a hard enough time getting

profits at this store as is, and she wouldn’t let this guy move her one

step closer to losing her family’s dream.
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“Excuse me. Miss Peyton?” The dainty voice accompanied a

tugging hand on her skirt. Alice Winterbourne’s Kewpie doll eyes

peered up at her. In her hands, she held a box of hand-whittled

dinosaur models—one of Peyton’s favorite creations.

Dropping to her knees so she could look the preschooler in the

eye, she forced all worries about dreams, store closings, and

shoplifters to the back of her mind. “Merry Christmas Eve, Alice. How

may I help you?”

“I wanna get these dinos for my little brother, but Daddy doesn’t

know how much they are.”

“The price tag is right here on the bottom,” Peyton said, gingerly

turning the box in the young girl’s hand. “$84.99.”

“That’s what Daddy said. Then he said no one in their right mind

would pay that much for chunks of wood. But I know Teddy would

love these dinos.”

Splinters of wood might have pierced Peyton’s heart straight

through. She’d put three late nights of work into each of those sets

and given herself blisters in the process. Eight months later, all four

boxes remained on the shelf, gathering dust while publicly displayed,

much like Alice’s family had been this past year. Teddy, Alice’s

brother, had the same cancer as Peyton’s sister. Fortunately for the

Winterbournes, thirty-some years of research and advanced treat‐

ments helped him survive what was once unsurvivable. The whole

town had rallied to help pay the hospital bills, because heaven knows

Angus Winterbourne couldn’t afford them. With a lump in her throat

the size of an ornament, Peyton opened the box and held all five

dinosaurs in her hands. “Why don’t you choose the one Teddy would

like best. You can just take it.”

“That ain’t right,” Angus cut in, taking Alice by the hand. “We’ll

find something else.”

Peyton knew good and well that everything in her shop was priced

above Angus’s pay grade at the laundromat. Quality wasn’t cheap, and

children deserved the best, safest, and most imagination-inspiring

toys available. And if those toys weren’t available, Peyton would make

them with her own two hands.
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The girl’s eyes sparked with hope. “Maybe Santa Claus will bring

them to Teddy. Or Handsel will!”

At the mention of Handsel’s name, Peyton drew her bottom lip

between her teeth. The mysterious gift-giver of Kedgewick Creek had

been the subject of speculation for decades—one more thing that

made her hometown simply majestic at Christmas. Whoever Handsel

was, he or she accepted requests from Kedgewick Creek residents

who needed help pulling off big Christmas-morning surprises. All one

had to do was write a letter describing the needed help and place it in

an envelope addressed “Dear Handsel.” From there, the post office

would somehow get it to the right person or group of persons. Many

folks in town had been blessed by the tradition over time, including

Peyton. In 1999, Handsel had helped Peyton’s parents set up a sewing

room and workshop for her in what had once stored bins full of her

sister’s stuff, all while Peyton had been sound asleep upstairs. What a

bittersweet morning that had been.

Too bad this dinosaur set wasn’t one of the toys donated to the

Dear Handsel organization in the Kedgewick Creek toy drive. Peyton

surely would have noticed if one of her creations had been purchased.

Sadly, Teddy would not be receiving this tonight.

“Alice, best not get your hopes up,” Angus said. “It’s too late to

write a letter to Santa, and Handsel is too busy helping others who

need it more.”

Tears pooled between the little girl’s dark lashes, threatening to

drop on the Tyrannosaurus her focus held.

Peyton put the dinosaurs back in their box, except for the T. Rex.

She placed that one in Alice’s hand and folded the girl’s fingers around

it. “I’ve got a ton of extra Tyrannosaurs in the back. Take it. I insist.”

The back-and-forth between Peyton and Angus was inevitable.

Finally, Peyton ushered the father and daughter out the door and

etched a mental reminder to pick up her whittling knife and a walnut

block tomorrow to complete the now T. Rex-less set behind the

counter.

With that settled, she returned her attention to the shoplifter.

Funny enough, the shoplifter was studying her, only to look away
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when she caught his gaze. Why was he still wearing his hood? It might

be cold outside, but her shop was nice and toasty. Of course, his hands

remained in his pockets along with whatever he’d taken. Any smart

criminal would have made his escape by now. Unless he’d planned to

rob her blind—wait until the last customer left at closing time, then

empty her register while holding her at knifepoint.

The image was all Peyton needed to yank out her phone. She

scrolled through her contacts, stopping on Officer Stillman’s name.

He said he’d stop by before she closed anyway. Plus, he’d made it clear

ever since the Christmas Ball that he would do just about anything to

make her happy—a nice change, since she’d spent her entire life

bringing joy to others, regardless of what it cost her. She could picture

it now. He would saunter in, wearing his cop uniform and swinging

his handcuffs. The shoplifter would spend Christmas Eve in jail, and

Officer Stillman—or Blaine, as he insisted she call him—would be her

hero.

And wouldn’t that make her parents happy?

Peyton cringed. There she went again.

“Stillman,” he answered gruffly. A man like he was didn’t have time

for greetings like “Hello.” And he probably didn’t have time to glance

at his phone screen to see her name either.

“Blaine, hi. It’s Peyton. Are you close by the shop? I have a situation

here.”

“Are you in trouble?” His voice rose in pitch and urgency.

“No. Well, I don’t know. I’ve got a shoplifter.” In the silence that

followed, she snuck a peek over her shoulder and accidentally caught

the criminal’s eye once again. That’s right. I’m onto you, Mr. Grinch. Still,

Blaine didn’t answer. “He’s an adult male. Caucasian. Looks like Tom

Hardy.”

“Who?”

“An actor. He played Heathcliff in the BBC’s Wuthering Heights…

which you probably haven’t seen. Nevermind. He’s in a black hoodie,

and he’s probably six foot … wait, how tall are you?”

“Six foot two.”

“This guy’s about six foot even, then.”
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“You’re sure he’s stealing?”

Peyton winced at the subtle accusation, but quickly brushed it off.

What if she was wrong? She couldn’t extend happiness to everyone

she met if she spoiled an innocent guy’s Christmas Eve. But if the

future of her family’s store relied on her paranoia, then it was a risk

she had to take.

“Never mind,” Blaine said. “I’m in front of the Kedgewick Creek

Playhouse. I’ll be there in five.”

She ended the call and slipped the phone back into the apron

pocket where she also kept mini candy canes for all the children.

The hooded man shifted from one foot to the other as he stared at

her. The guy could use a shave. Maybe he was homeless. Based on the

dark circles beneath his eyes, he was probably into drugs. Blaine

would nail this guy on multiple charges. Kedgewick Creek would be

better off, Peyton told herself, hoping that belief might remove the

niggling feeling in the pit of her stomach.

Five minutes, Blaine had said. She could delay him for five

minutes. Talking a person’s ear off was a gift of hers.

HE WAS A LOUSE. No, he was lower than a louse. More like an amoeba

on the backside of a louse. Why else would Joey Kiljoy, of all people,

find himself skimming the aisles of a mom-and-pop toy store on

Christmas Eve, hoping to right his wrongs? This gift should’ve been

his first priority when he arrived in North Carolina. Still, he’d waited

until Christmas Eve, using it as an excuse to come in here. Man, he

really needed to get his act together or he’d wind up in an even more

pathetic situation than he was already in.

You don’t have all night, Kiljoy. Make your move. Still, he fidgeted

with the inner lining of his sweatshirt pocket until his fingers gripped

the only thing that could help him now.

“Welcome to The Toy Boutique.” Her.

It was she that approached him. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so hard.

“Are you looking for something in particular?”
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If that wasn’t the question of the night. This was crazy. He had way

too much on his plate to be trying this. He should’ve found his

courage to speak to her when he’d first seen her at that Christmas

Ball, decked out in a cute costume dress. Or outside the community

theater a week later with her eye-catching red curls cascading down

her back. Or in The Daily Press a few days ago. Each time, her light-

up-a-room smile nearly made him forget who he was and why he was

in this tiny North Carolina town in the first place. Like a creep, he’d

followed her to this shop. A toy shop, of all places. Peyton Hammond

was her name, according to his grandfather. Like a creepier creep,

Joey had looked her up online. There wasn’t much there. It seemed

she lived a quiet, low-profile life. According to the single newspaper

article he found, her family opened this store twenty-seven years ago.

She’d just taken it over in the past few years when her parents retired,

and this year she’d helped put on the local toy drive to benefit under‐

served families.

And if she didn’t look the part of a small-town toy shop owner,

with her kind eyes, freckled nose, and near-constant smile, then no

one would. Of course, that smile had been missing once she’d seen

him enter her store tonight. He’d been debating ever since on whether

to follow through with his plan. But now she was speaking to him, as

if the angels orchestrated this, their first conversation.

“I’m Joey.”

A blink. That’s all he got in return. Where was the joy she usually

radiated?

“Oh. You didn’t ask my name. Yes, I need help.” More than he’d

first thought, apparently. “I’m looking for a gift. It’s uh, for my niece.

She’s extremely picky about her toys, so I haven’t found a gift for her

yet.”

Jingle bells strung from the front door jangled as an older woman

entered the shop.

Peyton seemed disappointed but returned her attention to him.

“What does she like?”

“Dolls, mostly. I was going to get her a Susie Fussbucket, but she

specifically said she didn’t want one of those.”
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Peyton scoffed. “Smart girl.”

Joey pressed his lips into a tight line. According to reports, Susie

Fussbucket was on the Christmas list of at least one kid in forty-six

percent of American households. The hit toy was the latest to create a

mad frenzy, much like the Easy-Bake Oven in the ’60s, Cabbage Patch

Dolls in the ’80s, and Tickle Me Elmo in the ’90s. Susie was impos‐

sible to find, leaving many parents in a lurch and praying for a

Christmas miracle. Rumor had it that even the North Pole’s elves

couldn’t meet the demand. If anyone could get his hands on one,

though, it was Joey. Yet he needed something truly special for this gift.

Peyton’s stare drifted down to his midsection, suspicion pooling in

eyes that matched the hot chocolate he’d filled his thermos with right

before he left Grandfather’s house. Had the shopgirl seen what he was

hiding? Great. “I don’t sell those dolls anyway. I prefer to sell high-

quality toys, not mass-produced imagination killers.”

Hold up. Wait a jingling minute. “Imagination killers?”

“Forget it. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sure the Kiljoy

juggernaut has good reason to put all their eggs in that basket, or

should I say fussbucket. Just watch, though. That doll will end up

taking down that whole company.”

Joey straightened his spine, standing to his full height. “What do

you mean?”

The girl shrugged, clearly not having any clue who he was. “I know

something they don’t.”

Chills radiated down his spine, and it wasn’t because he was cold.

This toy store was hotter than the Heat Miser’s volcano home.

“What’s that?”

“You’ll see. Give it a couple of days, then everyone will know.”

“How? How will they know?”

“All it would take is one video on social media, and they’d lose the

customers’ trust.” She looked to the door again, as though she was

expecting someone and they were running late. Maybe a boyfriend or

that guy she’d danced with at the ball.

Fine by him; he wasn’t exactly feeling a spark between them. More

like one of those drag-your-feet-across-the-carpet shocks. But if he
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could keep her talking, maybe he could find out about this supposed

secret she knew. “A social media post from you?”

“No. I’m not on social media. Others would happily do it for me.”

“Like who?”

“Other independent toy store owners. With how much our small

businesses have suffered thanks to Kiljoy Toyz and their online

monopoly? They couldn’t blow the whistle fast enough … if they

knew what I know.” She pointed to the small wooden fairies Joey had

been eyeing before. Their astronomical price tag nearly made him

choke on his gum. “I saw you looking at the Eliazonda fairies. Would

your niece like those?”

“Maybe, although I don’t feel like taking out a second mortgage for

them.” The words slipped out before he could stop them.

If Peyton was offended, it didn’t show. “That explains an awful lot.”

What was she talking about? This wasn’t going well. At least her

niece comment reminded him about his other reason for this stop. He

still needed a gift. “What about that doll?” He nodded to a rag doll

poised on a shelf above the cash register.

“That’s not for sale.”

“That’s a shame. My niece would love it.”

Peyton’s face brightened a touch. Now that was the girl he’d been

drawn to ever since he arrived in Kedgewick Creek. Too bad he’d

already determined this was a waste of time.

Or was it? What if this was simply a wise business decision? If he

was able to find out what Peyton knew about Susie Fussbucket and

Kiljoy Toyz, he may be able to stop it from being made public.

He sucked in a cool wintergreen breath that chilled his windpipe.

“Would you like to go on a date with me?”

Peyton stepped back, brows knit close. Her rosy lips seemed to

tangle on several words at once. “I don’t even know who you are.” Her

gaze now roved up to his forehead.

How had he not yet removed his hood? No wonder she was suspi‐

cious of him. He was dressed like the Ghost of Christmas Future.

He yanked the hood down. “I’m, uh, Joey.”

“You already told me that. Joey what?”
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The centerpiece of the shop, a grand wooden clock, ticked loudly

in Joey’s head as he wrestled with the shame his last name held in this

town, and especially in this place—an independently owned and

managed toy store.

One more tick set off the resonating chimes—seven of them, to

be specific—then a lullaby played, and two doors opened below the

clock face. Two smiling bears appeared from one door, spinning

and dancing to the music, before disappearing into the second

door.

“Joey Kiljoy.”

Her brows shot skyward.

“Care to empty your pockets?” The policeman appeared out of

nowhere. A stone-cold presence in a shop bubbling over with

warmth. The guy crossed his arms, clearly pushing out his biceps and

peeking at Peyton to see if she noticed. She didn’t seem to.

Not that it mattered. Joey recognized him. Peyton Hammond’s

dancing partner from the ball was a cop? Joey’s chances with her

slipped to practically nil. “My pockets? Why?”

“I got a report that someone with your description was stealing

from the store.”

Joey looked over one shoulder, then the other. The other

customers in the store were too focused on their own last-minute

shopping to accuse him of this absurdity. The only one who’d paid

him any mind was currently staring slack-jawed at him. Without

taking his eyes off Peyton, he emptied his Dungarees’ pocket of his

wallet, phone, and keys.

“Stop. I made a mistake,” she said.

“Christmas Eve?” the officer continued. “You sure picked a great

day to steal from this hardworking woman, didn’t you?”

“With all due respect, officer, I wasn’t stealing.”

“Your sweatshirt pockets too. I don’t have all night.”

Peyton touched the man’s arm. Practically caressed it. “Blaine,

don’t.”

Joey had his answer.

Why would this woman want to go on a date with the man putting
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her shop out of business anyway? The man whose business she was

looking to ruin right back?

“It’s fine. Happy to comply.” If embarrassment was bound to be his

lot, then he’d embrace it. He tossed the breath spray on the counter.

The cop laughed through his nose. “Is that Binaca? Where are you

from? The eighties?”

Joey kept his focus aimed at Peyton, and she shifted beneath it.

“Blaine, forget it. This is Joseph Kiljoy. I’m pretty sure a multi-

millionaire wouldn’t need to steal something from my little ol’ shop.”

Now Joey was the one shifting his weight from one foot to the

other beneath her scrutinizing gaze. Wealth wasn’t something he’d

ever been comfortable with. Not that he’d liked poverty any better.

“Then why is he here? Dressed in head-to-toe black and acting as

though he has something to hide? Or does he get his kicks by visiting

the small businesses he’s destroying?”

Joey swallowed hard. However, it wasn’t the cop’s icy glare that

gave him chills. It was the glimmer of sadness passing over Peyton

Hammond’s face. “Am I good to leave, officer?”

The guy leaned forward, his eyes sharp. “Oh, I highly suggest it.”

After scooping up his belongings, Joey turned his steel toes toward

the door and, careful not to even brush against the shopkeeper, made

a quick escape. What a waste of time. As if he didn’t have a million

things to do tonight and two dozen people counting on him to not

mess this up, his grandfather especially.

The gift.

He came to a jarring halt beneath the streetlight dressed with a

gaudy wreath. He still hadn’t gotten a gift for the only female in his

life, and it looked like that would be true for a long time to come. Of

all the people to deny a Christmas present …

A quick scan of the shops surrounding Mistletoe Square made the

rock in his stomach fall even more. Almost all the lights were out.

Only The Toy Boutique remained open, and he definitely couldn’t go

back in there.
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erry Christmas Eve, Momma. Got any snow?” Peyton

peered out the front door to the street that had been

bustling hours ago. But at nine o’clock, the Kedgewick Creek villagers

were nowhere to be seen.

“Baby doll, we live in Arizona, remember?”

“Of course, I remember. This shop reminds me every day. But

miracles can and do happen, right?” Peyton flipped the sign on the

door to read Closed to any passersby, chewing her lip all along. She’d

hoped to sell more on this last day before Christmas. The need for a

miracle seemed to be taking over all aspects of her life recently.

“Tell me about those big plans of yours. And spare no details. They

better be special, considering you turned down our offer to fly you to

Phoenix for the holidays.”

She didn’t want to keep lying to her parents, but how could she tell

them the real reason she had to stay in North Carolina? After all,

they’d trusted her with the store’s future when they retired. The truth

would absolutely break them. And she had seen far too much of their

brokenness in her twenty-seven years. “You know… a little of this and

a little of that. Nothing too exciting. Except I have a date tomorrow

night.”
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The shriek pierced her eardrum before she had time to pull the

phone away. Her mother’s excitement would still be ringing in her ear

when Blaine picked her up for dinner and a movie.

“Now don’t start planning the wedding yet. It’s one date.”

“One date on Christmas night. It’s bound to be magical. Who

is he?”

“He’s a policeman—just moved here a few months ago from

Asheville.”

“You know, I’ve always wanted you to marry a first responder.

Such heroes.”

“I do know that. You tell me all the time.”

“What’s he like?”

“He seems nice. Maybe a bit overconfident.”

“I thought you liked confident guys.”

She did, until they took advantage of her self-sacrificing ways.

Maybe Blaine would be different. He’d stood so tall when the Kiljoy

Toyz owner waddled out of the store. Okay, so waddled wasn’t the

right word, but the guy wasn’t exactly Mr. Swagger. Tired green eyes

that may be nice-looking if he actually took care of himself. And skin

so pale Frosty the Snowman looked like a Baywatch lifeguard in

comparison. Then there was that scruffy facial hair that was too short

to be called a beard and too long to be called stubble. If wrong-side-

of-the-tracks had a look, he had it.

The worst part was admitting to herself he was still attractive in

his unkempt state. What would he look like cleaned up and smiling?

He could smile, right? Heaven knows if Peyton had that much money,

she’d be smiling a whole lot more than she was tonight.

“I should get going. My friends will be here soon. I love you,

Momma.”

Friends. It wasn’t a lie if she counted Ralphie and his family from A

Christmas Story. Her parents wouldn’t be the wiser and could be free

to enjoy their Christmas without worrying about their only living

daughter.

Fifteen minutes later in her over-the-store apartment, she plugged

in her pathetic tabletop Christmas tree only to find that the bottom
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half of the tree remained dark. Great. She settled onto her loveseat,

prepared to lose herself in the Christmas classic and a delicious glass

of eggnog.

She took a sip and a heave rose up her torso as the eggnog curdled

in her mouth, smacking her with a sour taste. As she let the foul drink

ungracefully dribble back into the glass, she was thankful she lived

alone, even on Christmas.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and ran to the

bathroom to brush the taste away before her ramen noodle dinner

made a not-so-merry reappearance. Crest to the rescue, she finished

the toothbrushing with a drink of water from the faucet. A strange

sound pulled her from the nog nightmare and she straightened,

turning off the water.

Something outside her bathroom window yapped as if it had just

seen Santa’s sleigh. Had one of her neighbors gotten a puppy? She

rushed to the window, tamping down her own excitement. Her life

could use more puppy breath and kisses, for sure. Maybe she could

dog-sit occasionally. Outside, in a perfect halo of light from the street‐

lamp, a tiny white fluffball hopped and pounced on something she

couldn’t see, right there in the street below her window. No one,

neighbor or otherwise, could be seen.

Before the pup got hit by a car, Peyton had bounded down the

steps, through The Toy Boutique, and out the shop’s front door.

The pup, a Labrador if she wasn’t mistaken, popped up when

Peyton neared. He raced to her clumsily, led by oversize paws and

nearly tripping on its floppy ears.

“What are you doing out here all alone, you cute little angel?” She

lifted the squirmy guy—no, girl—and cradled her against her chest.

“No collar. No tag. Just a red bow? Someone’s going to be sad their

present ran away.”

Eyes that reflected her own settled on her nose.

“Ouch! No bite!” Peyton wagged her finger at the pup, before

feeling her nose for blood. Finding nothing but puppy-chow-scented

saliva, she moved the puppy down to her waist in case any other facial

features looked like a squeaky toy. “Let me grab my boots, and I’ll try
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to find your new family. They’re bound to be searching for you, even

with that awful biting habit of yours.”

No sooner had she returned to the sidewalk after donning her

boots and coat then did a man’s voice call out.

“Puppy! Come!”

“Over here!” Peyton called, searching the street for the man with

seriously impaired dog-naming ability.

Movement steered her sights toward Mistletoe Square. A dark

figure quickly passed by The Daily Press, and Peyton headed that

direction. Whoever it was seemed to be in either a panic or a hurry.

Perhaps helping them get on with their plans would help her feel

better about not having any of her own. She was cutting through the

town’s gazebo, when recognition donned, and not just for her.

Joseph Kiljoy, still dressed completely in black, stood in the street,

staring at Peyton as though she hadn’t called the cops on him earlier.

The twinge of guilt she’d felt the moment she’d realized her mistake

returned in full force.

Why?

She didn’t know. He was the one stealing her business and keeping

her in the red. He was the reason she’d likely be shuttering her doors

in the new year. In this story, he was the villain. Joe Fox. Mr. Potter.

That guy from Die Hard.

“This puppy yours?”

“Sort of,” he stammered, pushing back his hood again. “I mean, I’m

responsible for it.”

Peyton held the puppy out, refusing to put even one more step of

effort toward helping him.

He hurried up the steps as quickly as he’d raced out of her shop

earlier and accepted the puppy into his arms.

“Your sweet little puppy bit my nose.”

His intense eyes softened a touch. Lit only by strings of lights, his

skin looked healthier, the bags beneath his eyes less noticeable. “I’m …

I’m sorry. How badly?”

“Badly enough for me to sue you for a few million. You’re good for

it, right?”
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A long stare drilled her until the awkwardness triggered her

pursed grin.

“Is that a joke?” He studied her face.

“Yes, I’m joking. I’m not after your money.”

“Can I get you ice or something?”

She nearly chuckled, until she saw the seriousness in his expres‐

sion. The brooding man lived up to his name. “So, Joseph Kiljoy, I’m

guessing you’re here to see your grandfather for the holidays. Is this

girl for him? He doesn’t exactly seem like the type to love puppies.”

“Uh, no. He’s more of a cat guy.”

Despite it all, she laughed, which took the guy by surprise. “Oh,

you’re serious. Sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize.”

“Okay.” Peyton took one step back, then another. “Why did you

come to my shop today?”

“To get my niece a gift and to ask you on a date.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve heard your shop was one-of-a-kind, and I’d hoped I’d

find the perfect thing for her.”

“No, why did you want to ask me out?”

He shrugged. “I’ve seen you around.”

“So?”

“You’re always kind and joyful. I mean, not around me. And we’re

in the same industry. We have a lot in common.”

“Oh, I doubt that. Well, you’ve got your dog back. Have a good

Christmas.”

“You never answered my question.”

She summoned her best quizzical look, despite knowing full well

the question to which he was referring.

“About if you’d like to go on a date with me.” So strange, his

combination of shyness and forwardness.

Peyton gathered her nerve and prepared to level him. Instead,

what dribbled out was anything but strength. “You and your company

are the reason my entire future and my family’s dream is hanging in

the balance.”
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She’d expected haughtiness. After all, ever since he’d taken over

control of his grandfather’s Kiljoy Toyz seven years ago, the online

seller of cheaply manufactured toys exploded in popularity. They

were essentially the Amazon of the toy world. Meanwhile, The Toy

Boutique was the claw machine at the supermarket. Yet, Joseph

seemed genuinely taken aback by her statement.

“I guess I know your answer, then.” He shuffled his feet. “No,

right?”

“Joseph—”

“Joey,” he interrupted her.

Peyton heaved a deep breath, and her eyes scanned the roof of the

gazebo for something, anything, that would get through this guy’s

head. “It would take the angels themselves coming down and

thrusting us together to make me say yes to—” Her search ended on

greenery hanging in the center of the gazebo, directly above their

heads.

Before she could distract him, he also glanced up. But where most

guys would jump at the chance to kiss her without permission,

Joseph’s cheeks took on a reddish hue. It was a good look on him, she

hated to admit.

“Don’t want to break tradition, especially in Mistletoe Square.” She

stepped forward and planted a big smooch on the puppy’s head. The

pooch didn’t even react, just continued chewing on the red ribbon

she’d managed to untie from her neck. What did react, was Peyton’s

heart rate after catching a whiff of the man’s cologne. The barely-

there scent whispered of spices—clove and cinnamon—and tapped a

nutcracker waltz of warmth through her. Far too welcoming. Blaine

didn’t smell anywhere near this good, and he doused himself in

cologne.

“I should go,” he said.

“I’m not keeping you.”

He began to turn away but stopped. “If what you say is true, I

sincerely apologize for any trouble my business has caused yours.” A

few heavy steps, and he left her alone in the gazebo to scratch her

head.
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“So weird,” she muttered beneath her breath. She started for home,

but too many questions rolled through her brain. The answers were

disguised in all black, holding a puppy, and heading suspiciously

toward the industrial side of town where no one lived. No one. What

was he up to?

SMOOTH, Joey. Smooth.

He couldn’t spend any more time thinking about that woman. He

had a big job to do, and he was already behind. Now, if only the puppy

would stop her whining.

“I trusted you to stay close without being in your crate, but you

didn’t listen, did ya?” He tried for a stern look but the puppy already

owned him, and she knew it. He’d only taken custody of her this

morning. In another eight hours, she’d be in her new home. She was,

after all, a Dear Handsel gift. Joey was just the delivery boy. And

man, would it help if he’d swallowed his pride and trusted someone

for help. He’d run himself ragged these past two weeks, and he

looked it.

Another whine. The pup pawed at the lock on the crate while

giving him her best sad eyes.

“Unless you plan to help me load this truck, you need to be quiet.

I’ll get you out when I’m done.” He’d worked himself into a sweat,

carrying all these gifts into the unmarked truck. All that was left for

this load was the castle. The large, awkward-to-carry-with-two-

people, impossible-to-carry-with-one castle he’d spent all day

yesterday assembling so some little prince or princess on Swamp Stop

Lane could wake up Christmas morning to something magical. He’d

already dragged the thing to the back of the truck, but getting it on the

truck was not going well.

Joey opened the castle door and stepped inside the play structure.

He got low and dug the fingertips of his left hand between the pink

plastic and the pavement. He could barely reach the other wall. The

castle wasn’t too heavy, but he’d have to perfectly balance it on his
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outstretched fingers, or he’d risk dropping and breaking it. This

would be so much easier with two people.

Meanwhile, the puppy yipped and yapped.

“Stop laughing at me, dog. I didn’t laugh when you tried to jump

on the couch and fell.” Joey sucked in a breath, then lifted, only to have

the castle teeter, then bump its front on the ground. He readjusted—

too much since on the second attempt, the castle fell back. The urge to

growl was growing. The title line to Andy Williams’ “The Most

Wonderful Time of the Year” mockingly ran through his head. How

his grandfather had single-handedly run the Dear Handsel organiza‐

tion for thirty years was beyond his grasp, just like this stinkin’

playhouse.

Another readjustment and another try. This time, the castle lifted

with ease, keeping steady, even as Joey stood and inched the first wall

over the lip of the truck’s cargo hold. It became easier after that. Once

the majority of the castle’s weight was on the truck floor, Joey dipped

beneath it, escaping through the open floor, and backing out. A final

shove settled the castle next to the rest of Handsel’s first load. He

pulled down the door and secured the lock.

Now to grab his coffee and tablet.

“Ohhh!” More a noise than a word, the sound shot from Joey’s

throat when he’d nearly collided with the woman standing right

behind him. “Peyton? What are you doing here?”

“Helping you load a castle.”

“I mean, what are you doing at this warehouse at nine forty-five at

night?”

“Trying to figure out what shady dealings a stranger is doing in my

hometown. I don’t have to ask. It’s pretty obvious with all these

presents. You’re either Santa Claus or Handsel. So unless you’re

hiding a big belly under that sweatshirt, I’m assuming the latter.”

“I’m not Handsel.”

From the way she cocked her head to the side, she didn’t believe

him. She traipsed over to the Load 2 area and slid her hands over the

mane of a rocking horse that had fortunately come already assembled

—one less thing he’d had to do to prepare for this night. “I dropped
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this horse, along with the other toy drive items, here three days ago.

Via email, I was given strict instructions of how and when to leave

them so they wouldn’t get stolen. So you’re either Handsel, or a thief

who cracked the code. I’ve already made a fool of myself claiming

you’re a thief once already tonight. I’m not doing that again.”

Joey threw his hands up. His grandfather had never once been

spotted or caught delivering the gifts. Joey hadn’t even started the

delivery process and he’d already failed. Failure wasn’t something he’d

experienced for a long time. Peyton Hammond had shown it to him

twice in one night.

“You know, for years, I’ve been trying to discover Handsel’s iden‐

tity. And before you ask, no, I don’t have anything better to do. I never

once considered it might be someone from out-of-town. I certainly

never thought it would be a Kiljoy. I mean, your grandfather is sort of

a Scrooge McDuck, if you know what I mean. And you …” She looked

him up and down.

He suddenly wished he were in one of his suits, prepared for a

board meeting, with a fresh shave and a good night’s sleep. Attention

wasn’t his favorite thing, but if he was going to catch anyone’s eye, he

wanted it to be Peyton Hammond’s and at a time when he wasn’t

living on caffeine and junk food. Especially now that she had informa‐

tion he needed to protect his business’s interests. “Go on. Why hold

back now?”

“I know a lot about your company. Ever since you took the reins,

you’ve been all about profit. I’d never guess charity work would be

high on your to-do list.”

Joey tried to temper the sting with the reminder of her earlier

words and the pain he’d seen in her eyes. Her family business was

struggling to survive, so she reached for a scapegoat. Who better to

don the fleece and guilt than an online giant? “If that’s what you think

of me, then you have no reason to think I’d play Handsel, especially

for people I don’t know, and in a town that holds such prejudice

against my family. Honestly, I’m only helping someone out and I’ve

got to go.” He shut down the lights in the warehouse and slid the door,

prompting her to exit the way she’d entered. He locked up and lifted
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the dog crate. At least he’d have someone to keep him company

tonight.

From what he could tell, Peyton’s eyes never left him, even as he

climbed into the cab. “How about you let me give you a ride back

home?”

“I’ll be fine. It isn’t far. A couple of hundred yards.”

“My mom used to say ten yards is too far for a woman to walk

alone in the dark.”

“The empowered female in me is glad your momma isn’t here.”

“Yeah, but her offspring is. As much as you think I’m your enemy, I

can’t leave you alone out here.”

She crossed her arms and lifted her chin until her stubbornness

was on full display. This whole thing—the date rejection, the

competitor barbs, and her very presence—would be a whole lot easier

to deal with if he didn’t find her quite so pretty.

“If you’re out to prove you’ve got enough moxie to handle

dangerous situations, then accept a ride from this stranger. It’s a win-

win situation. I’ll know I’m helping you out, and you’ll know your

empowered femininity waved off common sense.”

“Oh, yes. A scary stranger who makes millions selling toys.”

Joey squeezed his eyes shut, clamping his teeth against a retort.

When he’d calmed enough to look back at her, she was gone, but a

moment later she yanked open the passenger door. “You don’t have to

rub my wealth in my face. It makes me wicked uncomfortable.”

“You know what makes me wicked uncomfortable?” she said with an

exaggerated Bostonian accent. “Thinking about the moment I’ll close

my shop’s doors for the final time because all my customers’ money is

sitting in your bank vault.” She settled into her seat, keeping the dog

crate on the bench between them

He started the engine. “You make it sound as if my business model

was to steal from the little guys. It wasn’t. From what I can tell, you and I

sell very different products.” He refrained from explaining the foolish‐

ness of selling high end toys in a modest Appalachian town. From the

wavering look on her face, she was debating whether to insult him again.
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“I didn’t recognize you. I’ve seen your picture in Forbes. You

look—”

“Careful, now. I’m pretty sure it goes against southern manners to

insult someone’s appearance. At least to their face.”

“Tired. That’s what I was going to say. You look tired.” Was that a

glimmer of concern? No. Couldn’t be. “I’ve always marveled over all

the good Handsel does for our town. Have you been doing all that

work on your own or do you hire it out?”

“I can’t talk about it. My friend—”

“What friends do you have here other than your family? Please. If

I’m wrong about your family, I’d like to know.”

“You are wrong. My grandfather may not have always been the

friendliest guy but he’s different now. This Dear Handsel—it’s his way

of making up for—”

“So it is him? Your grandfather is Handsel? Like, since the

beginning?”

Joey squeezed his eyes shut and sucked in a heavy breath.

“I’m sorry for interrupting. Go on,” she urged.

“Handsel is his way of making up for all the pain he caused early

on in his life. All that would be for nothing if people discover his iden‐

tity. That’s why he doesn’t hire folks to help. But he’s getting older,

and he needed me to take over this year. So I did. And yes, it’s been

tiring.”

“Handsel is a Kiljoy.” As if chewing on the fact made it more true.

“Now two Kiljoys. You don’t even know us though. And yet, you’ve

spent weeks here?”

“Exactly. I’ve spent a few weeks here, watching all the town’s

festivities from afar. I’ve grown to appreciate it. It’s different from

Boston, but it’s nice.” The truck rounded Mistletoe Square. “Um, I

don’t know where you live.”

“Above my shop. You can pull up here.”

He did as she asked, then looked past her to the quaint storefront.

“Peyton, again, I apologize if my company has caused yours harm. I

wish you’d believe me.”
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“Why does it matter if I believe you or not? It doesn’t change

anything.”

“It might make you tell me what the deal is with Susie Fussbucket.”

“Oh, that’s why you’re sorry?” She brushed a hand in his

direction.

He caught it and gave it a friendly squeeze, despite the burn in his

chest at the touch. “Peyton, I’m sorry. Period. End of sentence. But

before you knew my last name, you were convinced that toy would be

my company’s downfall. I can’t ignore that.”

“It’s probably nothing. Not worth bringing up really. And you have

work to do anyway.” She pulled her hand out of his and grasped the

door handle.

He didn’t believe her. It was something all right. She’d looked so

smug talking about it earlier. He wouldn’t get any more information

out of her though. He’d simply have to pray whatever it was didn’t

have the repercussions Peyton was hoping for. What a shame. If

circumstances were different, maybe they could be on the same team.

“Wait. Before you go,” he started, with no finish in mind. “Please don’t

tell anyone about Handsel’s identity.”

“I won’t.”

Joey believed her. Not that he had any choice. “Merry Christmas,

Peyton.”

“Merry Christmas, Joseph.”

“For the last time, it’s Joey to you.” He tried to reign in his smile,

but it was no use. He’d no doubt seen Peyton Hammond at her worst

—them being rivals and all—yet that spark of hers had set the gears of

his heart in motion. What did Newton say? Objects in motion stay in

motion?

She rolled her eyes, then paused a few seconds. “Hey, about that

date? Obviously, I wouldn’t go since, you know, you’re my industry

rival and all that. But the other reason I can’t go is that I’m seeing

someone. Okay, I’m starting to see someone. We haven’t actually gone

on a date yet, but we will tomorrow.”

“The cop?”

She nodded.

126



DREAMS IN TOYLAND SAMPLE

“That makes sense. I saw you two dancing at the Christmas Ball.

He was the one you were smiling at.”

“You were there?”

“When I first came down to Kedgewick Creek, I wanted to help

my grandfather. To be honest, I didn’t understand why my grandfa‐

ther cared so much about the town. He suggested I go see the people

I’d be helping.”

“And you saw me?”

“You were wearing a white and blue dress with puffy sleeves.

Whenever you spun—”

“I didn’t spin. I twirled.” She winced. “There I go, interrupting you

again.”

“I don’t mind. Whenever you twirled, the skirt would spread wide

and these blue hearts appeared at the hem.” Joey hadn’t been able to

take his eyes off the living, breathing doll. “Anyway …”

Peyton didn’t move. She simply stared at Joey. With her good

looks, she couldn’t be that surprised that a man had noticed her. She

was either completely creeped out, or they were having a moment.

Like a moment moment. One that ended too quickly. She broke free

from her trance, opened the door, and climbed down. “Well, have a

good night.”

“You, too. And I’m sure you won’t share the sentiment, but it was

nice to meet you, Peyton. Insults, theft accusations, and all.”

Her smile nearly melted him. That cop was a lucky guy.

While Joey watched Peyton walk to the shop’s front door, the

puppy whined.

“I know, girl. I kind of liked her too.”

Rather than heading into the shop, Peyton froze. After a few

moments, she banged a uey and returned to the truck. She yanked

open the door, spooking the pup. “How are you planning to get that

castle out of the truck?”

A chuckle shook his chest. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

“You know, I don’t have anything going on tonight. If you want, I

can help you deliver that to the family’s home. Just that one.”

Joey raked his fingers through his hair. The extra time with her
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could warm her up to him. She might feel more inclined to share her

Susie Fussbucket knowledge. On the other hand, the extra time could

warm him up to her even more than he already had. When it came

down to it, there was no other option. “I’d be a fool to turn down that

offer.”
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hey just give you a key to their home and trust you to not

take what you want?”

Peyton’s words were met with a sharp shhh as Joey pressed his

finger to his lips. He opened the second gate to the backyard, making

an opening large enough for them to carry the castle through.

“Sorry. I’m not used to being quiet.”

“I’m discovering that,” he whispered with a contagious smile. He

motioned for her to retake her position.

Peyton checked behind them, making sure none of the

Hennesseys’ neighbors were reporting a burglary. At least if they did,

Blaine would be one of the responding officers. She worked her hands

between the grass and the bottom of the castle, thankful last week’s

snow had disappeared, then lifted.

As they carried the toy through the backyard, her thoughts

wandered back to Blaine. What a great guy—willing to pull a double

shift on a holiday. If he was called to check this out, he’d see this was

all innocent. Joey would continue with his deliveries, and Peyton

would get to sneak a few minutes with Blaine. Maybe he’d give her

another hint about what their date might entail. It had been a while

since she’d been on a date. This year she’d had to hunker down and
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focus on the shop, not relationships. She hadn’t missed dating. It

seemed she always gave too much and got too little in return. But her

parents were beginning to worry she was lonely. She couldn’t have

them doing that.

They set the castle on the patio by the double French doors, and

Joey withdrew a tagged key from his back pocket. “To answer your

question, I think people trust Dear Handsel with house keys, expen‐

sive gifts, and being in their house while their children are asleep

because of the organization’s thirty-year history. It doesn’t make sense

to me, but I grew up in Boston.”

“Yeah, your accent gave you away. In Kedgewick Creek, every‐

body knows everybody. Trust comes easily—maybe too easily in this

case.”

“There’s also quite a bit of legal jargon both parties agree to.”

“I bet there is. How do you know where to put the stuff?”

“We get pretty detailed instructions for each order. I can show you

on my tablet when we get back to the truck.” With barely a sound,

Joey slipped the key in the lock and made a quarter turn. With a twist

of the door handle, warm air flooded over Peyton, drawing her closer

to the doorway until she bumped into Joey. He grinned. “Hang on a

second.”

She waited while he reached up and unlatched the other door. The

interior of the house was dark, but this appeared to be a basement. It

also appeared that even with both doors open, this mammoth castle

wouldn’t fit.

Joey ushered her inside with a slight touch on the small of her

back. He pointed to a corner of the room, then leaned in close. “They

want it set up in that corner of the cellar with the door and bow

facing the stairs. Let’s go.”

She grabbed the crook of his arm. “What if it doesn’t fit?”

“It’ll fit.”

Peyton suppressed the urge to argue. He’d find out soon enough.

“It doesn’t fit,” he said five minutes later, after they’d tried every

angle to get the plaything inside the doors. “Stop laughing.”

She couldn’t help but snicker. So Mr. Toy Magnate wasn’t great at
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everything. “If you’d listened to me before, I could have saved you

some time.”

“Like I’m supposed to trust your judgment? You’re wearing a dress

in the middle of winter for moving things.”

“You told me to change into something black.”

“So?”

“This dress and these tights are the only black things in my

wardrobe.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Black is way too somber. I only have this because it’s my funeral

outfit. The way I see it, colorful clothes are one small way I can bring

joy to this world.”

“You already work at a toy shop. I saw you today … with the little

girl wanting those dinosaurs for her brother. You speak joy to all your

customers—at least everyone other than me. Isn’t that enough?”

Peyton thought a moment. “Maybe I do it for myself, then.” She

clamped her lips together. No need to spill her soul to some guy she

just met. And they surely couldn’t remain standing in a castle, which

currently sat wedged in the door frame. She raised her chin to look

over the castle’s back wall and into the basement. “Is that a workshop

area over by the stairs?”

Joey squinted. “Looks like it. Do you have an idea?”

“Yes, but I need to get over this wall. Could you help me?” Did he

have muscles under those extra large clothes of his? She couldn’t tell,

but she’d gotten the sense that, with a bit more effort, he could’ve

pushed the castle through the frame and taken the entire wall with it.

He’d simply chosen not to. Controlled strength. Not the most unat‐

tractive quality in a man.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked.

“Um, give me a boost and don’t let me fall on my head.”

“Sounds good.” He moved behind her and placed light hands on

her shoulders.

“Yeah, that’s not going to work. Grab my waist and when I jump,

you lift.”

“What about your dress?”
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“Handsel has no time for modesty, does he?” She waited until

finally, his large hands gripped just below her rib cage, firmly but not

hard enough for her to momentarily lose her breath. He probably

thought she’d never been in a man’s embrace before.

He dropped his head until his breath touched her ear, and her eyes

nearly crossed. Think of Blaine, Peyton. Think of the shop and Kiljoy Toyz.

Think of your parents. Don’t think about this New Englander. She curled

her sweaty palms over the top edge of the playhouse.

“One, two, three.”

Peyton jumped and tried to push herself up with her hands. It was

unnecessary though, since Joey had lifted her high enough to bend her

stomach over the wall. Before she could be completely humiliated at

her current positioning relative to his face, she twisted her body until

the wall aligned with the center of her torso, from her sternum down

to the place she hoped her dress and tights still covered. He adjusted

his positioning, steadying her and holding her tight as she maneu‐

vered her legs over the other side.

“Hey,” he said, when their faces nearly touched forehead to forehead.

“Don’t let me forget to thank you.” Goodness. He was almost charming.

Peyton slid down. When her toes hit the floor, she wasted no time.

She went to the workbench and, quietly as she could, opened each

drawer. Using her cell phone’s flashlight, she searched for the right

tools. Once she held a large flathead screwdriver in one hand and a

rubber mallet in the other, she returned to the regrettable situation.

Peyton worked herself into the slim space behind the door. Using the

tools, she began removing the pins from the hinges of the French

doors. Luckily, they slid out easily without her having to pound too

hard with the mallet. Once the doors were removed, the castle was

able to slide through, and the two carried the castle to its spot.

While Peyton tied an enormous bow on one of the towers, Joey

rehung the doors. Before long they were back at the truck on the

quiet street, and Peyton was holding the puppy on her lap. Yet the

adrenaline still pumped through her. She’d helped Handsel deliver

one of the surprises. How would she ever fall asleep now?
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“You’re good with that puppy,” he said.

“That puppy … She needs a name.”

“She isn’t mine.”

“You’re going to be spending all night with her. She should have a

name.”

“Fine.” He eased the truck into gear and pulled onto Swamp Stop

Lane—a funny street name considering it serviced the higher end

homes in town. “What do you suggest?”

She smoothed her hand over the whitish-blond back. “Something

Christmassy. Like Angel. Ooh, Gloria. Ribbons? Holly? Babe?”

“Like the pig?”

Peyton guffawed, startling the puppy. “No, like Babes in Toyland.”

“What’s that?”

It took all her self-control to not slam the gear shift into Park.

“You’ve got to be kidding. You’ve never seen Babes in Toyland? Or even

heard of it? You’re a toymaker!”

“Maybe that’s a good thing. It sounds like a show one might see on

the Vegas strip.”

“Absolutely not. Babes in Toyland started as a Victor Herbert stage

show, then it was turned into one of those movies that gets remade

every thirty years. Most people love the one with Laurel and Hardy.

And, don’t get me wrong, I love Keanu Reeves—”

“Who doesn’t?” Joey quipped.

“—but the 1986 version isn’t great. My favorite movie is the one

from 1961 starring Annette Funicello. That blue and white dress I

wore to the Christmas Ball was a replica of one she wore in that

movie. It took forever to sew that frock.” Peyton squealed. “That’s it!

Her name should be Annette. Annette Furicello.”

“Sounds good to me.”

A memory from last Christmas ice-skated to the forefront of her

mind. A silly moment from a conversation between her and her

parents about the future of the toy industry. Peyton’s attempt to stifle

a giggle resulted in a most unFunicello-like snort.

“What’s so funny?” Joey asked.
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“Just remembering something. The last time your name came up in

conversation with my parents, I nicknamed you Barnaby.”

“Who’s he?”

“The villain.”

“Aww, I see.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes. Peyton couldn’t imagine

what he was thinking. He’d once again shielded his face with his hood

to protect the Handsel identity from anyone who saw into the driver’s

seat. But she’d caught that sheepish grin of his once or twice—enough

to nearly make her forget they were competitors.

“I couldn’t have delivered that castle without you,” Joey said as he

turned onto Kringle Street. “Is there anything I can do to thank you?”

She chuckled. “I’m guessing that going out of business isn’t an

option.”

“According to you, that’s going to happen anyway. Because of Susie

Fussbucket?”

“When I told you that, I didn’t know who you were.”

“And now that you do, you wish you hadn’t given me the heads-

up?” He threw a hand up. “I get it. But I do hope you know I never

planned to put anyone out of business. Especially a shop like yours. In

fact, if there’s anything I could ever do to help you, I hope you’ll reach

out. And I’m not saying that so you’ll tell me what Susie’s big flaw is.”

“I appreciate that. If I survive this season, it would be nice to have

a friend in the industry.” A friend who might be able to share secrets

of his success if she played this right.

He nodded to the toy shop. “Here we are. Go watch Babes in

Toyland for me.”

“Or … maybe I could keep helping you. I mean, that was the most

fun I’ve ever had in this dress.”

“You had a pretty low bar.”

“True. But you did say you couldn’t have done it without me. So

how about it? Do you need a partner in crime?”
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“COME ON, Peyton. I like Annette and all, but this is embarrassing.”

Joey stood outside the truck, holding the confused dog with her back

against his chest and her paws splayed out in front of them.

Peyton snickered but continued wrapping her long scarf around

Joey’s back, beneath his arms, and across Annette’s belly. “What does

it matter? I’m the only one who will see you.”

Because the castle delivery had taken longer than expected, they

decided that the puppy should come along for the longer stops, just in

case it got too cold in the cab. That presented quite a problem, since

the homeowners wouldn’t be so happy to discover a dog had been

exploring and possibly marking her territory in their house. Peyton’s

idea? To use her scarf to bundle Annette to Joey as if she were a baby

human. The only solace was seeing how Annette tried to bite Peyton’s

fingers with every wrap.

She finished tying a knot behind his neck, then stepped back to

admire her work. “You two are adorable. If you had done this earlier, I

might have said yes to that date.”

“No kidding?”

Letting the question hang, she handed him two large totes filled

with presents from the toy drive. Four families had been nominated

from the community to have their entire Christmas covered by the

donations. The first of those homes loomed before them. Peyton

carried a box that was bigger than she was toward the front door.

Before he followed, he whispered to Annette, “You be good, or I’ll

throw in an extra gift to this family.”

Annette whimpered.

“And don’t tell any of your friends about this. You don’t exactly

look cool either.”

Ninety minutes later, they’d knocked out delivering to the first

three families benefiting most from the toy drive. Peyton was

nowhere closer to sharing what she knew about Susie Fussbucket.

Joey couldn’t help but get more and more frustrated.

“What’s it like to have millions of dollars?”

Peyton’s question burned through Joey’s $10 T-shirt and set his

skin on fire. Pretty impressive, since this home was absolutely freez‐
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ing. Annette may have been warmer in the truck. Then he would’ve

been able to wear his sweatshirt, since the wrap didn’t fit over that

extra material. He’d have to hide some cash in a drawer before he left,

so the young single mother wouldn’t have to worry about the heating

bills. The town had already blessed the family like crazy, except Barbie

dolls and train sets wouldn’t keep them warm.

“Do you always talk this much?”

She smirked, but he was completely serious.

“I’ve never had more than two thousand dollars in my bank

account at any point in time.” Peyton’s voice was so quiet, Joey had to

scoot closer to hear her, especially when the presents they were

placing beneath the tree crinkled at their touch. “I wonder what it

would be like to not have to worry about money.”

“It’s not as comforting as you may think.”

“I doubt that.”

“Any peace that comes from having money is washed away by the

realization that others don’t have enough.”

Peyton harrumphed and inched away from him. She lifted a ball-

shaped gift. “So why did you allow the town to buy these gifts? I know

for a fact that people gave money for that toy drive even though they

didn’t have any. You could have single-handedly paid for all these.”

She stashed the last gift beneath the branches then stood as straight as

a toy soldier.

The urge to touch her shoulder strengthened when he saw the

tears glistening in her eyes. Why did this girl get to him so much? His

mother always said he was a sensitive one, but with Peyton, he seemed

to feel everything she was feeling threefold. “That’s my grandfather’s

doing. He knew that people are happier when they’ve given to others.

It drives him nuts that people call whoever they think is behind this

‘Handsel.’ He considers Handsel to be those who request help to give

presents to their loved ones. As for me, well, anything I say in my

defense will make me sound even worse to you.”

“What does that mean?”

Now Joey was really sweating. “You already think I’m a sheisty,

profit-hungry shark. Before you knew who I was, you judged me for
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how I was dressed. What good would it do to tell you that I take care

of my employees in the form of bonuses, educational opportunities,

fair wages, great benefits, flexible work hours, child care subsidies?

Or that I tithe ten percent of my personal earnings to the churches

in my city? That I volunteer in an afterschool program and coach

youth soccer? Or did you not bother to read that far in the Forbes

article?” He took a deep breath and stood. “Time to go. Annette’s

tired.”

Peyton stayed silent. She just followed him quietly out, even stop‐

ping and waiting silently as he took two hundred-dollar bills out of

his wallet and slipped them inside the overflowing junk drawer.

Searing pain cut across the heel of his hand. He caught a yelp

between his teeth and yanked his arm back. What had he hit? A knife?

Who keeps a knife in a junk drawer? Immediately the sliced skin filled

with blood. He held back a curse he was used to hearing in Boston, yet

hadn’t heard once in Kedgewick Creek. The last thing this family

needed was to find blood all over their kitchen on Christmas morn‐

ing. He bounded over to the spool of paper towels and wrapped a few

sheets around his hand.

“Are you okay?” Peyton stared wide-eyed for several throbs of his

heartbeat before seeking out the offending object: a pair of scissors

that she brought to the sink and placed beneath hot water.

“Give me a minute.” Joey left her to sanitize them. He needed the

cool wintry air before he passed out. Once he got back to the street,

he leaned against the truck door, not caring anymore if someone

recognized him. Annette wriggled in excitement. Joey pulled the

scarf’s knot over his head, loosening it enough for him to free the

puppy and place her on the grass to run in circles like a wind-up toy

on the fritz.

Soon, Peyton slipped through the shadows of the side yard and

came to him. She took his bundled hand and gently unwrapped it.

“Let me see.”

Joey couldn’t look. Blood always made him woozy. And while the

wound still hurt like the dickens, it helped to couple the pain with

Peyton’s soft touch. Couldn’t he stay angry at her for five minutes? Of
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course not. He was already wishing he hadn’t been so sharp with her,

hadn’t lost his cool.

“It’s bad. I should take you to Asheville for stitches.”

“No, I need to keep going.”

“Joseph,” she said, moving closer, “you can’t. You need to get this

looked at.”

“I’ll go in the morning. I need to push on.”

“Well, you are at least going to let me clean this and bandage you

up. My shop isn’t too far from here. I have everything we need.”

“But I—”

“Don’t fight me, Joseph Kiljoy, or I’ll drive you to the hospital.” She

opened the passenger door and nodded for him to climb in.

He was in too much pain to fight.

TO READ the rest of Dreams in Toyland, click here to purchase Christmas

in Mistletoe Square.
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